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Abstract

Maintaining a heritage language in a monolingual society is not an easy task and presents
ongoing challenges for immigrant families, particularly when children develop receptive
bilingualism—understanding the heritage language but with limited production skills (De Houwer,
2007; Nakamura, 2019; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). This phenomenon often leaves parents concerned
about the loss of their heritage language and a shift toward the majority language. While receptive
bilingualism has received some scholarly attention in second-language acquisition and heritage-

language studies, it remains underexplored in the field of family language policy.

To address this gap, through a family language policy lens, this thesis investigates how the three
components of family language policy—beliefs, practices, and management strategies, as outlined
in Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy—as well as agency, the capacity to act and make
choices (Ahearn, 2001; Kuczynski, 2002), influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism
among Arabic-English speaking families in Australia, from both parents’ and children’s
perspectives. Over the course of six months, I conducted multiple ethnographically informed case
studies of three families whose children were born in Australia and were aged 5—12 years. Data
collection included parent interviews, audio-recorded parent-child interactions, observations, and
informal conversations with children to understand why receptive bilingualism persists despite

children’s exposure to their heritage language from birth.

Findings reveal that active parental agency, characterised by intentional engagement, mediated
the translation of parental language beliefs into supportive language practices and management

strategies, thereby developing both children’s receptive and productive bilingualism. Constrained



and deferred agency, by contrast, created misalignment between beliefs, practices, and strategies,
reinforcing the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. From the children’s perspectives, beliefs,
practices, and engagement with parent-initiated strategies were shaped by their perceived awareness
of receptive bilingualism, that is, their explicit statements about understanding Arabic but
struggling to speak it. This awareness produced predominantly negative beliefs about speaking
Arabic, leading the children to limit their engagement with the family language policy and
ultimately maintaining receptive skills without developing productive ones. Together, these
findings support the thesis argument that the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among bilingual
children is influenced by a family language policy mediated by agency. Therefore, this study
contributes to family language policy research by: (1) extending Spolsky’s model of language
policy to incorporate agency as a mediating process that could help translate parental beliefs into
supportive language practices and strategies, and heritage language outcome as the result of these
interacting components; (2) offering guidance for families to support their positive beliefs about
their heritage language by implementing an explicit (planned) family language policy aimed at
encouraging children to speak their heritage language; and (3) providing evidence-based insights
that may inform educators and policymakers in developing programs and initiatives that support

children’s heritage language production skills.
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Chapter One Introduction

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.0 Introduction

The journey of raising children bilingually, while rewarding, can be a challenging experience
for parents, requiring careful planning, consistent effort, and commitment, particularly when
maintaining a heritage language in a predominantly monolingual society. As a parent navigating
this journey myself, I, along with many families from the Arabic-speaking community in Australia,
have encountered firsthand the challenges of maintaining a heritage language in an English-
dominant society. These challenges are well established in the international literature and include
a lack of exposure to the heritage language, a lack of practice opportunities in mainstream schools
(Guardado, 2017; Nesteruk, 2010) and parents’ long working hours, which limit the time available
to engage children in heritage language activities (Nesteruk, 2010). In the Australian context,
similar challenges exist, with Pauwels (2005, 2007) reporting that immigrant parents struggle to
pass their heritage language to their children due to the amount of effort invested in heritage
language maintenance, community attitudes towards the heritage language, lack of support from
the wider community and educational institutions and the degree of parental experience in

bilingual environments.

Despite the substantial research on the challenges parents face when raising children
bilingually, there remains a notable gap in understanding receptive bilingualism as both a
phenomenon and a challenge, particularly through the lens of family language policy. Receptive
bilingualism — where a child understands their heritage language but has limited production skills
— 1s widely observed among bilingual families in immigrant communities (De Houwer, 2007,

Dopke, 1992; Hoffman, 2014; Meisel, 2019; Montrul, 2016b; Nakamura, 2018, 2019; Sherkina-
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Chapter One Introduction
Lieber, 2020). Family language policy is a fast-growing field that provides a framework for
understanding intergenerational heritage language transmission, development, and maintenance
(Curdt-Christiansen & Sun, 2022). Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy forms the foundation
of this framework, establishing that a family language policy is composed of three interconnected
yet independent components: language beliefs, language practices, and management strategies.
However, these components do not appear to operate in isolation. Other factors must be considered
when investigating receptive bilingualism through a family language policy lens, particularly the
role of agency—the capacity to act and make choices about the heritage language, a concept
originating in linguistic anthropology (Ahearn, 2001) and developmental psychology (Kuczynski,
2002) that is now widely applied in family language policy research (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang,
2018; Smith-Christmas, 2020). Although it is now well established that agency is among the most
critical factors in determining the success of family language policy, where children can speak their
heritage language (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018; Schalley & Eisenchlas, 2020), the
relationship between agency and receptive bilingualism as a heritage language outcome remains
unclear. Therefore, understanding how a family language policy, agency, and the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism interact is important for heritage language-speaking communities, including
the Arabic-speaking community in Australia, where families and community members consistently
express concern about children’s inability to speak Arabic despite sustained parental efforts (SBS,

2022).

The Arabic-speaking community in Australia consistently calls for guidance and support to
facilitate intergenerational language transmission, frequently voicing their concerns through online
platforms and social media. These concerns are reflected in a report by the Special Broadcasting

Service (SBS, 2022), in which Arab Australian academics and parents advocate for increased
13



Chapter One Introduction
support for Arabic language education and maintenance. According to the report, learning a
heritage language helps community members maintain strong cultural connections and enhances
their psychological well-being. Moreover, the report highlights the community’s call for the
Australian government to improve access to Arabic language education for younger generations,
with the goal of facilitating intergenerational language transmission. My personal interactions
within the Arabic-speaking community have similarly revealed that many families are seeking
methods and strategies to develop, support and encourage their children to speak Arabic,

specifically aiming to address and reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Reflecting on my own experiences as a parent within the Arabic-speaking community, I, too,
encountered the persistent challenge of receptive bilingualism despite my efforts to create an
Arabic-rich home environment. My children’s good comprehension of Arabic and struggles to
speak the language led me to seek scholarly guidance, where I discovered that receptive
bilingualism, particularly within the field of family language policy, is significantly
underrepresented in existing research. Thus, the combined impact of my personal experiences and
the community’s expressed needs led to the birth of this research and triggered my interest in

conducting this study.

While receptive bilingualism has been explored in various fields, such as second language
acquisition and heritage language studies (De Houwer, 2007; Dopke, 1992; Meisel, 2019;
Nakamura, 2018; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020), to my knowledge, no research within the field of family
language policy has exclusively examined receptive bilingualism as a heritage language outcome.
Thus, the aim of this thesis is to examine how a family language policy influences the prevalence
of receptive bilingualism among Arabic-English-speaking families in Australia, drawing on both

parent and child perspectives. Children’s voices are often absent from family language studies, yet
14



Chapter One Introduction
their insights are important for understanding the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. Throughout
this thesis, I argue that the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among bilingual children is
influenced by a family language policy that is mediated by agency. To pursue the study’s aim, I

was guided by the following overarching research question:
To what extent does a family language policy influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?
Followed by two specific sub-questions:

1. How do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of

receptive bilingualism?
2. How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?

To address these research questions, I drew on a qualitative, longitudinal case study approach
informed by ethnographic perspectives and grounded in a constructivist worldview. This approach
enabled an in-depth exploration of family language policy, agency, and receptive bilingualism as
they unfold in the everyday lives of Arabic-English-speaking families. Through this investigation,
I hope to offer guidance for families, educators, and policymakers seeking to support heritage
language maintenance and reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among immigrant

families.

1.1 Background and context of the study

Australia is a culturally and linguistically diverse nation that has produced one of the most
ethnically diverse societies in the world (Noble & Watkins, 2024). Since the 1940s, considerable
immigration from non-English-speaking countries has contributed to Australia’s linguistic
diversity, including an influx from the Middle East and beyond (Noble & Watkins, 2024; Piller &

Gerber, 2018). This diversity is reflected in the most recent Australian census (2021), which
15



Chapter One Introduction
reported approximately 300 languages other than English as heritage languages are spoken at home
(Multicultural NSW, 2021). Of particular interest within this linguistic landscape, and highly
relevant to this study, is the substantial presence of Arabic-speaking communities throughout
Australia. The Arabic-speaking communities have a long-standing history in the country, with
immigration occurring in waves since the late 19th century and increasing significantly from the
1940s onwards, largely driven by political instability in the Middle East (Allam et al., 2023). These
communities originate from a range of countries, including Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Egypt, among

others and are characterised by diverse religious and ethnic backgrounds (Allam et al., 2023).

Today, Arabic is one of the fastest-growing community languages and one of the most widely
spoken languages in Australia (Cruickshank, 2008). The Arabic-speaking community is
considered one of the most established and visible ethnolinguistic groups, concentrated primarily
in metropolitan areas such as Sydney and Melbourne (Abdelhadi, 2016; Cruickshank, 2008). Data
from the 2021 Australian Census shows that approximately 21% of Australians speak a language
other than English, with Arabic being the second most commonly spoken language, used by 1.4%
of the population (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2022). In addition, a report by
Multicultural NSW (2021) shows that 29% of Arabic speakers in the 2021 Census were children
under the age of 19, and although no exact census data exists on the number of second or third-
generation Arabic-speaking children, their language practices, or their knowledge of Arabic
language and culture, these figures indicate that many children are being raised bilingually, with
Arabic spoken at home and English used in educational settings and the broader community.
Furthermore, Arabic remains a main language taught at Australian schools, “with over 21,000
primary school children studying Arabic in government, non-government and community schools”

nationwide (Cruickshank, 2025, p. 2). Notably, Arabic’s diglossic nature, in which two language
16



Chapter One Introduction
varieties serve different functions and are used in different domains (Saiegh-Haddad & Schiff,
2024), means that children often learn Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) at school—a formal variety
not spoken at home—while using colloquial Arabic (dialect-specific), such as Levantine,
Egyptian, or Iraqi Arabic, in everyday family conversations (Albirini, 2016; Ferguson, 1959;

Saiegh-Haddad & Schiff, 2024).

However, such demographic and educational visibility does not preclude Arabic from
experiencing a language shift like many other minority languages in the country. According to
Cavallaro (2005), Australia remains largely inclined towards monolingualism despite its linguistic
diversity, and although Australia is characterised as a multilingual nation, “this is only true of the
languages of recently arrived migrants” (Forrest et al., 2020, p. 1070). In fact, it is newly arrived
immigrants who revitalise the use of heritage languages and have a positive influence on language
maintenance (Pauwels, 2005). As for subsequent immigrant generations, research conducted by
Zhang et al. (2023) reveals that language shift was highly prevalent among second-generation
Australian-born immigrant children, with two-thirds of third-generation immigrant children
speaking English only at home, and children from Arabic-speaking backgrounds were no
exception (Forrest & Dandy, 2017). Fishman (1966) long ago warned that children from different
ethnolinguistic backgrounds tend to lose their heritage language by the second or third generation.
Some children even become entirely monolingual English speakers by the second generation, with
little or no knowledge of their heritage language, unless the family firmly maintains the heritage
language at home and takes deliberate actions to preserve it (Edwards, 2010; Fishman, 1966).
Locating this study within its broader historical and sociolinguistic context, I now turn to

understanding the relationship between heritage language maintenance and receptive bilingualism.
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1.2 Heritage language maintenance and receptive bilingualism

Understanding receptive bilingualism requires us to take a step back and reflect on the broader
context of heritage language maintenance within immigrant families. In this section, I bring together
the two central concepts that frame this study—heritage language maintenance and receptive
bilingualism—and explore the relationship between them. I begin by unpacking what is meant by
a heritage language, particularly in the context of immigrant families in English-dominant societies,
such as Australia. I then turn to the concept of heritage language maintenance, with special attention
to the role of the family in supporting heritage language maintenance and sustaining
intergenerational language transmission. From there, I shift focus to receptive bilingualism, an
outcome common among children in immigrant households that has received limited attention
within the field of family language policy. By bringing these concepts into the discussion, this
section lays the groundwork for understanding how receptive bilingualism may emerge as an
unintended, undesired outcome of families’ heritage-language maintenance efforts. It is within this
space, between the family’s heritage-language efforts and outcomes, that receptive bilingualism
takes shape as both a personal and a sociolinguistic reality, one that warrants closer attention and

deeper understanding.

1.2.1 What is a heritage language?

At the heart of this thesis is the concept of a heritage language, a term that is more than a label—
shaped by history, culture, and families’ experiences—and one that continues to evolve across
various contexts. I approach this section by first reflecting on the meaning of the term #eritage,
then tracing the evolution of the concept of heritage language in the Canadian, American, and
Australian contexts, and finally, considering the challenges of arriving at a shared definition suitable

for this study. In doing so, I acknowledge the diversity of views on what constitutes a heritage
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language while grounding my research in a definition that reflects both scholarly thought and the

experiences of heritage language families.

The term heritage as a starting point carries both emotional and cultural significance, often tied
to ideas of ancestry, identity, and continuity, something inherited and passed down from one
generation to the next. As Gounari (2014) explains, the term heritage holds emotional value,
referring to one’s background and origin. In this sense, heritage is not only about what is preserved
from the past but also about how it is lived and carried forward in the present. Montrul (2016) adds
that many speakers view their language as a vital part of their cultural heritage, further highlighting
the deep connection between heritage and language. These layered meanings of heritage form the
backdrop against which the term heritage language began to take shape in educational and linguistic

discourse.

The term heritage language is relatively new in educational and linguistic discourse, first used
in Canada in the early 1970s to describe indigenous and immigrant languages (King & Ennser-
Kananen, 2013). Later, the term was modified to suit different contexts and countries, such as the
United States and Australia (King & Ennser-Kananen, 2013). In the US, the term was embraced in
the early 1990s to provide a richer and more precise definition for non-mainstream languages
(Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2020). Importantly, scholars in the U.S. used the term to reframe the status
of background or heritage speakers, who were often portrayed less favourably than native or second
language speakers in educational and policy discourses (Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2020). In Australia,
where this study is situated, the term ‘heritage language’ has also undergone adaptation. Several
terms have been used interchangeably, including ethnic languages, languages other than English
(LOTE), and community languages (Pauwels, 2016). Among these, community language is the
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most widely used, as it avoids connotations of obsolescence and affirms the ongoing presence and
use of these languages within communities (Clyne & Fernandez, 2007; Liddicoat, 2018). However,
this term has also faced criticism. For instance, NALDIC, the National Association for Language
Development in the Curriculum (2011), argues that the term ‘community language’ can imply a
shared set of values or practices among all speakers, which overlooks the diversity and complexity
of their linguistic experiences. In response to these limitations, Liddicoat (2008) advocates the use
of the term heritage language in the Australian context. Liddicoat (2008) suggests that this term
offers a more flexible and meaningful framework than alternatives such as community language or
language other than English (LOTE), “allowing for connections across various categories of non-
dominant languages and better reflecting the cultural and familial ties many speakers have to their
language” (p. 237). Nevertheless, the term heritage language is not without controversy and is not
universally accepted. Critics argue that the term can be overly prescriptive and may suggest a
nostalgic rather than contemporary relationship with language (Echeverria & Sparling, 2024;
Leeman, 2015). In this thesis, I adopt the term heritage language in line with Liddicoat’s (2008)
arguments, as it captures the cultural and familial significance of such languages within the

Australian context.

As the term heritage language has evolved across various contexts, what qualifies as a heritage
language remains difficult to define. The literature has offered a range of perspectives, sometimes
overlapping but often highlighting different dimensions of heritage language use and identity. For
example, Gounari (2014) defines heritage language as the language used at home, not a majority
language in society, often passed down from parents to their children, whose survival depends on
the family. In contrast, King and Ennser-Kananen (2013) argue that a heritage language is not

simply passed down from parents to children; rather, it carries broader cultural associations and
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significance. Kelleher (2010) further expands this view, stating that “any language other than
English could be considered a heritage language to its speakers” (as cited in Gounari, 2014).
Similarly, Cummins (2005) asserts that heritage languages are those spoken by immigrants,
refugees, and newcomers, distinguishing them from dominant societal languages. Some scholars
have even suggested a narrow and a broad definition, where the broad definition could explore the
cultural heritage aspects of the heritage language, and the narrow definition could focus on the

linguistic competence of heritage language speakers (Polinsky & Kagan, 2007).

Taken together, these varied definitions and understandings reflect the complexity and evolving
nature of what qualifies as a heritage language. For the purposes of this thesis, I draw on the
definition proposed by Rothman (2009), who identifies four key criteria for identifying a heritage
language: “the language is spoken in the home domain, is accessible to young children, is acquired
through natural interaction, and is not the dominant language of the wider society” (p. 156). What
makes Rothman’s definition particularly relevant to this study is its emphasis on the child’s
experience with the language in naturalistic, home-based settings, which aligns with the aims
explored in this study, where a child is not just a recipient of language but an agent in the ongoing
process of language transmission and maintenance. With this understanding in place, [ now turn to
explore what it means to maintain a heritage language and the role of the family in heritage language

maintenance.

1.2.2 Understanding heritage language maintenance
As Australia’s linguistic landscape continues to diversify, so too does interest in how immigrant
families maintain and transmit their heritage languages across generations. Immigrant families
maintain their heritage language for religious, cultural, and identity purposes, as well as to develop
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a sense of belonging to the heritage-language community (Attaallah, 2020; Brown & Muslim, 2016;
Nordstrom, 2020; Tawalbeh, 2014; Tseng, 2020). To better understand the role of heritage
languages in the lives of immigrant families, it is useful to distinguish here between language
transmission, language development and language maintenance. While these concepts are closely
related, they refer to different stages of language continuity. Language transmission refers to the
initial process of passing a heritage language to children in early childhood, typically within the
home environment (Fishman, 1991). Language development refers to “the development of new
linguistic knowledge in all its breadth, the processes and the conditions under which these processes
take place” (Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2020, p. 2). In contrast, heritage language maintenance is the
subsequent process that involves the continued use, development, and preservation of the heritage
language across generations, particularly in environments where the dominant societal language
often prevails (Pauwels, 2016; Valdés, 2006). According to Baker and Wright (2017), language
maintenance refers to the stability of the language, its distribution among speakers, the proficiency
of children and adults in their heritage language, and its maintenance in specific domains. Language
maintenance, then, is not simply about introducing the language to children but about maintaining
its presence and use in daily life. Language maintenance promotes the vitality and functionality of
the heritage language within the child’s developing linguistic repertoire. As such, heritage language
maintenance is an evolving, long-term process that requires consistent effort and intentionality from
both families and communities to resist the pressures of language shift and to manage, maintain,
and transmit their languages to the next generation (Baker & Wright, 2017; Eisenchlas & Schalley,

2020).

As stated earlier, for immigrant families, heritage language maintenance involves retaining their

language, identity, religion and heritage culture, while also nurturing a sense of belonging to the
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heritage language community (Attaallah, 2020; Brown & Muslim, 2016; Nordstrom, 2020;
Tawalbeh, 2014; Tseng, 2020). It is through language that children may communicate with their
extended family abroad, participate in religious and cultural traditions, and experience a sense of
continuity with their roots. Heritage language maintenance is also associated with cognitive,
emotional, and educational advantages. According to Yates and Terraschke (2013), language
maintenance can create stronger family relationships and deepen community ties. Similarly, Baker
(2000) observes that some parents view their heritage language as an inseparable part of who they
are, a legacy worth passing down. Families also see bilingualism as a practical and intellectual asset,
believing it can enhance children’s academic achievement and mental flexibility (Baker, 2000;
Caldas, 2012; Cavallaro, 2005). These perspectives remind us that the heritage language is not just
a tool for communication but a deeply personal expression of culture and connection that preserves

one’s identity, cultural values, ancestral ties, and overall sense of belonging.

Beyond the home, heritage language maintenance has wider implications for public life and
national identity. For linguistically and culturally diverse countries like Australia, the ongoing
presence of heritage languages contributes to stronger social cohesion, bringing benefits not only
to individuals but also to communities and the broader society (Forrest et al., 2020). This broader
view has informed an increasing body of research examining how language practices are woven
into the everyday lives of families, particularly those navigating bilingual and multilingual
environments (Cavallaro, 2005). While this recognition is encouraging, it also draws attention to
the ongoing challenges many immigrant families face, particularly in predominantly English-
speaking societies, where pressures to prioritise the majority language can make maintaining a

heritage language difficult.
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As previously mentioned, maintaining a heritage language in predominantly English-speaking
environments faces considerable challenges, particularly since English continues to dominate
education, media, and public life. Cavallaro (2005) argues that the dominance of English can hasten
language shift, even in homes where the heritage language is valued. Ferguson (2012) further
suggests that English’s role as a global lingua franca may inadvertently threaten linguistic diversity.
In this context, some families may find it easier, or even necessary, to favour English, particularly
when concerned about discrimination, assimilation, or educational success (Pauwels, 2007,
Nesteruk, 2010). As Nesteruk (2010) notes, parents themselves may become agents of language
shift, consciously or unconsciously suppressing the use of their heritage language. In such
situations, bilingual children become reluctant or even reject their heritage language as they develop

their linguistic skills in the mainstream language.

These family-level challenges reflect a broader structural reality: while Australia’s multicultural
framework supports the preservation of languages and cultures in theory, in practice, support for
bilingualism remains limited (Cavallaro, 2005). The Australian government offers numerous
English language development programs for immigrants, yet support for maintaining heritage
languages and facilitating their intergenerational transmission remains minimal (Yates &
Terraschke, 2013). Despite policy-level recognition of linguistic diversity, heritage language
programs often receive insufficient funding to meet the needs of minority or heritage language
communities, where many languages remain vulnerable (Burnaby, 2008; Rubino, 2010). This
vulnerability is largely due to Australia’s enduring “Anglocentric” orientation and the prevailing
dominance of English (Rubino, 2010, p. 1). According to Rubino (2010), bilingualism and
multilingualism “are not yet fully recognised as valuable assets in the Australian society,

particularly in the work environment” (p. 3). Therefore, although the state offers limited language
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maintenance support, immigrant communities have taken some responsibility for heritage language

maintenance.

Many immigrant communities have developed grassroots initiatives, or community-level
initiatives, to develop their languages through religious institutions, local cultural centres, and
informal learning environments (Juvonen et al., 2020). Nevertheless, these initiatives often face
limitations in resources, time, and institutional support (Berardi-Wiltshire, 2018). Consequently,
the responsibility of language maintenance tends to fall most heavily on families themselves.
Within the home, decisions made by parents and children play a critical role in shaping heritage
language outcomes. Therefore, although language maintenance requires collaboration among the
state, the community, and parents, it remains highly dependent on families’ initiatives (Yates &
Terraschke, 2013). Even in multicultural societies like Australia, where there is policy-level
recognition of linguistic diversity, the survival of minority languages ultimately depends on what
happens in the home. This growing awareness of the family’s role in language maintenance leads
to the next section, which examines the important role of the family in maintaining heritage

languages.

1.2.3 The role of the family in heritage language maintenance

Classic language policies viewed the nation-state as the primary domain influencing
intergenerational heritage language maintenance and transmission (Spolsky, 2012). According to
Spolsky (2004), heritage language advocates argue that it is the state’s responsibility to maintain
minority and heritage languages and linguistic diversity. However, much of the research conducted
on heritage language maintenance shows that it is the duty of the family and the heritage language
speaker to maintain their language (Gounari, 2014; King & Fogle, 2013; Nesteruk, 2010).
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Although the state is expected to recognise certain rights, such as religious rights or the right to
speak a heritage language, the family remains mainly and primarily responsible for heritage
language maintenance and intergenerational transmission (Spolsky, 2004). In this section, I focus
on the important role of the family in heritage language maintenance, beginning by exploring what
constitutes a family and then examining how family members, particularly parents, shape the
linguistic environment in ways that influence intergenerational language transmission and heritage

language outcome.

The family is an intimate social and organisational unit, seen as a community of practice where
adults engage in child-rearing (Pauwels, 2016). The family provides the foundation for children’s
language socialisation, development, and production, where adults or caregivers, such as parents,
make decisions to practice, nurture, encourage, or abandon their heritage language (Curdt-
Christiansen, 2018). While traditional understandings of family have focused on married couples
with children, this notion has evolved across cultures and in various contexts (Purkarthofer, 2020).
In today’s context, a family can include married couples, single parents, foster carers, adopted
parents, and migrant or transnational parents, among many others (Juvonen et al., 2020). Despite
this diversity, much of the early literature on family language policy focused on families who were
from “Western, educated, industrialised, rich, and democratic backgrounds, where one of the
parents speaks the societal language, and the other parent has emigrated” (p. 42). While recent
years have seen a welcome shift toward more inclusive research on diverse family types,
languages, and contexts (King & Fogle, 2017), Arabic-speaking families in Australia have only

recently begun to receive scholarly attention in the home domain.

Given the central role families play in heritage language maintenance, the home domain

emerges as an important space for exploring how language is maintained in everyday family life.
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The home domain does not refer to a physical space but rather to a point of reference where family
members negotiate language use through a family language policy (Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2020).
It is within this domain that language beliefs, practices, and management strategies that form the
family language policy come together in ways that either support or challenge the continuity of a
heritage language. Thus, the home domain is placed in a central position for the continuance,
maintenance, and preservation of intergenerational heritage languages (Curdt-Christiansen &
Huang, 2020; Fishman, 2000b; Gounari, 2014; Pauwels, 2016; Spolsky, 2012; Valdés, 2006). As
Clyne (2003) notes, “If a language is not strongly transmitted in the home domain, it is not likely
to survive another generation” (p. 22). Pauwels (2005) similarly observes that even when a policy
and educational support are in place, it is ultimately families that determine the survival or loss of
a heritage language, particularly the family language policy the family applies, which plays a
critical role in the continuance, maintenance, survival, and preservation of intergenerational
heritage languages (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Fishman, 2000b; Gounari, 2014;

Schwartz & Verschik, 2013; Spolsky, 2012).

Building on the understanding that the home is a central site for language maintenance,
continuity, and survival, it becomes necessary to consider how the family language policy is
shaped and how it affects heritage language maintenance and outcomes. Spolsky (2017) noted that
the term language policy itself is often vague and requires clarification, particularly when applied
beyond institutional or state-level planning. Spolsky distinguishes between language policy as a
broad field of study and language policy as a concrete management plan or process. In his earlier
work, Spolsky (2004) proposed that the language policy of a family or any speech community
should be examined from the bottom up, focusing on the micro-level of individuals and

households. This micro-level perspective gave rise to his triadic model of family language policy,
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which comprises three interrelated components: language ideology, language practices, and
language management (p. 17). These three components have since become foundational in
understanding how families navigate the use of heritage languages in daily life. As Schwartz and
Verschik (2013) argue, language planning at the micro level, within families or among individuals,
not only influences intergenerational transmission but may also shape broader patterns of language
planning at the community or even national level (p. 4). This suggests that family-based decisions
around language use are not isolated but may collectively influence larger sociolinguistic
outcomes. In this way, the family language policy becomes a vital tool or plan for preserving and
developing heritage languages, particularly within immigrant families. However, even with
intentional family efforts, the outcomes of a family language policy are not always straightforward.
In the following section, I proceed to explore receptive bilingualism as an outcome of the family’s

heritage language maintenance efforts and a key concept in this study.

1.2.4 Receptive bilingualism as an outcome of heritage language maintenance

Within the wider discussion of heritage language maintenance, one increasingly visible
outcome among immigrant families is receptive bilingualism. The literature on family language
policy often focuses on successful language transmission or language shift; far less is known about
the in-between space that receptive bilingualism occupies. Smith-Christmas (2016) argues that at
the heart of family language policy lies the question of why some children raised in bi/multilingual
environments develop productive skills in the heritage language while others do not, even when
they have been immersed in the language from birth (Baker, 2000; Meisel, 2019; Nakamura,
2018). Typically, second and third-generation children become receptive bilinguals, understanding

their heritage language but struggling to speak it (Danesi, 2020).
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While receptive bilingualism is a common linguistic phenomenon among children from
immigrant backgrounds (De Houwer, 2007; Nakamura, 2019), it is often perceived by parents as
an undesired outcome of their language maintenance efforts. Receptive bilingualism can be a
baffling experience for parents who expect their children to speak their heritage language (De
Houwer, 2007), given the time and effort parents have invested in speaking the heritage language
and teaching it to the children. To date, the literature reveals that the emergence of receptive
bilingualism is shaped by several factors, including the amount and quality of language exposure,
the child’s age, social networks, and the value placed on language both within and outside the
home (Kopke, 2019; Meisel, 2019; Unsworth, 2016). However, one important but under-explored
factor that previous studies have not treated in much detail is how a family language policy

mediated by agency relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Agency is a concept that is gaining much attention in the field of family language policy and
encompasses two key terms: parental agency and child agency. Parental agency is seen as the
capacity to act and make choices that shape heritage language outcomes (Ahearn, 2001; Kuczynski,
2002). Child agency, on the other hand, is understood as children’s capacity to act and make choices
by complying with, negotiating, defying or rejecting the family language policy (Curdt-
Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Karpava, 2022; Schwartz, 2020; Smith-Christmas, 2020). Although
some studies have attempted to address the concepts of parental and child agency and their influence
on heritage language outcomes (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018; Srhir, 2020; Wang & Obaidul
Hamid, 2022) and found that agency is among the most critical factors in determining the success
of family language policy, where the children can speak their heritage language, more research is
required to explore how a family language policy mediated by agency relates to the prevalence of

receptive bilingualism. In this study, receptive bilingualism is viewed not as a deficit or a failure of
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children’s bilingual development, but rather as an outcome of family language policy dynamics.
Therefore, I position receptive bilingualism as a valuable stage of bilingual development, a strength
that reflects key receptive skills, which can serve as a foundation for the subsequent development

of productive bilingualism.

Having explored the relationship between heritage language maintenance and receptive
bilingualism—particularly within the context of immigrant families in English-dominant
societies—it is clear that the family plays a central, if not the main role in shaping children’s
heritage language outcomes. As this section has shown, heritage language maintenance is an
ongoing process shaped by the family language policy of both parents and children. Receptive
bilingualism, in turn, emerges not as a failure but as an undesired heritage language outcome. In

the subsequent sections of this chapter, I describe the structure of the remainder of the thesis.

1.3 Thesis structure

Investigating receptive bilingualism through a family language policy lens in the family
domain, where parents and children co-create their bilingual environment, provides a valuable stage
for understanding how heritage language outcomes are shaped. It is within these everyday
interactions that family language beliefs, practices, and management strategies unfold, are shaped
and reshaped by both parental and child agency. Together, these factors play a critical role in
influencing the heritage language outcome, particularly the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
The chapters that follow build a layered and in-depth exploration of receptive bilingualism as it
emerges in the experiences of Arabic-English-speaking families in Australia. Each of the eight

chapters contributes to this exploration by bringing together theory, research, and families’ voices
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and experiences to shed light on how heritage languages are maintained within bilingual or

multilingual immigrant homes.

I begin in Chapter 2 by reviewing the academic literature related to the research questions.
This chapter provides an overview of international and Australian research on family language
policy, receptive bilingualism, and parental and child agency. I first present the literature on the
field and the concept of family language policy. I then define receptive bilingualism and explore
its relevance in the field, noting the lack of empirical studies focusing on receptive bilingualism as
an outcome. Following this, I explore the role of parental and child agency in mediating heritage
language outcomes, identify gaps in existing research, particularly the limited attention to Arabic-

speaking families in Australia, and thereby establish the rationale for this study.

In Chapter 3, I turn to the theoretical framework that underpins the study. I draw on Spolsky’s
(2004) triadic model of language policy, examining how each component influences the others from
both the parents’ and the child’s perspectives. I then explore how parental and child agency operate
within the home domain, either supporting or hindering heritage language maintenance. I propose
extending Spolsky’s model by incorporating agency as a mediating process and positioning heritage
language outcomes as the result of these interacting components. At the end of the chapter, I
hypothesise that agency may be exercised differently by children, which may influence how they

participate and engage with the family language policy.

In Chapter 4, I present the methodological approach and research design used to address the
research questions. Grounded in a constructivist worldview (Peterson & Gencel, 2013), I adopt a
qualitative, longitudinal case study approach informed by ethnographic perspectives (Okada, 2024).

I provide an overview of the philosophical and epistemological assumptions guiding the research
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and outline the processes of participant recruitment, data collection, and analysis. The chapter also
reflects on my positionality as a parent-researcher within the Arabic-speaking community,
acknowledging how my insider role influenced data access and the interpretation of the findings. I
also discuss the ethical considerations of conducting research with families, and highlight how the
longitudinal design enabled the capture of authentic data.

Chapters 5 and 6 present the study’s findings, beginning with parental perspectives and the
children’s perspectives. In Chapter 5, I examine how parents implement a family language policy
and how their language beliefs, practices, and management strategies relate to the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism. Drawing on interview and observational data, I consider how different types
of agency influence the family language policy and heritage language outcome.

In Chapter 6, I turn to the perspectives and experiences of children, whose voices are often
absent from family language policy research. This chapter presents findings from audio-recorded
parent-child interactions, the researcher’s observations and informal conversations with the
children, illustrating how children engage with the family language policy. Through this lens,
receptive bilingualism emerged as a product and a driver of the children’s family language policy.

Chapter 7 brings together parents’ and children’s perspectives to offer an integrated discussion
of the findings. This chapter reflects on how a family language policy is co-constructed by parents
and children, and on how agency functions as a mediating process between beliefs, practices, and
management strategies from both parents’ and children’s perspectives. This chapter also situates
receptive bilingualism within the wider discourse of heritage language maintenance, proposing it

as a heritage language outcome.

Finally, in Chapter 8, I offer concluding reflections on the study’s findings. This chapter

synthesises key findings, answers the research question, and discusses the study’s contributions to
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the fields of family language policy, bilingualism, and heritage language education. I highlight the
theoretical and practical implications of viewing receptive bilingualism as a heritage-language
outcome, outline the study’s limitations, and propose directions and possible avenues for future
research. I now turn to Chapter 2, the literature review, examining how family language policy,
receptive bilingualism, and agency have been theorised and researched across both international
and Australian contexts, identifying key contributions, recurring themes, and notable gaps that this

study seeks to address.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.0 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I introduced the context and rationale for this study, showing how
receptive bilingualism is an unintended outcome of the family’s heritage-language maintenance
efforts. I also positioned family language policy as a comparatively new field of research that has
grown rapidly over the last two decades, investigating and thereby shedding light on how heritage
languages are maintained, developed and transmitted intergenerationally within the home domain
(Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2020; Fishman, 1991; King & Fogle, 2017). In this chapter, I proceed to
critically survey the literature on family language policy, receptive bilingualism and agency. In
Section 2.1, I trace the development of family language policy as both a field and a concept.
Section 2.2 surveys the literature on receptive bilingualism and receptive bilinguals. Section 2.3
scopes the literature on the causes of receptive bilingualism. Finally, section 2.4 concludes the
chapter by examining the literature on the role of agency in family language policy and its
relationship to receptive bilingualism. Together, these sections establish the scholarly foundation
upon which this study is built, acknowledging key contributions to the field and drawing attention
to the research gaps this study seeks to fill. The central argument of this chapter is that receptive

bilingualism as a heritage-language outcome warrants more research attention.

2.1 Family language policy as a field of inquiry and as a concept
The term family language policy has various meanings in the scholarly literature and is
commonly presented as a field of inquiry and a concept for understanding “unofficial language

planning” at the family level (Verschik & Doyle, 2017, p. 123). De Houwer (1999), King et al.
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(2008) and Spolsky (2004), prominent scholars in the field of language policy and planning,
conceptualised family language policy as a bottom-up approach to language planning at the micro-
level of the family. Such an approach offers a lens for examining how heritage languages are
negotiated, learned, managed and shaped by the everyday linguistic practices and decisions of
family members. However, this broad application of the term has led to diversity in definitions
and conceptualisations that reflect the multifaceted nature of family language policy, which falls
under two categories or classifications: family language policy as a field and family language
policy as a concept—necessitating careful distinction where the former develops substantive
theories while the latter is prone to diverse interpretations. In the following section, I provide a
brief review of the literature on family language policy, examining both the field and the concept,

beginning with a description of what the term family entails.

Family is at the heart of our understanding of family language policy; however, defining the
term family remains a debatable and challenging task due to the variety of definitions that have
been proposed in the literature, each embodying a multitude of concepts (Lomeu-Gomes & Lanza,
2020). Traditionally, a family consisted of a married couple, with or without children; however, in
contemporary contexts, a significant terminological shift has taken place as the definition of a
family has broadened and evolved across various contexts and places (Purkarthofer, 2020).
Nowadays, a family could include married couples, single parents, foster carers, adopted parents,
or migrant/transnational parents, with or without children, among many others (Juvonen et al.,

2020).
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Drawing on and synthesising concepts from the existing literature, I define the term family in
this thesis as an intimate social and affective organisational unit, functioning as a community of
practice with its own socialising agents, adults, and children who make significant decisions about
heritage language acquisition, development, maintenance and production (Curdt-Christiansen,
2018; Fishman, 1991; King & Fogle, 2013; Lomeu-Gomes & Lanza, 2020; Luykx, 2003; Spolsky,
2009; Wilson, 2020). In this definition, I explicitly include the children as important members of
the family unit, whose voices are often absent from family language policy studies. In doing so, I
situate family language policy within the family unit as a collaborative social space, where adults
and children navigate complex, situated, and socially negotiated choices and decisions to use,
practice, nurture, encourage, or abandon their heritage language (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018;
Fishman, 1991; Lanza, 2007). These choices and decisions are not simply imposed by adults nor
straightforwardly accepted or rejected by children, but somewhat continuously shaped through
family interactions, individual experiences, social perceptions, and the broader sociocultural
context, including attitudes of the dominant society, reflecting a blend of both internal and external
influences (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020). Therefore, understanding what constitutes a
family is central to understanding family language policy, both as a field of inquiry and as a

concept.

Family language policy, as a field of inquiry, emerged from the intersection of two previously
disconnected research disciplines, language policy and child language acquisition studies (King &
Fogle, 2017). On the one hand, language policy has been primarily concerned with solving
language problems in newly independent nations, with substantial research examining language

policies in institutional and work contexts while paying little attention to the home domain and the
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family (King & Fogle, 2017). On the other hand, child language acquisition was concerned with
analysing caregiver-child interactions in home and laboratory settings while focusing on first
language acquisition, ignoring parental language beliefs, practices, and goals (King & Fogle,

2017).

Family language policy then established itself as a field of inquiry through the seminal work
of King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry in 2008, which drew wider scholarly attention to the home as a
site of language planning, maintenance, and survival. King et al. (2008) stressed the need for a
new field of inquiry that could bridge the gaps between language policy and child language
acquisition and shed light on what families do with language at home. King et al. argued that the
components of Spolsky’s (2004) language policy model, language beliefs, language practices and
language management strategies, could be applied to the home domain and that studies on parent-
child interaction in child language acquisition studies could set the scene for examining how
children develop heritage language receptive and productive skills from social encounters with
caregivers/parents (King et al., 2008; Rowe et al., 2017). Thus, family language policy as a field
of inquiry places the family under sharp focus as a dynamic, independent domain or social space
(Spolsky, 2009), crucial for heritage language maintenance, development and survival (King et al.,

2008; Lomeu-Gomes & Lanza, 2020; Spolsky, 2012).

As a concept, one of the earliest scholars to conceptualise language policy at the family level
was Luykx (2003), who investigated language socialisation among bilingual Spanish-Aymara
(Indigenous Bolivian language) families. Luykx (2003) argued that language choices within the

family could constitute an implicit and unconscious language policy of the family, and that such a
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policy affects heritage language maintenance, survival, and intergenerational transmission (p. 39).
Although Luykx’s conceptualisation predates the formal establishment of the field, it offered a
conceptual foundation that was later built upon, leading to the earliest definitions of family
language policy by King et al. (2008), who initially defined family language policy as “an explicit
and overt planning of language use among family members” (p. 907). However, with the increased
research conducted on family language policy, Caldas (2012) and Curdt-Christiansen (2018) have
offered an expanded definition, suggesting that family language policy also encompasses implicit,

unconscious, and covert language planning among family members.

Despite the development of these definitions, there remains a difficulty in distinguishing
between what constitutes explicit and overt planning and what falls under implicit and covert
practices. For this study, and to avoid ambiguity, I chose not to make a distinction between explicit
and overt, or implicit and covert. Rather, I adopt a more inclusive understanding of family language
policy that captures the full range of language planning within the family. Therefore, as a concept,
family language policy in this thesis refers to the explicit (deliberate planning) or implicit
(unplanned, naturally occurring) and unofficial language planning at the family level. Such a
definition is particularly relevant, given that Wilson (2020) argues that research on family
language policy has traditionally centred on middle-class, educated, European minority-language
families that implement explicit language policies, thereby overlooking families whose language
planning practices are more implicit. In this sense, family language policy can be seen to exist
along a continuum, ranging from implicit, naturally occurring planning to explicit and deliberate

planning.
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Thus far, I have reviewed the literature on the development of family language policy as a field

of inquiry and as a concept. As a field of inquiry, family language policy is a novel field of research
that combines findings and concepts from the fields of language policy and child language
acquisition. As a concept, family language policy refers to the implicit or explicit, unofficial
language planning at the family level. This distinction was necessary to clarify both the theoretical
scope and practical application of the term. In the next section, I turn to reviewing the literature on

receptive bilingualism and receptive bilinguals.

2.2 Receptive bilingualism and receptive bilinguals

As briefly discussed in the introduction chapter, one of the most significant challenges and a
commonly perceived undesirable heritage language outcome that families face when applying a
family language policy is the prevalence of receptive bilingualism (Meisel, 2019; Montrul, 2016b).
Receptive bilingualism is sometimes referred to as passive bilingualism; however, the latter has
been criticised by scholars for “not doing justice to the active decoding processes involved in
understanding language” (Hoffman, 2014, p. 24). Thus, receptive bilingualism can be seen as a
form of functional bilingualism where the language acquisition process does not end even though
the heritage language speaker may not speak the heritage language (Baetens Beardsmore, 1986;
Meisel, 2019; Montrul, 2016b). Instead, receptive bilingualism continues to develop and could be
turned into productive/active bilingualism, where the child can speak their heritage language
(Dopke, 1992), provided that the right linguistic environment is present. Therefore, receptive
bilingualism should not be seen by families, educators and scholars as “a reason for concern

because it does not necessarily indicate language acquisition failure” (Meisel, 2019, p. 163), but
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rather as a linguistic outcome which can support the future development of productive

bilingualism.

In reviewing the current literature on family language policy, receptive bilingualism remains
underexplored. To date, no study has thoroughly investigated receptive bilingualism from a family
language policy lens. This gap may be attributed, in part, to the relatively recent emergence of
family language policy as a field of inquiry. As a result, much of what we know about children’s
receptive bilingualism comes from research in second-language contexts or in heritage-language
education. While receptive bilingualism is a term widely used across those two fields, according
to Sherkina-Lieber (2020), there is barely any cross-fertilisation between them or other fields in
general, which shows the need for interdisciplinary studies on the phenomenon to understand how
it emerges, is experienced, and potentially addressed in family settings, a gap this study seeks to

address by drawing on family language policy and language studies perspectives.

In examining the literature, it appears that within the second language context, receptive
bilingualism refers to a communication mode used by individuals, both children and adults, who
acquire a second language that is not their heritage language, and who show stronger
comprehension than production skills in that language (Dopke, 1992; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). In
contrast, in the heritage language context, receptive bilingualism refers to a mode of bilingual
communication used by immigrant children living in a country where their heritage language is a
minority language often restricted to the home domain (De Houwer, 2007; Meisel, 2019;
Nakamura, 2018). Receptive bilingualism tends to be more difficult in the heritage-language

context because the heritage language is in a foreign-language environment and is most likely
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supported only in the home domain. In Australia, for instance, a study by Escudero et al. (2023)
reveals that while 95% of the surveyed parents valued maintaining their heritage language, fewer
than half participated in community initiatives, and fewer than one in five believed there was
sufficient support beyond the home. In contrast, a second-language speaker may have the support
of an educational system and a second-language-speaking community, or may be learning the

second language in a country where it is the dominant language.

Although receptive bilingualism is recognised in heritage language research, it is not always
clearly conceptualised or consistently named as such within the literature. For example, Armon-
Lotem et al. (2014) describe a pattern in which “Immigrant parents who are dominant in a minority
language generally speak to their children in their native language, while their children tend to
respond in the language of the host society. This well-documented phenomenon usually leads to
rapid language shift within a single generation” (p. 78); however, this pattern, while characteristic
of receptive bilingualism, is not explicitly named or framed as such. A similar observation in Tseng
(2020) research which notes that “heritage language speakers, a subpopulation of home language
speakers...may understand the language but not have the productive ability” (p. 112). However,
Tseng (2020) does not identify receptive bilingualism as a phenomenon or a concept. The variation
in how receptive bilingualism is referred to and described across the research landscape points to
a conceptual gap that warrants closer scholarly attention. Likewise, Ribot and Hoff (2014) describe
receptive bilingualism as a form of ‘code-switching’, defining it as ‘“a pattern of bilingual
proficiency in which bilinguals understand two languages but are able to speak only one” (p. 334).
While this definition aligns with the core features of receptive bilingualism, it is important to

distinguish receptive bilingualism from code-switching. The former typically involves
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comprehension with limited or absent production in the heritage/home or second language,
whereas the latter describes fluent alternation between two languages, often within the same

conversation (Yuliana et al., 2015).

Within the framework of family language policy, I define receptive bilingualism, in this thesis,
as a form of functional bilingualism in which children can understand their heritage language but
have limited production skills, typically restricted to single words, formulaic expressions, or short
phrases. This definition adopts the arguments of several scholars. First, studies by Baetens
Beardsmore (1986) and Montrul (2016b) present receptive bilingualism as a form of functional
bilingualism characterised by comprehension with constrained productive ability, often resulting
from limited heritage language exposure (Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kdpke, 2019; Meisel, 2019;
Paradis & Griiter, 2014; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). Second, research investigating receptive
bilingualism through expressive-receptive language tasks has found that receptive bilingual
children typically produce only single words appropriate to conversational context, usually related
to the home domain (Dopke, 1992; Giguere & Hoff, 2022; Thordardottir, 2011). More recent
studies by Montrul (2016b), Nakamura (2019) and Sherkina-Lieber (2020) have shown that
receptive bilingual children can produce some words and even some phrases in the heritage
language. Nakamura’s (2019) study has contributed significantly to the present definition by
showing how receptive bilingual children, aged 4 and 7, were capable of producing words and
short phrases in their heritage languages (English and Italian), primarily through rote phrases
(repetition of parents’ utterances) and polar responses (yes/nmo answers). Likewise, Smith-
Christmas’s (2016) research informs the adopted definition by showing that although Gaelic-

English bilingual children primarily replied in English despite adult Gaelic input, their limited
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Gaelic production consisted mainly of short, functional two-word phrases used to attract attention

or make requests.

Having reviewed the literature on receptive bilingualism, it is now important to survey the
existing research on receptive bilinguals. Receptive bilinguals are often described as a sub-
category of heritage language speakers, born or raised in host countries, who possess limited
heritage language productive skills despite being immersed in the heritage language from birth; in
other words, receptive bilinguals are restricted to aural skills (Baetens Beardsmore, 1986; Montrul,
2016b; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020; Tseng, 2020). Although the term receptive bilingual is not new and
has been thoroughly discussed by Baetens Beardsmore (1986), it is still not widely used in the
literature on family language policy, and very little attention has been paid to receptive bilingual

children, which is a central aim of this study. Early studies, especially

Similarly, Dopke (1992) described receptive bilinguals as individuals who can understand the
heritage/minority language but cannot speak it. In the current literature, Beaudrie (2009) defines
receptive bilinguals as individuals, children, or adults who have developed stronger receptive skills
than productive skills due to the limited use of their heritage language. More recently, Sherkina-
Lieber (2020) wrote that receptive bilinguals possess sufficient comprehension skills to participate
in a conversation but insufficient productive skills to speak in the heritage language; “receptive
bilinguals often always reply in the dominant language” (p. 413). What can be drawn from these
definitions is that receptive bilinguals are a generation of heritage language speakers who produce
limited words or phrases in the heritage language. Such limited speech production, if not

addressed, often results in heritage language shift or loss (Fishman, 1991; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020).
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The definition of receptive bilinguals above aligns with scholarly views that position receptive
bilinguals at the lower end of the heritage language proficiency continuum (Montrul, 2016b;
Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). However, this positioning may not fully capture the abilities of receptive
bilinguals, as it measures production rather than comprehension, which can be quite advanced.
The heritage language proficiency continuum ranges from full production abilities (native-like) to
receptive abilities (Montrul, 2016b; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). Montrul (2016b) argues that the wide
variation in the proficiency levels of heritage language speakers is often due to the way the heritage
language was acquired. Consequently, some existing literature positions receptive bilinguals as
low-proficiency language speakers, where both low-proficiency speakers and receptive bilinguals
may avoid speaking the heritage language due to its difficulty or a lack of specific heritage-
language skills (Meisel, 2019; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). As Sherkina-Lieber (2020) notes, existing
heritage language studies rarely differentiate between receptive bilinguals and other low-
proficiency heritage language speakers. In this sense, receptive bilinguals could be considered low-
proficiency heritage language speakers, as receptive bilingualism does not imply zero production

of the heritage language (Nakamura, 2019).

The positioning of receptive bilinguals on the continuum raises important questions about
intervention and support. In the literature, it is generally accepted that receptive abilities precede
productive abilities (Baetens Beardsmore, 1986). However, there are no clear guidelines for
appropriate methods to cater to the needs of receptive bilinguals, whether at home or in the
classroom (Beaudrie, 2009). In the school context, Carreira (2004) proposes that heritage language

classrooms be designed explicitly to nurture and develop receptive and productive heritage
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language skills. As for the home environment, it is necessary to investigate and understand the

causes of receptive bilingualism, a task that is addressed in the next section.

2.3 Causes of receptive bilingualism
In the previous section, I reviewed the literature on receptive bilingualism and receptive
bilinguals; in this section, I proceed to review the scholarly research on the causes of receptive
bilingualism, showing that to date, the literature identifies two major causal factors of receptive
bilingualism—Ianguage exposure and the child’s age— while acknowledging that other factors
remain to be investigated (Janabi et al., 2020; Kopke, 2019; Meisel, 2019; Thordardottir, 2014;

Unsworth, 2016).

Language exposure is an overarching construct encompassing a broad range of concepts and
factors, primarily the quantity and quality of language exposure. The quantity of language
exposure refers to the amount of language exposure a child receives at home (Altinkamis & Simon,
2020; Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kopke, 2019; Paradis & Griiter, 2014; Thordardottir, 2011; Unsworth,
2016). On the other hand, the quality of language exposure refers to various facets of language
input and is often studied along three dimensions: parental interactive inputs, parental linguistic
inputs, and conceptual inputs, while acknowledging that there are other dimensions (Anderson et
al., 2021; Rowe & Snow, 2020). In addition to language exposure, the child’s age is another critical
factor discussed extensively in the literature across three variables: the critical period for language
acquisition, the children’s chronological age and the age of onset of bilingualism (Armon-Lotem
et al., 2021; Friedmann & Rusou, 2015). The critical period is a timeframe for successful language

acquisition and production, generally spanning from birth to approximately 10-12 years
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(Friedmann & Rusou, 2015). Chronological age is a measure of an individual’s life from birth until
the present day (Sewell, 2020), while the age of onset of bilingualism refers to the age at which a
child comes in contact and is immersed in the dominant language (Armon-Lotem et al., 2021;
Montrul, 2016b). In the subsections that follow, I examine in greater detail the literature on the
effects of language exposure and children’s age on receptive bilingualism, arguing that other
factors through a family language policy lens could yield a deeper understanding of the

phenomenon.

2.3.1 The quantity of language exposure

To date, many heritage language studies explicitly state that the quantity of language exposure
children receive at home significantly shapes their productive language abilities, particularly
vocabulary, which is considered crucial for language production (Altinkamis & Simon, 2020;
Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kdpke, 2019; Paradis & Griiter, 2014; Thordardottir, 2011; Unsworth,
2016). The term quantity of language exposure is often used synonymously with amount of
language exposure in the literature and refers to the amount of language exposure a child receives.
To begin with, in the myriads of studies exploring and analysing the amount of language exposure
a child receives and its consequences for receptive and productive skills, results have generally
indicated a significant relationship between language exposure and heritage-language productive
skills. Studies by Altinkamis and Simon (2020), Thordardottir (2011), and Janabi et al. (2020)
found that increased exposure to the heritage language positively influenced children’s heritage
language productive skills. Altinkamis and Simon (2020) found that the amount of language

exposure Turkish-Dutch children receive at home influences their vocabulary production.
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Specifically, parents who reported speaking mainly to their children in Turkish, or children who
spent much time with their Turkish-speaking grandparents, performed better on Turkish
productive skills tests than children with less exposure to Turkish. Similarly, Thordardottir (2011)
concluded that bilingual French-English children in Canada with balanced language exposure (40-
60%) outperformed their peers with lower heritage-language exposure in productive vocabulary
tasks. Supporting these findings, Janabi et al. (2020) identified a bidirectional relationship between
language exposure and productive skills among Dutch English bilingual children in Australia,
emphasising that both languages mutually influence each other’s development. While these studies
point to a generally positive association between heritage language exposure and productive skills,
other research has shown more variable or even contradictory outcomes, particularly once children

enter mainstream schooling.

Studies examining heritage language development after children enter mainstream schooling
reveal a consistent pattern of decline in heritage language use despite continued exposure. A
longitudinal study by Giguere and Hoff (2022) revealed that the children’s English abilities quickly
outpaced their Spanish abilities upon entering mainstream US schools. Similarly, Janabi et al.
(2020) and Verdon et al. (2014) showed that, among Australian children from Arabic, Vietnamese,
Italian, Spanish, Greek, and indigenous-speaking backgrounds, as exposure to English increases,
their heritage-language productive skills decrease. Janabi et al. (2020) identified a bidirectional
relationship. In contrast, Verdon et al. (2014) demonstrated a clear inverse relationship: increased
exposure to English was associated with a decrease in heritage language proficiency. By contrast,

Farabolini et al. (2021) found no significant correlations between language exposure and receptive-
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productive language skills among bilingual children of mixed ethnic backgrounds living in Italy,
suggesting that language exposure influences bilingual skills differently across contexts. These
mixed results highlight the complexity of drawing generalisable conclusions regarding language
exposure and heritage language outcomes, emphasising the need for careful consideration in

interpreting how the amount of language exposure affects receptive and productive bilingual skills.

While previous studies have shown the impact of language exposure on heritage language
outcomes, it is equally important to evaluate the data collection methods that led to these findings.
Altinkamis & Simon (2020), Giguere & Hoff (2022), and Thordardottir (2011) employed
standardised proficiency tests and expressive-receptive vocabulary gap tests, often developed for
monolingual children. Janabi et al. (2020) used the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals,
Fourth Edition Test (CELF4-NLO), primarily developed to detect language disorders and delays;
a test often criticised for lacking construct validity (Briggs, 2020), which raises questions about
how accurately these tests assess language outcomes. Farabolini et al. (2021) relied on the Non-
word Repetition (NWR) test and an Italian version of a picture vocabulary test- tests which are
often criticised as a measure of short-term phonological memory as “they assess children’s
morphophonological characteristics of non-words without considering that young bilingual
children might have limited morphophonological knowledge” (Armon-Lotem, 2018, p. 630). As
for determining the amount of language exposure the children receive in the heritage language,
parental qualitative discussion and semi-structured interviews (Altinkamis & Simon, 2020;
Farabolini et al., 2021; Verdon et al., 2014) or parental questionnaires (Janabi et al., 2020;

Thordardottir, 2011; Verdon et al., 2014) were used—methods which could be susceptible to recall
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bias. This brief methodological review reveals a critical gap in heritage language research where
many studies rely on standardised monolingual assessments and/or parental recall regarding the
amount of language exposure a child receives. Relying solely on parents’ memories may be prone

to bias, which this study aims to address by diversifying data collection methods.

Thus far, the complexity of quantifying heritage language exposure is evident in the disparate
findings across studies reviewed above. Studies suggest that children who received 40-60%
heritage-language exposure performed better on productive vocabulary tests than those with lower
exposure (Meisel, 2019; Thordardottir, 2011). However, achieving such exposure can be
challenging for migrant families, as children spend most of their time in mainstream schools.
Given these complexities in quantifying heritage language exposure, I proceed in the following
section to review the literature on the quality of language exposure and its influence on heritage

language outcomes.

2.3.2 The quality of language exposure

Having shown that the quantity of language exposure is important for children’s heritage
language development, the quality of exposure is another factor that influences heritage language
outcomes (De Houwer, 2020; Paradis, 2011; Rowe & Snow, 2020). According to Vygotsky
(1978), quality language exposure involves social interaction in which children learn expressive
and productive language skills through encounters with others, particularly their parents. In the
current literature on quality of language exposure, quality of language exposure is explored along
three dimensions: parental interactive inputs, parental linguistic inputs, and parental conceptual

inputs, while acknowledging that there are other dimensions (Anderson et al., 2021; Rowe &
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Snow, 2020). Rowe et al. (2017) stress that to encourage language production skills, the quality of
language exposure must be “Interactionally supportive, linguistically adapted, and conceptually
challenging for the child’s age/level” (p. 5). In this subsection, I show that, to date, much emphasis
in the bilingual literature has been placed on the quantity of language exposure rather than on the
quality of exposure, which could develop children’s heritage-language productive skills. I begin
the section by surveying the literature on the quality of language exposure in terms of parental
interactive inputs, followed by parental linguistic inputs, and conclude by presenting scholarly

literature on parental conceptual inputs.

Parental interactive inputs refer to engaging children in quality interactions such as back-and-
forth conversations (Anderson et al., 2021; Golinkoff et al., 2019; Ramirez et al., 2020; Rowe &
Snow, 2020). The relationship between back-and-forth conversations and bilingual children’s
language production is under-researched (Lanza, 2007); only a handful of studies have investigated
this relationship. In the Australian context, Dopke (1992) interviewed bilingual German-English-
speaking parents and audio-recorded parent-child heritage-language interactions to provide a close
analysis of the quality of parental interactive input. Wang & Obaidul Hamid (2022) found that
back-forth conversations between Chinese-Australian parents and children enhanced language
development, where parents provided their children with quality language variety in daily
interactions, from varying and optimising word choices to engaging children in complex
interactive conversations and during the COVID19 lockdown; parents engaged their children in
weekly interactive ‘chat time’ to enhance their productive skills and involve them in deeper
conversations beyond daily communications. While Dopke found that for children to be productive

bilinguals, parental input must be child-centred, utilising diverse discourse structures such as
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minimal grasp strategy (where parents show no comprehension of the child’s speech), adult

repetition, and longer discourse exchanges.

On the other hand, Said and Zhu’s (2019) audio-recorded study of mealtime conversations in
an Arabic-speaking family in the UK found that parent-child interactions could lead to successful
heritage language learning when parents adopted a flexible, encouraging approach—one that
accommodated children’s changing needs while encouraging them to speak Arabic. Meanwhile,
Sahafi’s (2015) study on language maintenance in New Zealand among Arabic-English-speaking
families found that fathers play an essential role in providing quality interactions with their
children; however, limited topics were discussed during parent-child interactions, emphasising the
need for a communication-rich Arabic-language environment. Shen & Del Tufo (2022) and Quay
(2008) also investigated bilingual conversations during dinner in one academic family with their
Chinese-English-Japanese-speaking two-year-old daughter and found that the parents had adopted
a one-parent-one-language (OPOL) approach as their explicit family language policy to structure
their interactions. Quay compared parental interview reports with actual language use and found a
mismatch between the parents’ stated language input practices and their actual parent-child
conversational interactions. The study revealed that parents frequently code-mixed between the
heritage and dominant languages during interactions, which Quay argued limited the child’s

exposure to sustained heritage language input.

Although the reviewed studies have recognised the robust role of conversations in heritage
language production skills, current research is beginning to look beyond back-and-forth

conversations to examine parental linguistic input in this context. Parental linguistic inputs include,
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but are not restricted to, increasing vocabulary diversity, repetition, longer discourses, and joint
attention between parent and child (Rowe & Snow, 2020). Joint attention is defined as the focus
of parent and child on the same object or event and includes responses to children’s gestures,
words, and questions and clarifying children’s utterances (Anderson et al., 2021; Golinkoff et al.,

2019; Ramirez et al., 2020; Rowe & Snow, 2020).

Several studies have been conducted in Australia focusing on Arabic-English language pairs.
Yousef (2022) examined parental vocabulary diversity as a form of linguistic input and found that
mothers interact with children in Arabic through the minority-language-at-home approach, reading
Arabic stories to increase vocabulary diversity and exposing children to Arabic television. It was
unclear, however, whether the stories were read in Modern Standard Arabic or colloquial Arabic
(dialect-specific), an important distinction given that Arabic stories are typically written in Modern
Standard Arabic, which contains different vocabulary and grammatical structures from the
colloquial varieties children hear in daily conversation. Notably, all these studies have relied on
self-reported parental feedback rather than observed behaviour. As for television exposure, there
is currently insufficient empirical evidence to support claims that television exposure positively
influences bilingual children’s linguistic development to the same extent as parent-child
interactions (Zauche et al., 2016). Therefore, the impact of television exposure on bilingual
development, including its potential role in nurturing productive bilingualism and reducing the

prevalence of receptive bilingualism, remains inconclusive and requires further research.

In a similar vein, Bahhari (2020) also investigated Arabic language maintenance amongst ten

sojourning Saudi families in Australia with nineteen primary-school-aged children and found that
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parents exposed their children to various linguistic inputs, such as constant communication with
grandparents who exposed children to diverse vocabulary and contexts and used the social media
application ‘WhatsApp’ which enhanced the children’s heritage language literacy, communication
and productive skills. Likewise, in a doctoral study, Abdelhadi (2016) explored the communities’
efforts, particularly parental efforts, to maintain Arabic in Toowoomba, Australia. Abdelhadi
(2016) found that among the twenty parents interviewed and observed, the parents employed
several strategies to increase children's linguistic input, with face-to-face conversations as the
primary interactive method, supplemented by translation, reading stories, repetition, and reading

the Qur’an, all of which enhance the children’s vocabulary and productive skills.

In the international context of parental linguistic input, Nakamura (2018) focused on repetition
as a key interactive input strategy employed by two non-Japanese fathers with two bilingual
children aged 4 and 7, who were born in Japan to Japanese mothers. Although the study is limited
to a small sample size, findings suggested that repetition helps the children receive quality
language exposure where parents repeat their children’s utterances in the correct language form to
keep the conversation going and involve the children in longer discourses contributing to greater
production of the heritage language, typically the weaker language, which has also been supported
by Rowe and Snow (2020). Through audio-recorded conversations between parents and children
during play, homework, baking, and crafts, Nakamura (2018) found that adult repetition was not
used effectively. Instead, the fathers employed a ‘move on’ strategy, continuing the conversation.
The children were unresponsive to the repetition strategy, and Nakamura argues that, for it to be
successful, it must be used in the children’s early years to establish active bilingualism. Again, the

study’s small sample size makes generalisation difficult.
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As for the conceptual dimension of the quality of language exposure, this aspect refers to
topics of conversation that offer children age-appropriate challenges suitable for their
developmental level. These include discussing past, present, and future objects/events, examining
word meanings, and engaging in more challenging, age-appropriate conversations (Rowe & Snow,
2020). Book reading, particularly picture books, provides one context for such conceptual input,
as “good picture books present essential features of an object or event, facilitating the acquisition
of the concepts depicted” (Dowdall et al., 2020, p. 383). While most book reading research comes
from monolingual studies, the few bilingual studies available (Li, 2014; Nakamura, 2019; Shen &
Del Tufo, 2022) suggest that parent-child shared reading can id in delivering conceptual input
through discussions of word meanings, temporal events, and expanded conversations beyond the

book content.

Among the few studies on parent-child shared book reading, Nakamura (2019) explored
parental strategies in children’s English heritage language development in Japan. Using an
ethnographic approach, Nakamura interviewed eight exogamous English-Japanese bilingual
families and found that parents used book reading to encourage heritage language development
and production by discussing a range of topics, word meanings, and present and future events.
Parents reported that “reading long chapter books provided the children with richer English input
than in everyday conversation and enhanced their English literacy skills” (Nakamura, 2019, p.
154). Similarly, in an American nationally representative study, Shen & Del Tufo (2022) examined
the frequency and benefits of parent-child shared book reading of children aged 2-6 from diverse
language backgrounds and various socio-economic classes and found that many bilingual parents,

regardless of socioeconomic status, engage in shared book reading to enhance children’s
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productive/expressive skills and expose the children to different topics and vocabulary, promoting
and building conceptual knowledge (Shen & Del Tufo, 2022). Likewise, Li (2014) conducted a
visual methodology study in which all data were collected via video recordings of Chinese-
Australian immigrant families to explore parents’ support for children’s heritage language
development. In this study, the researcher asked families to photograph all family activities that
support heritage language learning and acquisition, particularly book reading. Results reveal
bidirectional conceptual engagement, or collective agency, between parent and child through
shared book reading. Through these interactions, parents and children discussed various
conversation topics and temporal events, corrected linguistic errors, and engaged in expansive
social conversations beyond the book content. Although these studies offer valuable insights into
how shared reading supports heritage language development, they are nonetheless limited by small

sample sizes and varied methodological approaches, which make direct comparisons challenging.

In this subsection, I have shown that quality language exposure encompasses three
dimensions, interactive, linguistic, and conceptual inputs (Rowe & Snow, 2020), that together
develop children’s heritage language productive skills. While all three dimensions contribute to
heritage language development, the research reviewed above suggests that interactive input may
be particularly important, as it provides the context for delivering linguistic variety and conceptual
complexity through everyday activities such as play and book reading. Book reading, as
documented in the literature, is an effective strategy for developing language production skills, yet
it is rarely discussed or investigated in research on Arabic as a heritage language. In addition, what
we know about the quality of language exposure Arabic children receive at home is primarily

based on observational studies or parental reports rather than recorded parent-child interactions;
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thus, assessing causal factors of receptive bilingualism is challenging without analysing parent-
child interactions, which this study aims to address through longitudinal recordings and direct

observations.

2.3.3 Children’s chronological age and age of onset of bilingualism

While the quantity and quality of language exposure are undeniably crucial for developing
children’s heritage language production skills, many researchers argue that children’s age is
another factor that needs to be considered in heritage language production and outcomes (Armon-
Lotem et al., 2021; Meisel, 2019). The children’s age is explored in the literature across three
variables: the critical period for language acquisition, the children’s chronological age and the age
of onset of bilingualism (Armon-Lotem et al., 2021; Friedmann & Rusou, 2015). As defined above,
the critical period is a timeframe for native-like language acquisition and production (Friedmann
& Rusou, 2015). Chronological age is a measure of an individual’s life from birth until the present
day (Sewell, 2020), while the age of onset of bilingualism refers to the age at which a child comes
in contact with and is immersed in the dominant language (Armon-Lotem et al., 2021; Montrul,
2016b). I begin this final subsection on the causes of receptive bilingualism by reviewing the
literature on the critical period, followed by an examination of the children’s chronological age

and the age of onset of bilingualism.

The critical period of language acquisition is a time frame during which native-like language
skills can be acquired in a naturalistic, rich language environment (Friedmann & Rusou, 2015).
Lenneberg (1967) theorised that the critical period for language acquisition is biologically linked

to age and that the onset and end of the critical period for second-language acquisition fall between
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the ages of two and early puberty. Since then, the critical period of language acquisition has been
the subject of a long-standing debate across various fields, including language acquisition,

linguistics, biolinguistics, and neurolinguistics.

However, recent research has revealed important distinctions between critical periods for
different types of language acquisition. First, most research has focused on the critical period in
second-language acquisition rather than in first- or heritage-language acquisition (Friedmann &
Rusou, 2015). Second, current research suggests that the critical period for first/heritage language
acquisition spans a much longer timeframe than originally proposed for second language
acquisition. While Lenneberg theorised that the critical period for second language acquisition
occurs between age two and early puberty, research on first/heritage language acquisition suggests
that the critical period begins much earlier, potentially at the fetal stage and continues until early
puberty (Friedmann & Rusou, 2015; Meisel, 2013). Third, insufficient language input during this
critical period may result in children failing to develop adequate understanding or production skills
in their heritage language (Friedmann & Rusou, 2015). Finally, while heritage language
acquisition remains possible after this critical period, successful production is not guaranteed and

requires considerably more effort (Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978).

While the critical period hypothesis provides a biological framework for language acquisition,
research on heritage language development reveals that children’s chronological age shows
inconsistent and often contradictory relationships with heritage language outcomes. Studies by
Gagarina & Klassert (2018) on Russian as a heritage language in Germany and Thomas et al.

(2014) on Welsh as a heritage language in Wales found positive age effects and showed that
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children’s skills in the heritage language increased and improved with chronological age, and that

the older the children, the better their heritage language production skills.

In contrast, other studies have found negative or no age effects. For example, Armon-Lotem
et al. (2021) examined 240 Hebrew-English-speaking children aged 60-77 months using the Core
language score (CELF-preschool-2) to quantify English language performance. They found that
English heritage language skills among these children declined with chronological age, with
younger children outperforming their older peers across various age-appropriate linguistic tasks.
The researchers attributed this pattern to younger children spending more time at home, thereby
increasing their exposure to the heritage language. In comparison, older children receive increased
exposure to the dominant language through schooling. Similarly, Makrodimitris and Schulz
(2021), in their study of 27 Greek-German bilingual children aged 6 years, using Greek sentence
repetition tasks and parental questionnaires, found that the children’s chronological age did not
affect heritage language development in the assessed tasks. Likewise, Meir & Janssen’s (2021)
study examined 39 Russian-Dutch and 36 Russian-Hebrew bilingual children aged 4-5 through
noun-elicitation tasks and concluded that the age of onset of bilingualism was more important than

current chronological age in shaping heritage-language development and outcomes.

In contrast to the mixed findings on chronological age, the age of onset of bilingualism
emerges as a more consistent predictor of heritage language outcomes. The children’s age of onset
of bilingualism has received considerable research attention and refers to the age at which a child
comes into contact with and is immersed in the dominant language (Armon-Lotem et al., 2021;

Montrul, 2016b). Typically, research on the age of onset of bilingualism suggests that exposure to
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the dominant language begins between the ages of 3 and 4, as children enter preschool or daycare.
However, some children may start even earlier. The age of onset of bilingualism is also an indicator
of the length of exposure to the heritage language and often marks changes in the quantity and
quality of language exposure, as well as in the child’s learning environment (Armon-Lotem et al.,
2021). This is because quantity decreases as children spend more time in dominant language
environments, while quality may diminish as heritage language use becomes restricted to the home
domain. According to Montrul (2016), as heritage language speakers acquire and become
proficient in the dominant language, their heritage language skills gradually decline, and they
begin to experience heritage language attrition, where whole or parts of their heritage language
become forgotten. Therefore, if exposure to the dominant language is delayed in the early years,
children are more likely to retain their heritage language skills (Armon-Lotem et al., 2021; Meir

& Janssen, 2021; Montrul, 2016b).

Despite the theoretical importance of age of onset, only a handful of studies have investigated
the relationship between the children’s age of onset of bilingualism and heritage language
production skills, suggesting it plays a more important role in heritage language production than
either chronological age or critical period factors. For example, Soto-Corominas et al. (2022)
investigated the effect of the age of onset of bilingualism on heritage language skills among newly
arrived Arabic-English refugee children aged 4-10 residing in Canada. In a different context,
Albirini (2018) investigated the role of the age of onset of English among Arabic-speaking children
in the US, while Armon-Lotem et al. (2021) examined the relationship between the development
of English as a heritage language and the age of onset of bilingualism among English-Hebrew

bilingual children.
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The findings from these studies show consistent patterns. Soto-Corominas et al.’s results
showed that children performed well on heritage-language tasks due to high-quality heritage-
language exposure and delayed exposure to English, and that children who acquired the dominant
language close to puberty had more cognitive maturity and were more likely to retain and develop
their heritage-language skills. Albirini’s study provided additional evidence through a comparative
design: the children were divided into three groups: those who were exposed to English before the
age of three (Early Exposure), those exposed to English between the ages of 3 and 5 (Late
Exposure), and a final group of 12 children who were not exposed to English (No Exposure). The
children’s results were compared to those of monolingual children living in Jordan (L2 group),
where Arabic is the dominant language, to establish what Arabic-speaking children of a specific
age group would have acquired in a monolingual setting. Results revealed no differences between
the monolingual group in Jordan and the group with no exposure in the US. However, both the
Early Exposure and Late Exposure groups showed significantly lower Arabic proficiency than the
monolingual and No Exposure groups, with the Early Exposure group showing the greatest decline
in heritage language proficiency. Corroborating these findings, Armon-Lotem et al. (2021) found
that children exposed to the dominant language later performed better on heritage-language tasks
than those exposed to it earlier. While these findings suggest that the age of onset of bilingualism
may be a critical factor affecting heritage language production skills, this conclusion should be

interpreted with caution, given the limited number of studies investigating this relationship.

Thus far, I have examined the literature on some of the causes of receptive bilingualism and

argued that the quantity and quality of language exposure, as well as the child’s age, may be
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contributory factors at the family level. However, viewing heritage language outcomes solely
through linguistic input would place the full responsibility for their children’s receptive
bilingualism on parents. In reality, the family language policy and the heritage language outcomes
do not exist in a vacuum and are also shaped by and coexist within a broader sociocultural context
in which the family is embedded (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Romanowski, 2021). The
status of the heritage language, the language of education, the dominant language, the social
perceptions and attitudes of the dominant society, and economic pressures can all influence
parental language choices and children’s willingness to speak the heritage language (Bilgory-
Farakas & Armon-Lotem, 2025; Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020). Acknowledging these
factors, I now shift focus to the critically underexplored factor of agency—a gap this study seeks

to address that may be related to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

2.4 Agency in family language policy and receptive bilingualism

Having reviewed the literature on some of the causes of receptive bilingualism, it becomes
apparent that other factors within the family may also play an important role in shaping heritage
language outcomes. To date, no studies have explicitly examined how agency, whether parental or
child agency, relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism—a fertile area for exploration
within the field of family language policy that this study seeks to address. In this final section of
the literature review chapter, I critically review the literature on agency, arguing that parental and
child agency play important roles in heritage language outcomes, particularly in the prevalence of

receptive bilingualism.
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2.4.1 Parental agency and family language policy
Agency may be among the most critical factors determining the success of family language
policy and promoting children’s heritage language production skills. According to Gyoki (2015),
the notion of agency is multifaceted, with various interpretations, applications, and theoretical
perspectives. In the field of language studies, Ahearn (2001) was the first to use the term agency,
defining it as a “socio-culturally mediated capacity to act” through the agency of power and agency
of intention (pp. 112-113). Agency of power is an objective force applied to either dominate or
resist internal or external influences (VandenBroek, 2010). Meanwhile, the agency of intention is
subjective and “centred more on the subjective individual’s projects and desire” (Ortner, 2001, as
cited in VandenBroek, 2010, p. 9). Thus, agency is associated with specific domains (Schwartz,
2018) and involves power or control over actions (King & Lanza, 2017) to produce specific
outcomes based on intentions. These intentions are often linked to the individual’s identity and

sense of autonomy (Gyogi, 2015).

According to Spolsky (2009), every domain, including the family, has its agents. Agents are
social actors (Srhir, 2020) or individuals with the ability “to make sense of the environment, initiate
change, and make choices” (Kuczynski, 2002, p. 29). In the family domain, parents are seen as
important agents or managers of heritage language acquisition who make conscious choices
(Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018) about the language children will speak at home (p. 244) and
whether to enact a family language policy. Therefore, parents play a significant role in family
language policy, particularly as agents who could facilitate or hinder children’s heritage language

development (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018).
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Exactly what parental agency refers to has sparked debates among scholars (Smith-Christmas,
2020). In the context of family language policy, the term ‘parental agency’ remains unstable, with
various conceptualisations. For example, Curdt-Christiansen and Wang (2018) define parental
agency as “the capacity of parents to make decisions about measures to promote or discourage
particular languages based on their understanding and perceived values of the languages” (p. 236),
emphasising decision-making capacity but not actual implementation. Wang and Obaidul Hamid
(2022) define parental agency as “parents’ capacity to pursue their visions” (p. 207), which
introduces the less concrete notion of “visions” without specifying what constitutes language-
related choices or actions. Similarly, Srhir (2020) described parental agency as the “mechanism
parents employ to shape family language policy in daily conversations” (p. 114), focusing on
practical implementation but overlooking the decision-making process. In contrast, Hatoss (2019)
expanded the concept to include both “motives and actions,” which, while comprehensive,
introduces psychological dimensions that may be difficult to observe or measure. As these varying
definitions suggest, there is disagreement about what parental agency encompasses, from decision-
making to implementation to motivation; however, none captures all of these dimensions,
highlighting the need for a clearer, more comprehensive definition of parental agency, which will

be discussed in the theoretical framework chapter.

Given this conceptual variability, I now present the handful of studies that have investigated
parental agency in a family language context. Srhir (2020) investigated the role of active parental
agency in achieving bilingualism and multilingualism among Spanish-Arabic-speaking families.
Using a longitudinal study to increase validity and allow for comparison over time, Srhir argued

that parents, particularly mothers, see themselves as having linguistic authority to act as heritage
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language teachers. By exercising active agency through negotiation, parents planned their family
language policy by making explicit decisions, using various strategies and actions, such as
speaking the heritage language at home and enrolling the children in Arabic and other educational
activities to encourage and support the heritage language. Such efforts were made to resist pressure

to use the dominant language and to encourage children to speak their heritage language.

Likewise, Curdt-Christiansen and Wang (2018) also investigated parental agency; however,
unlike previous studies that examine parental agency in Western contexts, they examined parental
agency from a non-Western perspective, specifically among Chinese-speaking families living in
China. The study provided valuable insights into the role of parents as agents of family language
policy. Given that Putonghua is China’s lingua franca and English holds a high global status,
parents acted as language managers who promoted all three languages, Putonghua, English, and
their regional dialect, in and outside the home by applying an overt and planned family language
policy. Such an approach to parental agency, which is rarely observed in the literature, is often
linked to cultural beliefs, linguistic hierarchy, and strong ambitions for their children’s future.
These initial studies suggest that parental agency through supportive choices may encourage

heritage language development.

More recently, through observations and semi-structured interviews, Nie and Wang (2025)
demonstrated how parental agency was evident in parents’ deliberate efforts to construct linguistic
landscapes that support the maintenance of their heritage language. Despite differing access to
resources, parents from four Yi-speaking families in China created linguistic environments
through their language use, materials, and routines, which facilitated intergenerational language
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transmission. Likewise, Wang and Liddicoat (2025) examined how Chinese families (40 parents)
exercised parental agency to support their children’s English learning and found that, although
parents valued English and employed various strategies, their agency was shaped by macro-level
factors (e.g., educational reforms and sociocultural context) and micro-level factors (e.g.,
socioeconomic status and access to capital). Thus, in these examples, parental agency was about

choices that appear to take multiple forms, with varying impacts on heritage language outcomes.

On the other hand, a handful of studies have investigated parental agency in terms of actions
and choices that could hinder heritage language production skills and lead to rapid language shift
(Armstrong, 2014; Hatoss, 2019; Romanowski, 2021). Agency, in this case, involves power or
control over actions and the enforcement of a family language policy. Armstrong (2014), for
example, demonstrated that English/Gaelic (Celtic Scottish) parents who exercised agency by
enforcing an explicit, conscious, and overt family language policy did not achieve positive heritage
language outcomes. In instances where mothers forced their children to watch Gaelic television
programs, read and sing in Gaelic, and enrol the children in Gaelic language activity programs

outside the home, the children resisted their parents’ agency and spoke the dominant language.

In the Australian context, studies have begun to explore parental agency across diverse
linguistic communities. Hatoss (2019) investigated parental agency in terms of motives and actions
among South Sudanese families from various ethnic groups, while Romanowski (2021) examined
the role of parental agency among Polish-English-speaking families, and Wang & Obaidul Hamid
(2022) examined parental agency among English-Chinese-speaking families. Wang and Obaidul

Hamid found that parental agency was perceived as a power or a defence strategy. While some
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parents had a positive attitude towards heritage language maintenance, they often struggled to
maintain their heritage language in the face of internal (child agency) and external (the dominant
language) factors. On the other hand, Hatoss (2019) and Romanowski (2021) found contradictions
between parental beliefs and practices, as well as between parental actions taken to maintain the
heritage language. While parents claimed that they planned and implemented an overt family
language policy through the agency of power, the results reveal that parents lacked agency and did
not encourage or sustain the heritage language once formal schooling began. Parents shifted their
agency to the community and the state, indicating that it was the community’s and the state’s role
to help with language maintenance through funding and additional literacy activities. Thus, Hatoss
concluded that parental “agency as motive could not be equated with agency as action” (p. 56).
Agency, in this case, was inconsistent and unstable, hindering the children’s heritage language

production skills.

The limited literature reviewed above reveals that parental agency could take different forms,
either encouraging children’s heritage language production skills, through decisions, negotiation
and flexibility in applying a family language policy or hindering heritage language production
skills through shifting parental language responsibilities to the community or the nation-state or
enforcing a family language policy, often leading to undesired heritage language outcomes where
the children cannot speak their heritage language. In the next section, I present the scholarly

literature on child agency and its impact on heritage language outcomes.
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2.4.2 Child agency and family language policy
As described in the previous section, parents are important social agents who could either
support or hinder family language policy; however, they are not the only agents (Wang & Obaidul-
Hamid, 2022). Child agency also plays a decisive role in heritage language development,
maintenance, and production (Schalley & Eisenchlas, 2020). Child agency is a broad concept
theorised differently depending on the theorist and the discipline (Morrow, 2002). From a social
perspective and in the context of family language policy, child agency is defined as children
choosing whether to comply with and participate in the family language policy (Kuczynski, 2002;
Smith-Christmas, 2020), as children are also social agents who construct their own heritage
language beliefs, feelings and views that influence parents’ behaviour and beliefs and the family
language policy as a whole (Karpava, 2022). In this subsection, I show how, to date, the literature
on child agency has tended to present child agency as a clash-type model of unequal agency, a
model of parental control versus children’s compliance or resistance, which causes conflict in the

home domain and leads to undesired heritage language outcomes.

A large and growing body of literature has investigated the role of child agency in the family
language policy context, reflecting a shift in research focus from parents as sole decision-makers
to children as active participants, typically framing child agency in terms of compliance or
resistance. Compliance involves children negotiating and participating in the family language
policy, thereby producing positive heritage language outcomes in which children speak the
heritage language. On the other hand, resistance involves children defying, challenging, or
resisting parental ideas, requests, commands, and beliefs (Gyogi, 2015; Kuczynski, 2002), thus

sometimes causing conflict in the home domain and leading to undesirable heritage language
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outcomes where the children refuse or do not speak the heritage language (Curdt-Christiansen &

Huang, 2020; Wang & Obaidul-Hamid, 2022).

Among the limited studies that reported positive heritage language outcomes, Gyogi (2015)
explored child agency among two Japanese-speaking families with children aged 12 living in the
UK, who were mature enough to express their feelings and experiences. Gyoki showed that, at
times, the children resisted speaking the heritage language due to a lack of competency in Japanese
rather than as an act of defiance against the mother’s commands. However, the children chose to
speak their heritage language as much as possible to reflect a positive self-image to others and
their mothers. Likewise, Said & Zhu (2019) examined how two Arabic-English-speaking children
living in the UK exercise agency during conversations with their parents. A turn-by-turn analysis
of parental and child agency revealed that the children were aware of the family’s language policy
and their parents’ language choices. As a result, the children were active socialisers, asserting their
agency of power and agency of intention by code-mixing between English and Arabic and using
certain Arabic adjectives to demonstrate their commitment to family values. Said and Zhu (2019)
state that, since the parents were second-generation immigrants and the children were third-
generation, both had equivalent proficiency in the heritage language, allowing the children to

exercise agency by negotiating their position of power.

In contrast to the limited studies above, the large body of research on child agency suggests
that child agency involves children defying, challenging, or resisting parental ideas, requests,
commands, and beliefs. Studies across various linguistic and cultural contexts (Degu, 2021; Fogle

& King, 2013; Gafaranga, 2010; Revis, 2019; Smith-Christmas, 2016) have shown that children
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exercise agency by shaping family language practices, often prioritising the dominant language
over the heritage language. A recurring theme in these studies is that children’s lack of proficiency
in the heritage language leads them to establish monolingual norms by choosing to speak the
heritage language selectively in specific interactional situations, such as prayer and with guests, as
in the case of Degu's (2021) study, which investigated child agency among Ethiopian and Eritrean-
speaking families living in Sweden. Additionally, discrepancies between parental linguistic
ideologies/beliefs and actions, as well as parents’ limited proficiency in the societal language,
overpowered child agency, with children assuming agentive roles as linguistic brokers and even
dominant language teachers for their parents. The children interpreted and translated for parents
from the dominant to the heritage language and vice versa, thus giving the children linguistic
authority over parents to favour the dominant language and shape the family language policy
(Gafaranga, 2010; Revis, 2019). In Gafaranga’s (2010) study on medium request (interactional
practices to speak the dominant language) among the Rwandan community in Belgium, the
children exercised and enforced their agency of power through (a) medium requests,
conversational strategy, where they demanded that the parents repeat or ask questions in French,
the dominant language, (b) children’s preference for speaking the dominant language and resisting
parental beliefs and preferences of the heritage language (c) children influencing parental choices

and the family language policy by persisting on using French as the home language.

In the same vein, Smith-Christmas (2016) investigated the language use of the Gaelic (Celtic
Scottish) language among two Gaelic-English bilingual children and their families. Although the
study mainly examined family language policy and language shift, child agency was briefly

investigated and discussed. Consistent with the literature, results also show that the children
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exercised their agency by replying to their parents in English rather than Gaelic and by preferring
the dominant language. On the rare occasions when the children spoke Gaelic, their limited

heritage-language speech consisted of two-word phrases used to gain attention or make a request.

Likewise, Fogle and King (2013) drew data from three studies (conducted between 2008 and
2013) that investigated child agency and parental language behaviour among different types of
families. Consistent with findings from previous studies, children exercised agency in daily
conversations through negotiation of language practices, participation (asking wh-questions), and
resistance (no response to parental commands or answering with the word ‘nothing’). These
findings suggest that child agency in bilingual or multilingual families is not simply about resisting
or defying parental requests, but also involves negotiation, participation, and power dynamics
within family interactions. However, a common theme in studies of child agency is that children
frequently resist and challenge the family’s language policy due to a lack of linguistic competence
in the heritage language, which may be attributed to factors beyond the home. As Curdt-
Christiansen and Huang (2020) note, child agency is a “blurred factor between internal and
external categories, often related to school culture, peer culture, and mainstream culture. These
cultures shape children’s agentive role in FLP” (p. 179). Children’s decisions to speak or resist the
heritage language are thus influenced not only by parental expectations or a lack of competency in
the home language, but also by curricular demands that privilege the dominant language, peer
pressure to conform, and the perceived status of the heritage language in broader society. These
external factors do not diminish child agency but reveal its complexity, where children navigate

multiple, sometimes competing, influences when making language choices.
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In the literature reviewed above, child agency in the family language policy context was
presented as either compliance or resistance to parental linguistic beliefs and practices. On the one
hand, compliance involves negotiation and participation in the family language policy. On the
other hand, resistance involves defying, challenging, negotiating, or resisting parental ideas,
requests, commands, and beliefs (Gyogi, 2015; Kuczynski, 2002), which can sometimes lead to
conflict within the home domain (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Wang & Obaidul-Hamid,
2022). The literature reviewed above indicates that acts of resistance or defiance are often due to
a lack of competence in the heritage language. Children’s lack of linguistic competence and
proficiency in the heritage language can lead them to defy parental compliance regimes, become
reluctant to speak the heritage language (Meisel, 2019), and develop monolingual norms,
ultimately forcing parents to speak the dominant language (Degu, 2021; Revis, 2019). Therefore,
greater focus on and understanding of parental agency, child agency, and receptive bilingualism
could yield findings that could support intergenerational transmission of heritage languages,
allowing children to speak their heritage language. In the final section of this chapter, I summarise

the existing literature’s findings, highlighting the main gap this study aims to address.

2.5 Chapter summary
In this chapter, I critically reviewed the literature on family language policy, receptive
bilingualism, and its causes, arguing that although extensive research has been conducted in the
field of family language policy, less attention has been paid to exploring the causes of receptive
bilingualism through a family language policy lens. The literature to date has acknowledged that

the quantity and quality of language exposure, as well as children’s age, are critical factors that
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may be correlated with the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. However, the family language
policy that families apply, shaped by parental and child agency, may be closely associated with
the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, a relationship that remains largely unexplored. To
address this gap, this thesis examines how a family language policy influences the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism among Arabic-English-speaking families in Australia, thereby contributing
to a broader understanding of the factors that shape heritage language outcomes. In the next
chapter, I present the theoretical framework guiding this study and explain how it addresses the

gaps identified in the literature.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

3.0 Introduction

In the previous chapter, I reviewed the literature on family language policy and argued that,
although extensive research has been conducted in the field, there remain gaps in understanding
how a family language policy, mediated by agency, affects the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
To fill these gaps, in this chapter, I provide an overview of the theoretical framework guiding this
study. Specifically, I explain and draw upon Spolsky’s model of language policy as the study’s
foundational theoretical lens. As Grant & Osanloo (2014) argue, the theoretical framework of any
research serves as the foundation on which all knowledge in research is constructed. I begin this
chapter by explaining why Spolsky’s model of language policy is the most appropriate theoretical
framework for this study. In section 3.1, I provide an overview of the three components of Spolsky’s
model of language policy. In section 3.2, I propose an extension of Spolsky’s (2004) model of
language policy by: a) positioning agency in the model as a mediating process that shapes, and
mediates the translation of language beliefs into practices and management strategies; b)
conceptualising agency along a continuum that reflects the degree and nature of engagement in
translating beliefs into practices and management strategies and c) adding “heritage language
outcome” to the proposed extension to represent the result of beliefs, agency, practices, and

language management strategies.
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3.1 Spolsky’s model of language policy
One of the most commonly used theoretical frameworks for studying the continuance,
maintenance, and preservation of intergenerational heritage languages in the family domain is
Spolsky’s model of language policy (Gounari, 2014; Hollebeke et al., 2022; King et al., 2008; Liao
& Huang, 2020; Schwartz & Verschik, 2013; Spolsky, 2004). Developed by Bernard Spolsky
(2004), a giant in the field of language policy and planning, Spolsky’s model of language policy
is categorised into three interrelated yet independent components: the beliefs, practices, and
management strategies of a speech community (the family). According to Spolsky, these three
components are considered part of language planning and management, or the language policy of
any speech community. The benefit of this theoretical framework is that it not only provides a
window into the family language policy from the parents’ perspective (King et al., 2008) but also
sheds light on parent-child interactions and, ultimately, child language development (De Houwer,
1999), making it particularly valuable and useful for understanding receptive bilingualism in
heritage language contexts. In the upcoming pages, I unpack the three components of Spolsky’s
model of language policy and how each component will be used in my study, beginning with

family language beliefs.

3.1.1 Family language beliefs

The term language beliefs is often used interchangeably and synonymously in the literature
with language ideologies. Language beliefs or language ideologies refer to the family’s “beliefs
and attitudes about language and language use” (Spolsky, 2004, p. 17) or what individuals/families

think or perceive a particular language (Bui et al., 2022; Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; King
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& Fogle, 2017). For the purpose of this study, I define language belief more broadly to encompass
both cognitive and affective dimensions, referring to what individuals or families think and feel

about a particular language, thereby supporting clarity in data collection and analysis.

Within the family domain, both adults’ and children’s language beliefs not only affect parent-
child interactions but ultimately determine the success of the family language policy (De Houwer,
1999). On the one hand, parental language beliefs are seen as the driving forces and motivations
for applying a language policy. Curdt-Christiansen and Huang (2020) explicitly state that beliefs
and goals are “driving forces for caregivers to provide language and cultural environments as well
as facilities, accessible to family members, for language socialisation and maintenance” (p. 176).
Similarly, Hollebeke et al. (2020) and Spolsky (2017) position beliefs as central to language policy
decisions. On the other hand, children’s language beliefs are seen as equally important, as they
influence the children’s willingness to engage with and participate in the family language policy
(Bui et al., 2022). In what follows, I provide an overview of the significance of parental and
children’s language beliefs, showing how these beliefs are influential factors in applying a family

language policy that could reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

b1

Parental beliefs about language and language use are part of parents’ “general belief and value
systems regarding children’s overall development” (De Houwer, 1999, p. 81). Parental language
beliefs tend to be global in nature and are often shaped by overarching societal norms and cultural
expectations, which reflect families’ general perspectives “on society or philosophy of life”

(Baker, 1992, as cited in Nakamura, 2016, p. 309). As Spolsky (2004) argues, language beliefs are

“the explicit beliefs about language and language use” (p. 5), referring to social conventions that
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influence a speech community’s linguistic choices and practices (Spolsky, 2004). However,
Spolsky has been criticised for this definition, where Wilson (2020) argues for the need “to expand
the definition and include the implicit, unplanned language beliefs that may shape parental

decisions” about the heritage language and its use (pp. 4-5).

Although Spolsky’s model of language policy does not explicitly describe types of parental
beliefs, a considerable number of studies have employed Spolsky’s theoretical framework to
investigate types of parental beliefs. Three common types of parental ideologies/beliefs emerged
from the literature that could impact not only the linguistic practices in the home domain but also

the success of the family language policy (De Houwer, 1999).

The first type involves beliefs about the language (s) the family should use, how to use them,
and the purpose of using them (De Houwer, 1999; King et al., 2008). A recent study by Lising
(2022) of Filipino-English-speaking families in Australia revealed that although families valued
their heritage language, they believed they should mainly speak English at home with their
children. This was due to institutional pressures and the high status of English; parents considered
the latter to be more important for their children’s future and success. As a result, the children did
not speak the heritage language. These parental beliefs about which language to use at home and

for what purpose demonstrate the concept of “impact belief” introduced by De Houwer (1999).

De Houwer (1999) defined “impact belief” as deliberate decisions not to speak the heritage
language so children could reach specific educational goals (p. 83). This concept, in a sense,
resembles the types of parental agency discussed in the previous chapter, where parents exercise

power or control over their children’s linguistic development. Impact belief could either be strong,
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where the parents enforce the children to use a particular linguistic form, or weak, where parents
have no control over their children’s language development and shift their linguistic responsibility
to others and the environment (De Houwer, 1999). The impact of parental beliefs on language use
and transmission is further supported by Wilson’s (2020) findings, which show that although
immigrant parents valued their heritage language, speaking the host language was seen as a
requirement for both economic and social success for the children and their parents. Thus, parental
beliefs about which language to use and for what purpose align with Spolsky’s (2008) perception
that “major changes in language practices and beliefs are the results of management activities

concerning education” (As cited in McCarty & May 2017, p. x).

The second type of parental beliefs concerns parents’ perceptions and beliefs about which
linguistic varieties to use, such as dialects, slang, or a formal heritage language (King et al., 2008).
Rubino (2022), for instance, studied the challenges Italian dialect speakers face in Australia
through a family language policy lens. Using a diachronic approach to demonstrate how ideologies
evolve, Rubino compared language beliefs identified in studies conducted with Italian immigrants
between 1978 and 2016. Those studies included memoirs, online surveys, and excerpts from
interviews with first-, second-, and third-generation Italians, collected at different times by various
researchers. Results reveal that first-generation parents believed their children should speak
standard Italian rather than dialect, despite many parents speaking dialects rather than standard
Italian themselves, revealing tensions between linguistic varieties and beliefs about which variety
to transmit. In contrast, second-generation parents believed that some form of Italian (whether
standard or dialectal) was necessary for intergenerational communication, as their children’s

grandparents could not speak English. These findings demonstrate that parental beliefs about
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which linguistic varieties to use are not static and can change over time, which might influence

heritage language outcomes.

The third type of parental beliefs involves parental beliefs regarding heritage language learning
and bilingualism in general. In Lising’s (2022) study, although parents had positive beliefs and
were highly motivated to maintain their heritage language, they believed that learning more than
one language has detrimental effects on children, such as linguistic confusion. As a result, through
parental agency (the capacity to act and make choices), the parents abandoned their heritage
language. On the other hand, Tran et al.’s (2021) Australian study on the maintenance of
Vietnamese as a heritage language showed that parents believed heritage language maintenance
and children’s ability to speak it provide better employment opportunities and strengthen
relationships with extended families; as a result, the parents supported the children’s heritage
language development. De Houwer (1999) states that a minimal condition for supporting
children’s productive or active bilingualism is that parents have positive beliefs towards the
heritage language, exercise active agency through negotiation and understand their roles as

heritage language supporters and agents.

What can be inferred from the studies presented above is that although parental language
beliefs appear to form the foundation for implementing a family language policy, children’s
heritage language beliefs are equally important. To date, only a handful of studies have
investigated children’s beliefs about their heritage language. Crump (2014) investigated the
perspectives of Japanese Canadian children aged 4-6 on multilingualism and found that the

children held positive beliefs about their heritage language by expressing pride in their
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bilingualism, particularly when comparing themselves to monolingual relatives and associating
speaking the heritage language with their identities. Similarly, Almér (2017) investigated
children’s beliefs about language and bilingualism among Swedish children in Finland, who

believed that knowing more than one language enables better communication with others.

In contrast to these positive beliefs, some children develop negative beliefs about their heritage
language. Wilson (2020) investigated six case studies among French-speaking children in England
aged 6-16 and found that while some children showed positive beliefs towards speaking their
heritage language for communicating with extended family, many developed language anxiety due
to rigorous parental language rules, frustration from attending weekend community language
schools, fears of making errors and not being understood, which led the children to prefer speaking
English due to their awareness of their limited heritage language skills. In line with Wilson’s study,
Bui et al.’s (2022) research with two Vietnamese Australian families found that the children also
held negative beliefs towards their heritage language and displayed strong pro-monolingual
preferences for English, which created tension in the family due to the mismatch between the

mother’s and the children’s language beliefs.

Overall, as shown above, parental and children’s language beliefs, both cognitive and affective,
appear to form the foundation of a family language policy and constitute one component of
Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy, which guides this study. Parental beliefs include and
are not restricted to family members’ beliefs about the language/s the family should use, how to
use them and the purpose of using them, beliefs about language varieties (using dialect or formal

language) and parental beliefs about language learning and bilingualism in general. These beliefs
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can differ from one family member to another and from one family to another, depending on each
family member’s perspective of the heritage language (Hirsch & Lee, 2018). While less
extensively studied, children’s heritage language beliefs tend to be positive and negative. Children
tend to develop positive beliefs about their heritage language in families where parents consistently
implement supportive language practices and management strategies, maintain a pro-bilingual
ideology, and create emotionally positive associations with the heritage language (Curdt-
Christiansen et al., 2023; Hollebeke et al., 2020). In such families, children often view bilingualism
as a source of pride and identity. In contrast, negative beliefs and heritage language anxiety tend
to emerge in families where there is a mismatch between parental expectations and children’s
perceived proficiency, where overly rigid or coercive management strategies are employed, or
where children experience criticism that induces shame (Seving & Backus, 2017). Seving’s (2020)
research with Turkish-Dutch children in the Netherlands demonstrates that negative
emotions/beliefs characterised by anxiety, insecurity, fear of making errors, shame, and avoidance
can develop when children perceive their proficiency as inadequate, face negative evaluations from
heritage language speakers, or when monolingual ideologies in the broader society devalue the
heritage language. These beliefs often led children to prefer the majority language, creating
tensions within families. Therefore, from both parental and children’s perspectives, language
beliefs play a crucial role in shaping the family language policy and perhaps the heritage language
outcome. I now proceed to the next subsection to explore Spolsky’s second component of the

language policy model, family language practices.
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3.1.2 Family language practices
Family language practices are often motivated by and diverge from the language beliefs of
family members (Hollebeke, 2020; Piller & Gerber, 2018; Tseng, 2020). Spolsky (2004) initially
defined language practices of a speech community as “the sum of the sound, word and grammatical
choices that an individual speaker makes”, “the conventional differences between levels of
formality of speech, appropriate in different situations” (p. 9) and the rules the speech community
agrees on for speech in a specific context (Spolsky, 2004). Today, the term ‘language practices’
embodies a multitude of concepts that are variably defined, often making no clear distinctions
between language practices and language management strategies (Okita, 2002). For example,
Schwartz (2020) states that language practices are “actual routines of languages used at home in
the interaction between family members” (p. 206), referring to the language choices and
preferences made by family members, particularly adults. Lomeu-Gomes and Lanza (2020), on
the other hand, assert that language practices range from explicit and overt to implicit and covert
practices, while Spolsky (2021, p. 9) argues that language practices are “the choices of language
variety made by speakers in a speech community”. The breadth of these definitions, spanning from
unconscious routines to deliberately planned activities, demonstrates how the same language

activities could be classified as either practices or management strategies, reflecting definitional

ambiguity in the field.

Throughout this thesis, language practices refer to the habitual, routine language behaviours
that occur naturally during daily interactions (Spolsky, 2004). This definition aligns with
Schwartz’s (2020) categorisation of language practices, where four major types of language

practices in the family have been identified in the literature: “goal-directed code-mixing (adhering
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to one language at home while code-mixing in certain contexts), flexible language use (dominant
and heritage language are used at home), ritual language use (establishing family cultural traditions
and rituals associated with the heritage language through religious activities), and reciprocal
bidirectional learning (parents teach the children the heritage language and children teach the
parents the dominant language)” (pp. 206-211). These four categories illustrate the range of family
language practices that may occur during daily family interactions. Accordingly, family language
practices can either support or hinder children’s heritage language development (Smith-Christmas,

2016).

Numerous studies in the literature have provided valuable insights into family language
practices and often suggest that while some parents believe that maintaining their heritage
language and transmitting it to their children is important for the children’s cognitive advantage,
maintaining heritage identity and close cultural and ancestral connections (Caldas, 2012), parental
practices do not often align with their language beliefs. As seen in some studies in the literature
review chapter, substantial evidence shows a mismatch between family language beliefs and
practices; that is, what families think about their language does not often align with their language
practices (Curdt-Christiansen, 2016; Nakamura, 2016). For example, to understand how language
beliefs affect language practices at home, Curdt-Christiansen (2016) interviewed and observed
language practices in three families from different ethnic backgrounds in Singapore. While many
parents believed in and valued their heritage languages, their language practices did not align with
their beliefs. In some of the families, for instance, family members perceived their heritage
language as a language that marks their culture and roots; however, they spoke English to the

children as they believed English is more valuable as it offers their children more employment
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stability and since English is used as the medium of instruction at school, the families felt that they
are obliged to support it, thus, revealing a contradiction between beliefs, practices and
expectations. In a parallel study, Nakamura (2016) examined parental heritage-language practices
among Thai mothers living in Japan. Although the mothers in this study valued their heritage
language, economic and sociocultural factors influenced their language practices, leading them to
speak Japanese and some English with their children. Mothers also believed that exposure to the
heritage language delayed Japanese language development, which they considered critical for
academic success. These studies demonstrate that positive parental heritage language beliefs alone
may not always translate into supportive language practices, reinforcing the role of agency in

bridging this gap.

Among family language practices, conversational code-mixing was the most frequently
observed among bilingual children, as noted in Chapter Two (Gafaranga, 2007; Gyoki, 2015; Ribot
& Hoff, 2014; Said & Zhu, 2019). Conversational code-mixing is a natural and normal phase of
bilingual language development and is universal among bilingual children (Genesee & Nicoladis,
2007; Grosjean, 1982; King, 2006). According to Auer (1984), during code-mixing, an
individual’s choice of one language over another is often associated with their competence in that
particular language (as cited in Smith-Christmas, 2020, p. 225). While the term translanguaging
is increasingly used in the literature to describe broader processes of knowledge construction,
where speakers create and use discursive practices beyond conventional language boundaries (Wei
& Lin, 2014, 2019, as cited in Lightfoot, 2019), in this study, I use the term code-mixing which is
sometimes used interchangeably with code-switching (Jaraisy & Stamp, 2024), to refer to

instances of language alternation between two or more languages in a conversation, whether intra-
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sentential (within a sentence) or inter-sentential (between sentences) (Gumperz, 1977; Nishimura,

2014; Rahmat et al., 2019).

To sum up, in this brief subsection, I provided an overview of Spolsky’s second component of
the language policy model, family language practices, and argued that these are habitual, natural,
daily heritage-language routines used by families in interactions. The literature above revealed that
while parents may hold positive beliefs about maintaining their heritage language, their actual
language practices often diverge from these beliefs due to various sociocultural and economic
factors. This divergence is particularly noticeable in contexts where the dominant language is seen
as providing educational and economic advantages. In contrast, code-mixing was the most reported
language practice among bilingual children, as thoroughly discussed in the literature review
chapter. In the following section, I discuss Spolsky’s third component of the language policy

model, language management strategies.

3.1.3 Language management strategies

According to Hollebeke et al. (2020), distinguishing between language practices and
management strategies can be challenging. Spolsky (2004) defined language management
strategies as deliberate, explicit efforts applied by members of a speech community, involving the
“formulation and proclamation of an explicit plan or policy, not necessarily written in a formal
document” (p. 23). Spolsky adds that members of the speech community believe that they can
support their language practices by encouraging or forcing various strategies, interventions,
management or planning to achieve desired outcomes. Therefore, I define language management

strategies as deliberate, planned efforts that parents apply to maintain and develop children’s
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heritage language, such as exposing children to heritage-language media at home or arranging trips
to heritage-language-speaking countries. Unlike the daily language practices, which are habitual,
management strategies are deliberate. This distinction is important as scholars often note that
“language policy has many terminological problems” (Spolsky, 2021, p. 202) and acknowledge
“the blurred distinction between the concepts of language practices and language management”

(Curdt-Christiansen & Lanza, 2018, p. 126).

Out of Spolsky’s three components of the language policy model, parental language
management strategies have received the most critical attention (Wilson, 2019). To date, various
language management strategies families use in the home domain have been identified in the
literature, while acknowledging that there are others. These strategies include the one-person-one-
language (OPOL) strategy, minority-language-at-home, diverse discourse strategies (Curdt-
Christiansen, 2016; Lanza, 2007), the design of a home language environment, and maximal

engagement with the minority language (Schwartz, 2020; Yamamoto, 2001).

The one-parent-one-language (OPOL) strategy is the most commonly employed approach by
parents to encourage heritage language production (Caldas, 2012). This strategy involves each
parent speaking their heritage language to the child exclusively and consistently (Wilson, 2021).
For instance, if parents speak different heritage languages, one parent will consistently speak
Language A to the child. In contrast, the other parent consistently speaks Language B, ensuring
the child receives consistent input in both languages. An advantage of OPOL is that it allows the
child to differentiate between languages and recognise which language to use and with whom

(Schwartz, 2020). Despite the popularity of OPOL as a heritage language management strategy, it
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has been argued in the literature that OPOL is unrealistic and insufficient to attain successful
heritage language transmission, as it is a long-term strategy that parents find difficult to adhere to
consistently, and parents often code-switch between the heritage and dominant language (De
Houwer, 2007; Yamamoto, 2001). In addition, OPOL has only proved successful among young
children who had little to no exposure to the dominant language (Wilson, 2021). In a study by
Okita (2002) on the maintenance of Japanese as a heritage language, OPOL proved to be
emotionally stressful and demanding. Mothers felt that OPOL excluded non-Japanese speaking
partners from child-rearing, thus placing pressure on mothers to cater for their children’s heritage
language needs alone (Okita, 2002). Schwartz (2020) argues that families need to shift away from
traditional strategies such as OPOL, incorporating “a more flexible and pragmatic use of language
at home” whilst taking into account the role of child agency and behaviour in language

management strategies (p. 214).

Another common language management strategy families use is using a minority language at
home. The minority-language-at-home strategy is when parents speak only the heritage language
at home, according to Meisel (2019). By doing so, parents create a monolingual environment in
which their children receive maximised exposure to the heritage language. Yousef (2022)
investigated the family language strategies used by families from Arabic-speaking backgrounds in
Australia and found that while the minority language at home maximised children’s opportunity
to practise their heritage language. According to King et al. (2008), the minority-language-at-home

strategy requires consistency, a key factor in achieving the desired heritage-language outcome.
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Diverse discourse strategies have been cited in the literature as language management
strategies that parents use to encourage heritage language production skills. These include the
minimal grasp strategy, considered one of the most effective heritage language management
strategies. In this approach, parents indicate a “lack of comprehension of the children’s language
choice” (Schwartz, 2020, p. 198) and ask the child to repeat the utterance in the heritage language.
Lanza (1992) argued that minimal grasp is an effective strategy for developing a child’s productive
skills in the heritage language. It encourages children to use their cognitive skills to formulate
sentences and phrases in the heritage language with parental support through repetition and joint
attention. First, repetition allows children to receive quality language exposure, as parents restate
their children’s utterances in the correct language form to maintain the conversation and engage
them in longer discourses, ultimately increasing their use of the heritage language, typically the
weaker language (Rowe & Snow, 2020; Nakamura, 2018). Second, joint attention, which involves
focusing on a single object and responding to children’s gestures, words, and questions while
clarifying their utterances. This can be facilitated through book reading, which has been described
as a powerful vehicle for language learning (Murray, 2014). Finally, the move-on strategy is
another discourse strategy that parents use to create a harmonious environment, motivating
children to continue practising their heritage language and building their productive skills (Doyle,
2013). In this strategy, parents demonstrate understanding and acceptance of their children’s
language choices, allowing the conversation to flow naturally while avoiding implicit or explicit

disruptions that might discourage children from using the heritage language (Schwartz, 2020).
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The previous strategies suggest a need to move from traditionally advocated language
management strategies to modern, more flexible ones (Wilson, 2021). Design of home language
environment 1s a new and modern language management strategy that aims to create a home
language environment that provides quality language input through practices such as joyful
reading, the use of modern electronic devices, and educational television programs (Schwartz,
2020). Incorporating such a strategy in the family language environment raises children’s interest
in the heritage language, develops meta-linguistic awareness, provides quality parent-child
interactions and time spent together, which has an inevitable impact on the child’s emotional
development as well as on cognitive and linguistic development (De la Piedra, 2011, as cited in
Schwartz, 2020, p. 205). Another modern strategy, proposed by Yamamoto (2001), is the maximal
engagement with the minority language, in which parents provide increased input in the heritage
language and actively engage children in its use (De Houwer, 2007; Yamamoto, 2001). Thus, “the
more engagement the child has with the minority language, the greater her or his likelihood of

using it” (Yamamoto, 2001, as cited in Schwartz, 2020, p. 205).

While extensive research has been conducted on parental language management strategies in
the family language policy context, there is a notable absence of studies on the strategies children
use to maintain and develop their heritage language. This is because, according to Nelson et al.
(1985), children typically imitate or follow the strategies set by their parents. However, as children
mature and progress through developmental stages, their language strategies can evolve (Nelson

et al., 1985).
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In conclusion, Spolsky’s model of language policy serves as a robust framework for
understanding how bilingual families apply and implement a family language policy. Language
beliefs form the foundation of a family language policy, influencing how parents and children view
which language should be used at home, how, and for what purposes. Language practices refer to
the habitual, routine language behaviours that occur naturally during daily interactions. Language
management strategies, on the other hand, represent planned and deliberate efforts parents apply
to maintain and develop their children’s heritage language. Although Spolsky’s model captures
what families do to maintain their heritage languages through language practices and management
strategies, it does not account for sow and why families—both adults and children—act, or fail to
act, on their positive beliefs to achieve the desired heritage-language outcome. In the following
section, I propose that, although agency is not formally conceptualised in Spolsky’s model, it could
be added to the model as a mediating process that shapes, and mediates the translation of language

beliefs into supportive language practices and management strategies.

3.2 Conceptualising agency in family language policy

The definition of agency in family language policy is “layered, complex and at times
contradictory” (Fogle, 2012, p. 41) and has concentrated substantially on Ahearn’s (2001)
definition that agency involves the socioculturally mediated capacity to act. Agency also involves
making choices (Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018; Kuczynski, 2002). These choices are often
contextually situated: they are not simply imposed by adults nor straightforwardly accepted or
rejected by children, but are continuously shaped through family interactions, individual

experiences, social perceptions, and the broader sociocultural context, including attitudes of the
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dominant society, reflecting a blend of both internal and external influences (Curdt-Christiansen
& Huang, 2020). While Ahearn’s definition captures agency as socioculturally mediated, Giddens’
(1984) structuration theory theorises how sociocultural factors operate to constrain or enable the
capacity to act. Giddens defines agency “not as the intentions people have but as their capability
of doing those things in the first place” (p. 40), and introduces the concept of structure, which
refers to the rules, resources, and social systems that both enable and constrain the capacity to act.
Therefore, in conceptualising agency in family language policy, I do not intend to ignore
foundational definitions, but to synthesise and build upon insights from linguistic anthropology
(Ahearn, 2001), developmental psychology (Kuczynski, 2002), and sociology (Giddens, 1984) to
offer a more comprehensive account of how agency operates within family language policy. In
this thesis, I use the term agency to refer to family members’ capacity to act and make choices that
shape heritage language outcomes, while recognising that such choices are both enabled and
constrained by structural forces (school, institutional policy, media, societal attitudes). Within this
conceptualisation, parental and child agency operate differently. Parents exercise agency by
making choices about the enactment or non-enactment of their family language policy, whereas
children exercise agency by choosing whether to comply with, negotiate, or reject it (Kuczynski,
2002; Smith-Christmas, 2020) because “children are still acquiring the sociocultural knowledge
(including language) necessary for their capacity to act” (Smith-Christmas, 2020, p. 218) (see
Table 1 for conceptualisation of terms). Here, I propose to use the term enactment of a family
language policy rather than implementation, with reference to Ball, Maguire, and Braun’s (2012)
theory of policy enactment, which argues that policies are not simply implemented, where agents

take instructions from another person or entity, but enacted by agents based on their beliefs,
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contexts, resources, and circumstances, thereby creating a linguistic environment that fits their
reality. While 1 use enactment to foreground agency, | treat the terms enactment and
implementation as interchangeable throughout this thesis, in line with their usage across FLP

scholarship.

3.2.1 Agency as a mediating process between beliefs, practices and strategies

Spolsky’s model of language policy makes valuable contributions to understanding the
components of a family language policy and although his recent work Rethinking Language Policy
recognises the individual level and the role of self-management, defined as “the conscious effort
to modify or add to one’s linguistic repertoire” (Spolsky, 2021, p. 11), as important factors in
language policy implementation, his model falls short in explaining how its components translate
into actual heritage language outcomes and his latest work does not operationalise agency within
the family language policy context, nor does it differentiate between types of agency, or examine
how parental and child agency interact to shape heritage language outcomes. To address these gap,
I propose a) extending Spolsky’s model by positioning agency a mediating process that shapes the
relationship between language beliefs and their translation into practices and management
strategies (see Figure 1), b) conceptualising agency as active, constrained or deferred, and c)
heritage language outcome to be added to the proposed conceptual framework to represent the
result of beliefs, agency, practices, and management strategies. I hypothesise that active agency
mediates alignment among family language policy components, whereas constrained or deferred

agency contributes to misalignment, thereby influencing the heritage language outcome.
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Figure 1.Extending Spolsky’s model of language policy: Agency as a mediating process

Note. Language beliefs form the foundation of family language policy. Agency functions as a
mediating process that translates beliefs into language practices and management strategies. The
bidirectional arrows between beliefs and agency, and between practices and strategies, reflect their
interrelated nature. Both practices and strategies contribute to the heritage language outcome,
either receptive or productive bilingualism. Dashed arrows indicate feedback loops through which

outcomes may reshape future practices and strategies.
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3.2.2 Active, constrained and deferred agency continuum

Building on the incorporation of agency into Spolsky’s model of language policy, in this
section, I further propose that agency, whether parental or child agency, be conceptualised as
active, constrained or deferred, to better capture agency’s role in the family language policy
families apply and the heritage language outcome. The need for this conceptualisation arises from
the review of the scholarly literature, in which agency is often discussed broadly. For example,
while Ahearn’s (2001) definition and Giddens’s (1984) framework provide foundational
understandings of agency, neither categorises the forms agency may take. I propose expanding
upon these foundational definitions and conceptualising agency along a continuum that reflects
the degree and nature of engagement in the family language policy. At one end of this continuum
lies active agency, characterised by family members’ active engagement in the family language
policy. At the other end lies deferred agency, where engagement is either absent or limited.
Between these poles lies constrained agency (see Figure 2), in which family members’ capacity to
act is shaped or limited by structural forces or contextual circumstances. This conceptualisation is
necessary to distinguish agency from Spolsky’s third component of the language policy model
management strategies; whereas management refers to explicit, planned interventions, agency
encompasses the broader capacity to act, which may be exercised consciously or unconsciously,
and is conditioned by structural forces. Thus, agency, in this thesis, functions as a mediating
process that bridges beliefs, practices, and strategies, rather than as a fourth component of

Spolsky’s model of language policy.
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To begin with, I conceptualise active parental agency as parents’ intentional engagement in the
family language policy, where parents make choices and decisions to encourage and support the
children to speak their heritage language. These choices and decisions mediate the translation of
parental language beliefs into supportive practices and strategies, in line with the literature
discussed in Chapter Two. For example, Said’s (2021) study found that English-Arabic-speaking
parents who were aware of their heritage language beliefs took necessary measures and exercised
active agency to encourage their children’s heritage language development. Similarly, Srhir’s
(2020) study of Spanish-Arabic-speaking families found that mothers acted on their beliefs and
exercised their agency by planning their family language policy, making explicit decisions and
choices to consistently speak the heritage language at home, enrolling their children in structured
language programs, and engaging in cultural and educational activities that reinforced the

language.

Active child agency is another term that requires careful conceptualisation and definition. Based
on the literature presented in Chapter Two, child agency can manifest, on the one hand, as
compliance with and participation in the family language policy (Fogle, 2012; Smith-Christmas,
2020), or, on the other hand, as defiance, resistance, and rejection of the family language policy
(Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Gyogi, 2015; Kuczynski, 2002; Wang & Obaidul-Hamid,
2022). However, not all family language policies are implemented to preserve the heritage
language; some parents prioritise the majority language for pragmatic or ideological reasons
(Curdt-Christiansen, 2016; Lising, 2022). In such cases, active child agency would manifest as

alignment with the parents’ majority-language-oriented policy. In this study, where all parents
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desired to preserve their heritage language, I conceptualise active child agency as children
choosing to comply, negotiate, or participate in the family language policy, which can take many
forms such as showing commitment to family values (Said & Zhu, 2019), speaking the heritage
language to reflect a positive self-image (Gyogi, 2015), and using heritage language selectively in

specific contexts (Degu, 2021).

While active agency may create alignment among language beliefs, practices, and management
strategies, family members do not, and cannot, always exercise active agency. As seen in the
previous chapter, some parents exercised their agency through inconsistent language practices and
strategies, or by enforcing a family language policy, or shifting language maintenance responsibility
to the community or the nation-state (Armstrong, 2014; Hatoss, 2019; Romanowski, 2021). I define
these forms of choice as constrained parental agency, in which structural constraints or contextual
circumstances limit parental choices and decisions to encourage and support children in speaking
their heritage language. I hypothesise that constrained parental agency creates misalignment
between beliefs, practices and language management strategies, leading to undesired heritage
language outcomes. Similarly, I define constrained child agency as children choosing to reject, defy
or resist the family language policy. However, I hypothesise that the children exercise constrained

agency due to their limited productive skills in the heritage language, along with other factors.

Deferred agency refers to intentional non-intervention, where family members consciously
choose not to engage with family language policy. It is important to clarify that constrained and
deferred agency do not imply moral judgment nor denote parental failure in maintaining their

heritage language, but rather reflect the structural realities within which families operate (Giddens,
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1984). By distinguishing between active, constrained, and deferred agency (see Table 1), this study
provides an analytical tool for examining how family language policy unfolds and why some
families succeed in maintaining their heritage language while others struggle despite holding
positive beliefs about their heritage language. It is important to note that while these categories are
presented as distinct points on the proposed agency continuum, agency is inherently unstable;
family members may move between these positions depending on context, situation, or interlocutor.
The detailed methodological procedures for identifying and coding agency are outlined in Chapter
Four, where I show how drawing on multiple data sources, semi-structured interviews, observations
of family interactions, and audio recordings of parent-child interactions, helped identify instances
of agency through participants’ accounts of decision-making, moments of negotiation or resistance,

and explanations for why practices and strategies diverge from stated beliefs.

Figure 2. Proposed agency continuum
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3.2.3 Receptive bilingualism as a heritage language outcome
Building on the proposed incorporation of agency in Spolsky’s model of language policy and the
classification of agency as active, constrained or deferred, in this section, I explore how receptive
bilingualism may emerge from the misalignment between language beliefs, practices, and
management strategies, particularly when parents or children exercise constrained or deferred
agency.
While Spolsky’s (2004) original model emphasises the relationship between beliefs, practices, and
management strategies, it does not explicitly account for the outcomes these components produce,
whether productive bilingualism, receptive bilingualism or even monolingualism. As King (2016)
notes, a central question in family language policy research is “what beliefs, practices, and
conditions lead to what child language outcomes” (p. 728). Similarly, Hollebeke et al. (2020) argue
that connecting family language policy components to measurable outcomes—such as proficiency,
language maintenance, or bilingualism type—is essential for understanding the impact of family
language policy at the individual and family level. Adding heritage language outcome to the
proposed extension thus represents the result of beliefs, agency, practices, and management
strategies, a formal contribution of this thesis to family language policy. This conceptualisation
moves beyond the existing literature, which primarily attributes receptive bilingualism to
insufficient language exposure, the child’s age, or other external factors, offering a deeper
understanding of how language outcomes are shaped within the family domain. Rather than
viewing receptive bilingualism as a negative heritage language outcome, this study positions it as

the product of multiple internal and external factors.
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3.3 Chapter summary

In this chapter, I outlined and discussed the theoretical framework guiding this study, drawing
on Spolsky’s model of language policy. By adopting Spolsky’s model of language policy, several
key terms and key findings were established. First, I acknowledged that distinguishing between
language practices, management strategies, and agency can be challenging. To address this,
language practices are defined as habitual, language management strategies are deliberate and
planned, and agency is the mediating process that mediates the translation of beliefs into practices
and strategies (see Table 1). Second, I proposed extending the model by incorporating agency as a
mediating process that shapes and help translate beliefs into practices and strategies. Third, I
proposed classifying agency as active, constrained, and deferred. Finally, I examined how receptive
bilingualism may emerge as an outcome of constrained or deferred agency, positioning it not as a
negative outcome but as the product of multiple interacting factors: beliefs, practices, management
strategies, and agency. In the following chapter, I discuss the rationale for selecting the study’s

methodological approaches and how these align with the theoretical framework presented here.

Table 1. Conceptualisation of key terms

Term Definition

Language beliefs What individuals or families think and feel about a particular language (cognitive and

affective dimensions) (Spolsky, 2004; Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020).

Language practices The habitual, routine language behaviours that occur naturally during daily interactions
(Spolsky, 2004; Schwartz, 2020), For example, a parent habitually speaking Arabic

during mealtimes reflects a language practice.

Language management Deliberate, planned efforts that parents apply to maintain and develop children’s heritage

strategies language (Spolsky, 2004), such as exposing children to heritage-language media at home

or arranging trips to heritage-language-speaking countries.
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Parental agency

Family members’ capacity to act and make choices that shape heritage language
outcomes, while recognising that such choices are both enabled and constrained by
structural forces (Ahearn, 2001; Giddens, 1984; Kuczynski, 2002).

Active parental agency

Intentional engagement, where parents make choices and decisions to encourage and

support the children to speak their heritage language.

Constrained parental Constrained engagement, in which structural constraints limit parental choices and

agency decisions to encourage and support the children to speak their heritage language.

Deferred parental Intentional non-intervention, in which parents consciously choose not to make

agency decisions to encourage and support children in speaking their heritage language.

Child agency Children's capacity to act and make choices to comply with, negotiate, participate in,
reject, defy or resist the family language policy.

Active child agency Children choose to comply with, negotiate, or participate in the family language policy.

Constrained child Children choose to reject, defy or resist the family language policy.

agency

Deferred child agency  Children choose not to engage with the family language policy.
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN

4.0 Introduction

Having explored and outlined the theoretical framework guiding this study, [ now turn to the
methodology and research design adopted to answer the study’s central research question and sub-
question. The chosen methodology was designed to achieve the study’s aim of investigating how
family language policy, mediated by agency, relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism,
drawing on both parent and child perspectives and guided by the overarching research question,
which is: To what extent does a family language policy influence the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism? Followed by two specific sub-questions:
1. How do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of

receptive bilingualism?

2. How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?

These research questions provide the foundation for the study’s methodology and align with the
research’s dual objectives: to examine the influence of a family language policy on the prevalence
of receptive bilingualism from both parent and child perspectives and to investigate how agency,
exercised by parents and children, relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

The present chapter is organised into four sections. Section one describes the research design.
Section two presents the participants and sampling techniques. Section three details the data
collection methods, and finally, section four explains the study’s data analysis procedure and

ethical considerations.
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4.1 Research design
The contributions of various interdisciplinary approaches and methodological traditions to
research in family language policy have opened the door to the implementation of multiple
research approaches, designs, and methods. According to King & Lanza (2017), language policy
studies heavily and critically employ qualitative research approaches and choices to obtain a deep
understanding of the matter or the phenomenon under investigation. With this foundation in mind,
in this section, I present the study’s methodological framework, beginning with a discussion of the
selected philosophical worldview and my positionality, followed by the rationale for adopting a

case study approach informed by ethnographic perspectives.

4.1.1 Philosophical worldview and the researcher’s positionality

Philosophical worldviews serve as foundational belief systems that guide researchers in
constructing knowledge and meaning (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Saunders et al., 2019). These
worldviews are human constructs that reflect the overall philosophical orientation that researchers
bring to their studies and influence the study’s methodology, methods of data collection, and,
ultimately, the interpretations of the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, embracing
a specific worldview clarifies the researcher’s stance and directs the choice of methodology and
design, ensuring a coherent and rigorous inquiry. In this section, I describe the study’s
philosophical position and my positionality as a researcher, contending that constructivism was
deemed the most appropriate worldview for addressing the study’s research question. This

worldview aligns with the study’s aim of understanding the relationship between family language
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policy, agency, and receptive bilingualism by understanding how parents and children develop

their language policy and agency based on their perceptions and experiences.

The adaptation of a constructivist philosophical worldview was guided by four elements or
assumptions: ontology (what we know, what exists and what we encounter in research),
epistemology (the nature, assumptions, justification and limitations of human knowledge),
methodology (means of gaining knowledge about the world), and axiology (researcher’s ethics and
values) (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Hathcoat et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2019). Ontologically, I
adopted the constructivist paradigm’s relativist stance, acknowledging multiple realities of the
phenomenon under study through parents’ and children’s different interpretations of their family
language policy and application of agency. For example, within the same family, parents described
their language practices as predominantly Arabic, while their children reported speaking mostly

English, illustrating how multiple realities coexist within a single household.

Epistemologically, I embraced the subjectivist epistemology, in which meaning is co-
constructed between the researcher and participants. In this view, the truth in research emerges from
participants’ experiences through naturalistic data collection methods, primarily interviews and
observations, which were employed to capture authentic language interactions (Peterson & Gencel,
2013; Dudovskiy, 2018; Saunders et al., 2019). Through this approach, I aimed to understand how
families develop their beliefs, practices, language management strategies, and agency through their
interpretations of their linguistic and social environments. For example, when initially asked about
language use at home, the mother from Family B stated, “We speak Arabic.” Through follow-up

questions exploring how, when, and with whom, the mother elaborated that both parents had

102



Chapter Four Methodology
collaboratively decided to establish an Arabic-only policy, which emerged through participant-

researcher dialogue.

Methodologically, I applied constructivism as a means of gaining knowledge about social
reality. This guided my examination of receptive bilingualism at the micro-levels within the family
context. Through a constructivist lens, I examined how each family member’s beliefs, practices,
and language management strategies shaped their agency and receptive bilingualism. This approach
ensured that the research captured the experiences of both parents and children through naturalistic
observations and in-depth interviews in their home environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).
Axiologically, I recognised and acknowledged that research cannot be value-free, as my own
values, beliefs, and biases can influence the research process and findings. To minimise my
subjectivity, I adopted a reflexive approach throughout the research process. For example, as a
bilingual Arabic-English speaker, I remained vigilant not to project my own language-maintenance
experiences onto participants’ narratives during coding. By regularly reflecting on my own
positionality, assumptions, and interpretations and how they might shape the study’s design, data
collection, analysis, and conclusions, I was able to focus on the specific contexts in which
participants live and work, particularly the family domain. This approach allowed me to understand
how family language policies are constructed in everyday life while remaining mindful of potential
biases and ethical considerations throughout the research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018;

Hathcoat et al., 2019; Saunders et al., 2019).

Having explored constructivism’s ontological, epistemological, methodological, and

axiological dimensions, I now turn to explaining how these assumptions informed my position

103



Chapter Four Methodology
within the research. I have positioned myself through the lens of a constructivist philosophical
worldview, adopting an insider-outsider stance where knowledge is co-created through my dual
role as both an observer of the cases under study (the families) and as a researcher seeking to
understand and find answers in the world I live in (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This dual
perspective allowed me to draw from the knowledge gained through observation of the families
while maintaining a distance necessary for scholarly inquiry. As an insider, I brought an
understanding of how families apply a family language policy and of its influence on heritage
language outcomes. As a researcher, I examined these contexts by extending Spolsky’s model of
language policy, while remaining mindful of potential biases through continuous reflexivity during
discussions of my positioning and interpretations with my supervisors. However, this positioning
might have introduced some biases. For example, my background and personal experiences with
bilingualism and family language policy might have influenced my interpretation, leading me to
emphasise data that aligns with my experiences or expectations. Additionally, as an insider in the
community, my familiarity with the subject can lead to overfamiliarity with the subject under study,
affecting the depth of analysis and conclusions. My role as an interviewer might also have
influenced how participants responded during interviews and how they acted during observations,
shaping the data in ways that may not reflect their true perspectives. By acknowledging these biases
and maintaining regular discussions with supervisors, I aimed to increase transparency in the
research process, thereby strengthening its credibility and trustworthiness. Building on these

considerations, I proceed below to describe the qualitative methodological choice.
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4.1.2 Case study approach informed by ethnographic perspectives
Aligning with the philosophical worldview presented above, I adopted a longitudinal,
qualitative, case study approach informed by ethnographic perspectives, combining elements of
ethnographic perspectives and case studies to collect informative, naturally occurring data that
would help me explore and understand how individuals’ (parents and children) or groups’
perspectives and experiences contributed to receptive bilingualism (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Moyer, 2008; Schwartz, 2020). This information was necessary to answer my study’s overarching
exploratory research question and contribute knowledge to the existing body of literature
(Saunders et al., 2019). In this section, I outline the rationale for choosing a case study approach

informed by ethnographic perspectives.

Firstly, while this study does not constitute a full ethnography, it adopts ethnographic
perspectives, defined as a “topic-oriented approach that is less comprehensive in scope and length
than an ethnography and provides an emic viewpoint guiding to other research approaches”
(Okada, 2024, p. 174), allowing for “an in-depth and holistic understanding of human activities,
behaviours, beliefs, and values within a broad sociocultural context” (Lee & Zaharlick, 2013, p.
49). This approach was particularly suitable for investigating family language policies as they
naturally occur within the home domain, providing rich insights into how language beliefs,
practices and management strategies shape receptive bilingualism without conducting a full
ethnography, which tends to be more time-intensive, broader in scope, and requires extended

immersion in the field.
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Secondly, several scholars have promoted the application of an ethnographic perspective in
language studies. Heath et al. (2008) encouraged this approach as it provides insight into language
learning in “multi-party interactions” (p. 121) and unveils how individuals achieve desired
outcomes through natural interactions. Similarly, Green & Bloom (1997) stressed that an
ethnographic perspective incorporates both the researcher’s and participants’ perspectives, thereby
encouraging me to take the role of a social researcher to investigate, explore and relate to the
families in a more focused approach, learning from the participants rather than using data to prove

a point.

Thirdly, the case study component, defined by Yin (2014) as “a form of empirical social
enquiry that interrogates social phenomena both in detail and in a real-world context” (as cited in
Forrest-Lawrence, 2019, p. 319). The case study approach, supplemented by ethnographic
perspectives, offered several key advantages: a) focusing on a smaller number of participants or
multiple cases, yielding variation among participants with similar characteristics (Duff, 2020), b)
“explicitly focusing on context and dynamic interactions” of individuals or the family (micro-
level) (Duff, 2020; Schwandt & Gates, 2018; Ramirez, 2016, p. 69), and c) providing analytical
possibilities for studying receptive bilingualism through methodological eclecticism, where a
variety of data collection methods were used to achieve the research’s aim, answer the study’s
research question, and provide evidence to support, challenge or refute existing theories (Duff,
2020; Ramirez, 2016). This combination of case study and ethnographic approaches allowed me
to examine each family’s language policy and agency in depth while also identifying patterns

acCross casces.
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Finally, I considered the methodological challenges of applying a purely quantitative rather
than a primarily qualitative approach. According to Schwartz (2020), researchers may encounter
difficulties applying quantitative research methods to family language studies due to the “diversity
and heterogeneity of the families” (p. 213). Additionally, the literature review in the previous
chapter showed that, in quantitative studies, relying solely on parental feedback from one-off
questionnaires and surveys may be prone to memory recall bias and to discrepancies between
reported and actual parent-child language use at home. These limitations of purely quantitative
methods further justified my choice of a primarily qualitative, case-study approach informed by
ethnographic perspectives, as it allowed for prolonged engagement with families and direct
observation of their language experience, providing authentic data on actual language use.
However, to provide empirical support for the qualitative themes, basic frequency counts were
used to quantify observable language practices and strategies. For example, parental language
practices and management strategies were quantified through frequency counting, including code-
mixing, using Arabic in daily activities, ritual language use, watching television in Arabic,
communication with extended family, consistently speaking Arabic without code-mixing, and
children’s polar responses, formulaic expressions, repetitions, attending Saturday schools and
reading books in Arabic. Each instance was manually identified and tallied across all data
collection methods for each family. The frequency counting methodology and detailed findings

are presented in Chapters 5 and 6.
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4.2 Participants and sampling techniques
Qualitative research seeks to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena under study;
consequently, it relies heavily on individuals and families who can provide a rich insight into their
daily language use and outcomes (Liamputtong, 2019). Thus, as a researcher, I needed to select
and define an appropriate population prior to initiating data collection and ensure that participants
could meet the study’s objectives and answer the research question (LeCompte & Schensul, 2012).
In this section, I describe the participant selection process and the sampling criteria applied,
emphasising that careful, purposeful participant recruitment and sampling were crucial for
obtaining rich, naturalistic data.
e Parents needed to be adults over the age of 18 who could commit to a three-month audio
recording process.

e Parents had to be from an Arabic-speaking background (one or both parents),

e One or two parents could participate in the interviews and the parent-child interactions,

e Parents (one or both parents) must speak Arabic at home with their children most of the

time,

e Parents whose children are born and raised in Australia (second-generation children) or

those who were born overseas and arrived as infants,

e Children needed to be between the ages of 4 and 12 (pre-kindergarten- primary school

ages),
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e Children had to have some ability to understand and/or speak some Arabic to meet the
criteria of a receptive bilingual, where the children understand but have limited production

skills, usually at the word and phrase level.

The next step was to follow a suitable sampling technique to ensure that participants met the
pre-set criteria. Purposive criterion sampling was selected and applied to identify participants who
have experienced or are experiencing the phenomenon of receptive bilingualism and can provide
rich, unique, and informative cases relevant to the research project (Lanza, 2008; Liamputtong,
2019). This non-probability sampling technique entails selecting and identifying participants who
meet pre-set criteria to answer the research question best and meet the study’s objectives.
Following that, the next step was to determine the appropriate sample size for the study.
Liamputtong (2019) recommended several factors for determining sample size. First, qualitative
research should prioritise the quality of the research rather than the quantity of participants.
Second, the study should focus on flexibility and depth. Third, the sample size should be sufficient
to provide enough data to answer the research question and thoroughly address the objectives.
Fourth, qualitative studies are labour-intensive, requiring significant time and effort for translation,

transcription, and analysis.

After determining the sampling technique, the next step was to advertise the study to recruit
potential participants. However, the dispersed distribution of Arabic-speaking communities across
Australia (Special Broadcasting Service [SBS], 2022) made it challenging to locate participants
who satisfied the predetermined criteria. To reach a maximum number of participants, I decided

to search for participants on Facebook, where I am a member of several Arabic-speaking
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communities. After obtaining ethics approval from the University of Sydney Human Research
Ethics Committee in August 2023, I posted an anonymous recruitment advertisement on the ‘Arab
Australian Ladies Community Group’, an Australia-based group with 13,000 members from
various Arab nationalities, dispersed across Australia. This community group was selected as the
primary recruitment platform due to the researcher’s 7-year membership and its status as one of
the largest online groups. The study’s advertisement on the ‘Arab Australian Ladies Community
Group’ ran for four weeks, during which interested individuals were encouraged to contact me via
my student email for more information about the study and to determine their eligibility based on

the pre-set criteria.

Initially, 30 families who met the eligibility criteria expressed interest in participating in the
study, with the majority residing in Melbourne. Despite efforts to minimise participant fatigue by
selecting a three-month timeframe for audio recording of parent-child interactions, only four
families indicated they could commit to the study’s longitudinal timeframe, a limitation that will
be further addressed in the limitations section of Chapter 8. Contact was then made with
participants who met the eligibility requirements using my student email, which identified me as
the sender and contained my contact details. Parent participants were emailed the study’s letter of
introduction, parents’ information sheet, and consent forms for both parents and children. The
parent participants were encouraged to discuss the study with their children and return the signed

consent forms before engaging in further discussions about the study.

After receiving the consent forms, the researcher contacted the participating families to express

her gratitude for participating in the study. Upon further discussion with the families and
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considering the study’s focus on receptive bilingualism, it was determined that the fourth family
did not meet the purposive criterion sampling requirements due to their children’s non-proficiency
in Arabic. Therefore, three families with similar characteristics participated in the study, allowing

for cross-case comparisons and a manageable scope within the research.

In summary, in this subsection, I outlined the participants’ recruitment and sampling
techniques, emphasising the importance of careful, purposeful selection to meet the study’s aims
and objectives. Purposive criterion sampling was employed to select three families that met
specific criteria. Additionally, the recruitment process encountered challenges due to the dispersed
nature of the Arabic-speaking community in Australia and the commitment required for the three-
month audio recording process. Despite these obstacles, the study successfully engaged families
motivated to learn more about receptive bilingualism and contribute to research on heritage
language maintenance. I proceed to the following section and present the parents’ and children’s

demographics.

4.2.1 Parents demographics

Three families with distinct linguistic and cultural characteristics consented to participate in
this study. Family A’s multilingual environment contrasts with Family B’s limited English
proficiency, while Family C brings forth balanced bilingual parents in English and Arabic,
presenting yet another variation. During parental interviews, participants selected pseudonyms to
preserve confidentiality and safeguard their privacy, as suggested by Allen and Wiles (2016).

Comprehensive demographic data were collected to develop an in-depth, informed understanding

111



Chapter Four Methodology
of each family’s background, including key variables such as parental age, occupation, self-reported

language proficiency, and years in Australia.

Family A consisted of a multilingual 43-year-old mother fluent in Lebanese Arabic, English
and French. On the other hand, the father is 55 years old and a native English speaker, with Arabic
as his second language. Both parents share a Lebanese heritage, yet differ in their places of birth;
the mother was born in Lebanon and has resided in Australia for 10 years, while the father was born
in Australia (see Table 2). At the time of the study in 2023, the family resided in Sydney and had

three sons.

Table 2. Demographics of Family A

Variables Mother Father
Age 43 55
Occupation Community Services Officer Tradesman
Languages spoken English*, Arabic, French English*
Number of children 3 3
Ethnic background Lebanese Lebanese
Religious background Muslim Muslim
Present in the interview Yes Yes
Place of birth Lebanon Australia
No. of years in Australia 10 years Born in Australia
Place of residence in Australia Sydney Sydney

*Primary language used at home based on audio-recordings and observations
In contrast to Family A, Family B included the mother, 41 years old, with Iraqi Arabic as her
first language and English as her second, with limited proficiency, as indicated by the mother: “7

don’t speak English too well.” On the other hand, the father, 52 years old, is also a native speaker
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of Iraqi Arabic, with limited proficiency in English. Both parents are of Iraqi ethnicity and were
born in Iraq, having resided in Australia for the past 15 years. The family lives in Sydney and has
five children, two of whom have participated in this study (see Table 3). Contrary to Family A, in
which the father abstained from participation, both parents in Family B chose to participate in the

study, thus offering an opportunity to understand receptive bilingualism from both parents’

perspectives.

Table 3. Demographics of Family B

Variables Mother Father

Age 41 52

Occupation Community Services Delivery Driver
Officer

Languages spoken Arabic*-limited English Arabic*-limited English

Number of children 5 5

Ethnic background Iraqi Iraqi

Religious background Sabean Mandaean Sabean Mandaean

Present in the interview Yes Yes

Place of birth Iraq Iraq

No. of years in Australia 15 years 15 years

Place of residence in Australia Sydney Sydney

*Primary language used at home based on audio-recordings and observations

In contrast to Families A and B, Family C was based in Melbourne and included a 37-year-old
mother and a 39-year-old father who shared Lebanese heritage. The mother was born in Lebanon
and has been in Australia for 20 years, whereas the father was born in Australia. The family had a
diverse household with five children aged 5 to 15. Four children, comprising three females and one

male, participated in the study (see Table 4).
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Table 4. Demographics of Family C

Variables Mother Father

Age 37 39

Occupation Teacher Businessman

Languages spoken English*, Arabic English*, Arabic

Number of children 5 5

Ethnic background Lebanese Lebanese

Religious background Muslim Muslim

Present in the interview Yes Yes

Place of birth Lebanon Australia

No. of years in Australia 20 Born in Australia- Raised in
Lebanon and Australia

Place of residence in Australia Melbourne Melbourne

*Primary language used at home based on audio-recordings and observations
4.2.2 Children’s demographics
Building on the parents” demographic data, I provide detailed information about the children
n each participating family in this section. It 1s important to note that the children’s Arabic language
abilities discussed here were based solely on parental reports and were not formally assessed, as
this study prioritised capturing naturalistic, everyday heritage language use related to the family
language policy, agency and receptive bilingualism.
To begin with, three siblings from Family A participated in the study: Muhammad, aged 9;
David, aged 8; and Ayman, aged 5; all names are pseudonyms. At the time of data collection in
2023, Muhammad was in year 4, David was in year 2, and Ayman was attending pre-kindergarten.

All three children were born and raised in Sydney, attended mainstream school with English as the
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language of instruction, and attended an Arabic school on Saturdays. The comprehensive

demographics of Family A’s children are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Family A’s children’s demographics

Name Age Sex Place of birth Place of School year Number in
residence family
Muhammad 9 Male Sydney Sydney 4 Ist child
David 8 Male Sydney Sydney 2 2nd child
Ayman 5 Male Sydney Sydney Pre-kindergarten 3% child

Two children, Rose and Sami, participated in the study in Family B. Rose, the fourth child in
her family, was 12 years old and in year 7 at the time of data collection. According to the parents,
Rose could comprehend day-to-day Arabic conversations within the family but struggles to speak.
On the other hand, Sami was an 8-year-old in Year Two who mainly spoke English at home and
was the family’s youngest child. Table 6 provides detailed demographic information about the

children in Family B.

Table 6. Family B’s children’s demographics

Name Age Sex Place of birth = Place of residence = School year = Number in
family

Rose 12 Female Sydney Sydney 7 4™ child

Sami 8 Male Sydney Sydney 3 5% child

Turning to Family C, four children participated in the study: Manal (F), aged 12; Fayrouz (F),

aged 11; Kawthar (F), aged 9; and Ahmad (M), aged 5. Manal, the second child of the family and
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a predominantly English speaker, was 12 years old and in Year 7 at the time of data collection.
Fayrouz, the third child, also primarily an English speaker, was 11 years old and in Year 6. Kawthar,
the fourth child, also a predominantly English speaker, was a shy 9-year-old in Year 4. Finally,
Ahmad, the youngest child, speaks only English and was five years old in Pre-Kindergarten.

Detailed demographic data for the children are presented in Table 7.

Table 7. Family C’s children’s demographics

Name Age Sex Place of birth Place of School year Number in
residence family
Manal 12 Female Melbourne Melbourne 7 224 child
Fayrouz 11 Female Melbourne Melbourne 6 3% child
Kawthar 9 Female Melbourne Melbourne 4 4™ child
Ahmad 5 Male Melbourne Melbourne Pre-Kindergarten 5% child

In summary, the study included nine Australian-born children aged between 5 and 12 years,
with 12 years defined as within the child age range for the purposes of this study, from three
families, all of whom attended mainstream schools with English as the language of instruction. The
participating children comprised three male siblings from Family A (Muhammad, David, and
Ayman, aged 9, 8, and 5, respectively); two siblings from Family B (Rose and Sami, aged 12 and
8); and four Melbourne-raised siblings from Family C (Manal, Fayrouz, Kawthar, and Ahmad, aged
between 5 and 12 years), representing diverse age groups from kindergarten to Year 7. The

following section will detail the study’s data collection method.
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4.3 Data collection methods

With permission from parents, I commenced the study’s data collection phase by designating
private homes as the research setting. This initial step was important for establishing relationships
with participants and immersing oneself in the family’s daily lives through observations and
discussions (Saunders et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2016). Following this setup, the case study
approach, informed by ethnographic perspectives, guided data collection over a six-month period
from August 2023 to February 2024. Multiple data collection methods were employed, including
semi-structured face-to-face interviews with parents, audio recordings of parent-child interactions,
observations, and informal discussions with the children. Each family’s collected data was placed
in a secure, encrypted computer file with an assigned pseudonym as soon as it was collected, to
ensure participant confidentiality. In this section, I detail the study’s data collection methods,
explaining how each was selected to address the research question and achieve the study’s

objectives.

4.3.1 Semi-structured interviews

Before conducting the parental interviews, I pre-determined a set of interview questions (see
Appendix K) and piloted them several times with non-participants, one male (aged 47) and a
female (aged 31). Although they were not participants in the study, this piloting allowed me to
ensure the clarity and conciseness of the questions. Piloting also helped me identify ambiguities,
enhance data quality and relevance, assess interview duration, and make necessary adjustments to

keep interviews within a 30—45-minute timeframe while gathering comprehensive information. In
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the pages that follow, I present the methods used to conduct the parental interviews, aiming to
gather relevant and trustworthy data.

Prior to the actual interviews, I contacted the families via telephone to express my appreciation
for their willingness to participate in the study and to begin establishing rapport. Each phone call
lasted approximately 20 minutes and was conducted in Arabic as per parents’ requests, during
which I scheduled dates for the parental interviews. All interviews were conducted face-to-face in
Arabic (as per parents’ request) in August 2023 at the families’ homes and were audio-recorded
using a ‘Sony ICDPX470 Digital Voice Recorder’ to allow me to concentrate on the interaction
by questioning and listening (Saunders et al., 2019). The parental interviews proceeded as follows.

First, I collected demographic data, which took approximately 15 minutes with each family.

The demographics included parental age, occupation, languages spoken, number of children,

children’s sex and ages, ethnic and religious backgrounds, parental place of birth, and years in

Australia. Next, I asked the parents several open-ended questions (see Appendix K) to facilitate

natural dialogue and purposeful conversations between the researcher and participants, in which

the participants spoke more than the researcher. The researcher listened more to understand “the
participants’ inner reflections and thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and responses to the external
world” (Salmons, 2015, p. 29). The open-ended questions enabled a deeper investigation of the
parental family language policy (beliefs, practices, and management strategies), parental agency,
child agency, and receptive bilingualism, thereby addressing the research questions and the study’s
objectives. Finally, I concluded each interview by thanking the parents for their time and
contributions, providing them with the opportunity to ask any questions, share additional thoughts,

and address any concerns they may have had. I also informed the parents about the next step in the
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research process: the three-month-long audio recordings of parent-child interactions. Each family
participated in one semi-structured interview at the onset of data collection, lasting approximately
33 minutes. All interviews were conducted in Arabic at the parents’ request (see Table 8 for a
summary of interview details). Although the semi-structured interviews provided valuable insights,
it is important to acknowledge the limitations or challenges encountered. At times, parents would
occasionally deviate from the original interview questions. To overcome this challenge, I had to
gently steer conversations back to the relevant topics without disrupting the natural flow of the

conversation.

Table 8. Parental interview details

Family Parent present during the Interview Duration
interview time (h:m: sec)
A The mother 6.00 pm -7.00 00:33:18
pm
B The mother and the father 6.00 pm -7.00 00:32:46
pm
C The mother and the father 11 am- 12:00 00:33:30
Noon

4.3.2 Audio recordings of parent-child interactions

To capture naturalistic parent-child language interactions, audio recording of parent-child
mnteractions was indispensable and essential for addressing key aspects of the research questions.
Audio-recorded parent-child interactions were collected over a three-month period, from

September 1, 2023, to December 1, 2023, on a weekly basis and served as a valuable complement
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to the semi-structured interviews, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the families’

language experiences.

In preparation for the audio-recording phase, I initially planned to provide each family with a
digital voice recorder and instructions on its use. However, during preliminary discussions with
the families, the parents expressed a preference for using their own recording devices, which they
were more familiar with and comfortable with. I agreed to this arrangement, as it was likely to
increase the families’ engagement and consistency in recording their interactions.

To ensure the data collected was representative of the families’ everyday language use, I
provided guidelines on the types of interactions to record, such as mealtimes, play sessions, and
daily routines. Additionally, I advised the parents to record interactions in various settings, both
inside and outside the home, to capture diverse language experiences. Throughout the process, |
emphasised the importance of capturing natural, authentic interactions and encouraged parents to
record as many interactions as possible within three months. Given the longitudinal nature of this
study, families were given the flexibility to choose when and how often to record, ensuring that the
collected data captured natural, authentic language interactions. While necessary for providing
authentic data, the flexibility of this method presented challenges in ensuring consistent data across
families. To mitigate this issue, [ maintained regular contact with the families through fortnightly
phone calls and emails, providing support, addressing any concerns, and ensuring the families were
on track with their recordings. Nevertheless, the lengths of the parent-child audio recordings varied
among families: Family A provided seven recordings, Family B provided 10 recordings, and Family
C provided five recordings over the three months, totalling 390 minutes. The variation in the

number of recordings reflected differences in family availability, daily routines, and engagement
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with the recording task. Family B, where both parents had limited English proficiency and
predominantly spoke Arabic at home, provided the most recordings, while Family C, balancing
work and five children, provided fewer. The recordings captured everyday parent-child interactions,
mcluding mealtimes, homework sessions, play activities, and daily routines. These contexts
corresponded with the observation sessions, enabling triangulation between self-recorded and
researcher-observed language practices. For example, mealtime interactions recorded by Family A
aligned with the mealtime observation conducted with the same family. Table 9 provides an
overview of the audio recordings collected from each family, including the number of recordings,

total duration, and average length of each recording.

Table 9. Audio recording of parent-child interactions

Family No. of parent-child Total duration Average recording Recording emailed to
recordings (minutes) duration (minutes) the researcher
A 7 140 20 Fortnightly
B 10 150 15 Fortnightly
C 5 100* 20 Fortnightly

*The number of recordings differed across families due to variations in availability, family routines, and adherence to the task.

4.3.3 Observations

Another data collection method I used in this study was face-to-face observations of the
families. According to De Fina (2020), and as discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2,
scholars heavily criticise data collection methods and analyses that come from parental reports
rather than direct observations in naturalistic, everyday family settings, as there can be

discrepancies between reported and actual language use (Wilson, 2020). Thus, through participant
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observations, a holistic, theoretically driven ethnographic perspective is applied, and researchers
immerse themselves in the daily practices of the community they are part of (Figueroa, 2017).
Participant observations also help validate and complement data collected from parental interviews
and audio recordings, thereby strengthening the validity of the findings through data triangulation

across multiple sources (Kawulich, 2005).

I observed each family in their home thrice between October and December 2023, with each
observation lasting approximately one hour, as shown in Table 10. During the observations, I took
the role of observer-as-participant with moderate participation. According to Kawulich (2005), the
observer-as-participant stance is the most ethical approach, as it enables the researcher to participate
in the participants’ activities while the participants are aware of the researcher’s presence, while
also maintaining the role of a researcher to collect data. Observations were semi-structured, guided
by the study’s focus on language practices, management strategies, and agency, while remaining
open to emergent interactions. This approach allowed me to be present with families while
observing their everyday language interactions in natural settings. To manage researcher presence
and minimise intrusion, I arrived thirty minutes early to build rapport through casual conversation,
allowing family members to become accustomed to my presence before observations commenced.
During observations, I positioned myself unobtrusively within the family setting and refrained from
initiating language-related discussions, enabling interactions to unfold naturally. Drawing on my
insider-outsider positioning discussed in Section 4.1.1, I remained reflexively aware of how my
presence might influence family behaviour, documenting any perceived effects in field notes for

consideration during analysis.
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Table 10. Participants’ observations

Methodology

Family Observation Time Duration Collected during Topic discussed
(minutes)

1 1:00 pm - 3:00 pm Mealtime Football matches
A 2 6:30 pm - 8:00 pm 60 minutes Homework Playing Jenga

3 10:00 am - 12:00 pm Homework Homework

1 1:00 pm - 3:00 pm Lunchtime Cooking Poultry

2 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Connect Four | Playing Connect Four
B 60 minutes

3 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Twister Playing Twister

1 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Connect Four | Playing Connect Four

2 6:30 pm - 8:40 pm Playing Smash Bros Playing Smash Bros
C 60 minutes Video game

3 10:00 am - 12:00 pm Having desserts and Desserts and tea

tea

4.3.4 Informal conversations with children

Informal conversations with children were a central part of this study, as the literature review

in Chapter 2 revealed that over-reliance on parental reports of children is prone to bias and may not

accurately reflect children’s language use and experiences. The term ‘informal’ here refers to the

conversational, child-friendly approach adopted, rather than the absence of structure. While the

discussions were guided by open-ended questions related to the children’s language beliefs,

practices, strategies, and agency (see Appendix L), they were conducted in a relaxed, naturalistic

setting during board games to encourage spontaneous responses and reduce power imbalances

between the researcher and child participants (Swain & Spire, 2020). Given that siblings from the

same family were present together, these discussions resembled family-based focus groups in

structure; however, I directed questions to each child individually to capture their perspectives.
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While some children responded openly, others were more reserved or shy and provided limited
responses. By engaging directly with the children, I gained firsthand insight into their language

views and experiences.

Between December 2023 and February 2024, I conducted informal discussions with the
children at their homes, recording them as they played the board games ‘Jenga’and ‘Connect Four’.
This enjoyable and relaxed setting encouraged the children to express their thoughts openly, and
discussions were conducted in English at the children’s request. Before audio-recording the
discussions, I built rapport by having casual conversations about the children’s interests and daily
routines. The informal discussions focused on understanding the children’s family language policy
and agency, enabling them to share their authentic experiences and opinions. I asked open-ended
questions and encouraged the children to elaborate on their responses, yielding rich, detailed
insights into their language experiences (see Appendix L). This approach yielded valuable data that
complemented the information gathered from parental interviews and parent-child audio
recordings. Table 11 outlines the approach to conducting informal conversations with the children.
Despite the overall success of the data collection process, several methodological challenges
emerged. The quality of audio recordings was occasionally compromised by technical issues, while
varying levels of environmental noise in different home settings affected data clarity. These
challenges were managed through consistent communication with participating families and

ongoing technical adjustments.
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Table 11. Informal conversations with the children

Family Children present Discussion Time of Topics discussed Discussion
during the mode conversation duration (h:m:sec)
discussion

A Muhammad, David, Face-to-face 11 am Language beliefs, 00:27:21
Ayman practices, strategies,
agency
B Rose, Sami Face-to-face 11 am Language beliefs, 00:14:27
practices, strategies,
agency
C Manal, Fayrouz, Face-to-face 11 am Language beliefs, 00:17:51
Kawthar, Ahmad practices, strategies,
agency

In summary, in this section, I discussed the study’s data collection methods and revealed that
several data collection methods were required to answer the research question and meet the
objectives of this study. Today, much of the literature on family language relies primarily on
parental interviews and reports to understand heritage language at home, which are often collected
at a single point in time. As a result, this 6-month longitudinal study employed parental semi-
structured interviews, audio-recording of parent-child interactions and informal discussions with
the children, which “created a triangulated database, adding depth, breadth, credibility and validity
to research findings” (McCarty, 2015, p. 89). However, those methods do not fall short of criticism
and limitations, which can be resolved through research rigors, as discussed in section 4.6. Before
detailing the data analysis procedures and ethical considerations, Table 12 provides an overview of
the data collected from each family, illustrating the types of data generated by each method and

their alignment with the research objectives.
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Table 12. Summary of data collection methods across participating families

Methodology

method

Semi-
structured
interviews

Audio
recordings of
parent-child
interactions

Observations
Informal
conversations

with children

Total per
family

Data collection

1(33
mins)

7 (140
mins)

3 (180
mins)

127

mins)

12 data
points

133
mins)

10
(150
mins)

3 (180
mins)
1(14

mins)

15 data
points

Family A FamilyB Family C

1(34
mins)

5(100
mins)

3(180
mins)

1(18

mins)

10 data
points

Total

3 interviews
(~100 mins)

22 recordings
(390 mins)

9
observations
(540 mins)
3
conversations
(~59 mins)

37 data
points

(~1,089
mins)

Data type

Parental
reports

Naturalistic
interaction

Researcher
field notes

Children’s
reports

Research objective
addressed

Beliefs, practices,
strategies and
agency

Practices,
strategies,
agency, and
receptive
bilingualism
Practices,
strategies and
agency
Children’s
beliefs, practices,
strategies and
agency

4.4 Data analysis and ethical considerations

The data analysis process in qualitative research is an ongoing process of “reasoning, thinking

and theorising” (Taylor et al., 2016, p. 168, as cited in Liamputtong, 2019). Among the qualitative

data analysis techniques, thematic analysis stands out as one of the most commonly used data

analysis approaches, suitable for analysing the data collected in this study. Thematic analysis is a

method that captures themes and patterns across datasets (Braun et al., 2019, p. 843). According

to Braun et al. (2019), three types of thematic analysis have been identified in the literature and
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include the coding reliability approach (partial qualitative approach of themes), codebook (applied
if more than one coder is analysing data) and reflexive thematic analysis, which considers the role
of the researcher in the analysis process (Braun et al., 2019). In this section, I outline the study’s
data analysis method, explaining that reflexive thematic analysis was chosen for its methodological
flexibility, which allows for an inductive (data-driven), deductive (theory-driven), or hybrid

approach that combines both inductive and deductive reasoning (Braun, 2019; Thompson, 2022).

Reflexive thematic analysis involves identifying, analysing, and interpreting themes within the
data while explicitly acknowledging how the researcher’s perspectives, skills, and experiences
influence those themes. By conducting a reflexive thematic analysis, the researcher becomes ‘the
storyteller,” where data is interpreted ‘through the lens of their own cultural membership and social
positionings, their theoretical assumptions’ (Braun et al., 2019, p. 850). This interpretive process
extends to the analytical process of coding, where the researcher determines whether to employ a
deductive, inductive, or a combination of both approach, based on their “ideas based on their
existing knowledge and viewpoints” to inform theme generation (Braun et al., 2019, p. 850).
Accordingly, I employed a hybrid coding approach that combined deductive and inductive
reasoning. The deductive component was guided by Spolsky’s model of language policy, which
employed predetermined categories, including language beliefs, practices, and management
strategies, while the inductive component allowed new themes to emerge from the data. This hybrid
approach to coding in thematic analysis provided a comprehensive framework for answering the
study’s research questions while remaining open to unexpected findings. Themes were

subsequently interpreted through the lens of Spolsky’s model of language policy, focusing on the
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interplay among beliefs, practices, and management strategies, and on how agency mediated
alignment or misalignment among these components. The following section will outline the six-

phase approach to data analysis.

4.4.1 The six-phase approach to data analysis

The analysis process followed Braun et al.’s (2019) six-phase framework for reflexive thematic
analysis, which includes familiarisation with the data, generating codes, constructing themes,
revising themes, defining and naming themes, and writing and producing the report, which was
consistently applied for the semi-structured interviews, parent-child audio recordings, observations,
and informal conversations with children. Prior to commencing the data analysis process, all
collected data was translated from Arabic to English by the researcher, who is a NAATI (National
Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters) accredited translator. Translation preceded
coding to ensure consistency in the analytical process, as coding in the original Arabic and then
translating codes would risk creating inconsistencies across datasets. Additionally, translating first
enabled a unified English codebook, facilitating supervision discussions and ensuring transparency
in the analytical process. All translations were transcribed manually using intelligent verbatim
transcription, which maintains the accuracy of spoken content while removing fillers, hesitations,
false starts, and repetitions to improve readability and coherent communication (Hadley, 2014).
This approach was appropriate, given that the analysis focuses exclusively on content rather than

interactional features.

The translation and transcription process occurred concurrently with data collection, with the

aim of producing written records of the audio recordings (Braun & Clarke, 2013). During
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translation, I paid particular attention to preserving key cultural and linguistic concepts, adding
explanatory notes where direct translation was insufficient to convey the full meaning. Although
the transcription and translation process was particularly complex and time-intensive due to the
volume of data and the diverse Arabic dialects used by participating families, maintaining the
authenticity of the original conversations during translation was essential for ensuring research
transparency and analytical accuracy. The six phases were then implemented across all data sources

as follows:

Phase 1: Familiarisation with data

According to Braun et al. (2019), familiarisation is the entry point into the data and requires the
researcher to shift focus from data generation, such as translation and transcription, to appreciating
the data (pp. 852-853). I familiarised myself with the data by listening to all audio-recorded data,
one at a time. These audio recordings served as permanent records, allowing me to overcome the
transient nature of conventional observation by enabling multiple reviews for accuracy and
reducing the likelihood of observer error and bias (Saunders et al., 2019). The next step was to
read, re-read and make casual notes on each transcript, one at a time, to identify important
information that was relevant to answering the research question, making connections and noticing
differences between the families, developing an understanding of the content and making
connections to the existing literature (Byrne, 2022). Given the vast and evolving terminology used
in the field of family language policy, during the familiarisation stage, I found it essential to
develop clear operationalisations of key terms to support the coding process, guide the

identification of initial patterns, and ensure consistency across all data sources. Building on the
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conceptualisations established in Chapter 3 (Table 1), Table 13 presents the operationalisation

criteria used to identify these constructs in the data.
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Table 13. Operationalisation of terms

Term Operationalisation
Family language policy | - Explicit FLP planning: Through statements by parents or children indicating a plan, e.g., “We decided to speak Arabic to the
(FLP) children.”

- Implicit FLP planning without explicit statements of planning.
Parental language beliefs = Stated importance of preserving and maintaining Arabic, for example:
- Cultural identity (e.g. “Arabic is important for maintaining our cultural heritage.”)
- Religious purposes (e.g. “Learning Arabic is crucial for understanding the Qur’an.”)
Parental language - Instances of code-mixing (counted per conversation or as indicated by parents).
practices - Using Arabic in daily conversations. (e.g. “We speak Arabic every day.” )
- Reciting religious text in Arabic.
Parental language - Consistent use of Arabic in the home; identified in interviews, recordings and observations. (e.g., “We only speak Arabic at
management strategies home”).
- Sending children to Arabic schools (e.g., “We enrolled our children in Saturday Arabic classes.”)
- Watching television in Arabic or travelling to the homeland (e.g., “We only watch TV in Arabic, or we travel to Iraq.”)
Agency (general) Distinguished from management and practices through: (a) moments of decision-making about language strategies or the
family language policy (We laid down the foundations for only speaking Arabic at home), (b) accounts of negotiation,
resistance, or compliance between family members (7 speak English 23/7), and (c) explanations for divergence between stated
beliefs and observed practices (There is no encouragement at all).
Active parental agency - Consistent implementation of a language policy (e.g., “We stick to our Arabic-only rule at home.”)

- Creation of Arabic-speaking opportunities (e.g.. “We teach the children to speak in Arabic”)

“Table continued”
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Constrained parental

agency
Deferred agency (parental
and child)
Child language beliefs
Child language practices
Parent-initiated language
strategies

Active child agency

Constrained child agency

Receptive bilingualism

- Inconsistent implementation of stated policies (e.g., “We try to speak Arabic, but we use English a lot.”)

- Enforcement of restrictive language rules (e.g., “I made the decision that I speak Arabic with the children and my husband
speaks English.”)

Allowing the children to set the home language (e.g., “It’s up to the children to speak what they like.” Or Children not
complying with or rejecting parental requests.

What the children think and feel about the heritage language (likes and dislikes), for example: “I like speaking Arabic
because it helps me communicate with my grandparents,” or “I don’t like speaking Arabic because I’'m not good at it and
it’s hard.”

Using Arabic in daily conversations with instances of code-mixing.

- Reciting the Qur’an in Arabic

For example, for example: “I watch television in Arabic or “I go to Saturday school.”

- Attempts to speak Arabic when requested (e.g., frying to respond in Arabic when prompted by parents).

- Participation in Arabic conversations, even when struggling to speak.

Refusal to speak Arabic (e.g., “I don’t want to speak Arabic, I prefer English.”)

- Resistance to parental language requests (e.g., responding in English when asked to speak Arabic).

- Challenging language rules (e.g., “Why do I have to speak Arabic at home?”)

Comprehension of parental speech in Arabic without the need for translation, where the child explicitly states, for example:
- “I understand what you are saying, but I cannot reply in Arabic.”
- “I know what that means, but I do not know how to say it in Arabic.”

- Limited verbal responses in Arabic (e.g., rote phrases and polar responses).

- Predominant use of English in responses.

- -Parents reporting the child understands Arabic but does not speak it.
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Phase 2: Generating codes

Following the preparatory steps above, the real analysis phase began after importing the
translated transcripts into NVivo (2014) for coding. Coding is “the process by which raw data are
gradually converted into usable data through the identification of themes, concepts, or ideas that
have some connection with each other” (Austin & Sutton, 2014, p. 439). To begin the coding
process, I first had to set the coding strategy. “In Vivo” codes, also known as verbatim coding, “a
form of qualitative data analysis that emphasises the actual spoken words of participants”
(Manning, 2017, p. 1), were selected to capture authentic expressions from parents and children.
This coding approach aimed to illuminate what is happening, how it is happening, why it is
happening, and how these elements relate to the study’s aims and research questions. By using “In
Vivo” codes, I aimed to stay close to the participants’ language and perspectives, ensuring that the

analysis remained grounded in the empirical data.

In addition to using “In Vivo” codes, the coding process integrated both deductive and
inductive reasoning, with initial coding categories derived from Spolsky’s model of language policy
(language beliefs, practices, and management strategies) while remaining open to emergent codes.
As Braun et al. (2019) emphasise, codes represent the researcher’s interpretations of patterns and
theoretical assumptions across the dataset. Consequently, this interpretive nature of coding means
that different researchers may generate different codes from the same dataset (Byrne, 2022). By
combining “In Vivo” codes with a deductive-inductive approach based on Spolsky’s framework
and codes emergent from the data, the analysis aimed to balance staying true to the participants’

perspectives with identifying theoretically relevant patterns and themes.
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Next, I developed a structured codebook and maintained it to ensure coding consistency across

all datasets throughout the analysis process. The conceptualisation of terms guided the codebook
in aligning the codes with the emerging themes, the study’s aims and objectives, and the research

question. The codebook also served multiple important purposes:

1. Monitoring data saturation: The codebook tracked the emergence of new codes and themes.
Saturation was assessed based on whether new codes or themes continued to emerge from
the data.

2. Promoting researcher reflexivity: The codebook encouraged ongoing examination of
assumptions and interpretations. I continually assessed the fit between the codes, the data,
and the research questions to ensure the analysis remained properly aligned with the study’s
aims.

3. Ensuring coding consistency: By providing clear definitions and examples, the codebook
enabled consistent application of codes across the entire dataset.

4. Supporting analytic rigour through collaborative review: Although reflexive thematic
analysis prioritises co-constructed meaning over reliability checking, a peer researcher and
my supervisor reviewed the codes, ensuring coding consistency and coherence.

Table 14 illustrates the coding process, presenting sample excerpts from the data along with their
corresponding initial codes. These excerpts and codes offer a glimpse into the initial themes that

emerged from the analysis.
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Table 14. Sample initial codes

Methodology

Initial codes

identity

Communication with extended
family

Comprehension and recitation
of religious texts

Data

Preserving cultural heritage and “I am preserving the Arabic language because it is the language of our culture...

Iwould like the children to know they are Arab... If my son doesn’t have this
background, we would lose generations.”

“We are members of a vast Arabic-speaking community and engage heavily with

the community here, and when we travel to Iraq, the children need to speak
Arabic.”

“We must learn Arabic to understand and recite the Qur’an.”

Phase 3: Constructing initial themes

After all the data had been coded, I categorised the codes into themes guided by both inductive

and deductive approaches. Themes are patterns that evolve from the codification process and are

organised around commonality (Byme, 2022). According to Byrne (2022), as the analysis process

progresses, the focus now shifts from interpreting granular data (codes) to examining the combined

meaning and significance of the data as a whole (themes). This transition enabled me to

communicate meaningful insights directly addressing the research question. I found this third stage

of analysis challenging, as I had to critically evaluate and discard codes and themes that did not

align with the overall analysis. This step was important to avoid muddying the results and to allow

me to draw clear and well-supported conclusions. However, before discarding any codes or

themes, I carefully reviewed the raw data associated with them to make informed decisions about
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their significance and relevance to the overall analysis. This review process ensured that no
important codes or themes were hastily eliminated, thereby enhancing the integrity and credibility

of the research outcomes.

After coding all relevant data, I reviewed the codes and grouped them by shared meanings,
conceptual relationships, and theoretical relevance to lay the foundation for potential themes that
could answer the research question. Themes were then constructed by combining and comparing
codes to capture information related to the phenomenon under study, and are necessary to address
and answer the research question. For example, codes related to parents’ language beliefs, such as
the importance of Arabic for cultural identity and religious significance, were grouped under the

initial theme of positive parental beliefs.

These initial themes were then further analysed to identify broader, overarching themes that
captured patterns across all datasets. Throughout the thematic analysis process, initial themes were
continually compared across the full range of data sources, including interviews, audio-recorded
interactions, observations, and informal discussions, to ensure they accurately captured the essence
of the data. The themes were continuously evaluated, revised, and refined to ensure they remained
firmly grounded in empirical evidence while effectively addressing the research questions. Table
15 illustrates the process of generating initial themes, presenting sample excerpts from the data

along with their corresponding initial codes.
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Table 15. Sample initial themes

Initial codes Initial themes Data

“I am preserving the Arabic language because it is the

Preserving cultural heritage Parental beliefs language of our culture... Iwould like the children to know
and identity they are Arab... If my son doesn’t have this background,

we would lose generations.”

“We are members of a vast Arabic-speaking community

Communication with Parental beliefs and engage heavily with the community here, and when we
extended family travel to Iraq, the children need to speak Arabic.”
Comprehension and Parental beliefs “We must learn Arabic to understand and recite the
recitation of religious texts Qur’an.”

Phase 4: Reviewing initial themes

The phase of reviewing initial themes was particularly important in ensuring the quality and
coherence of the analysis. During this stage, having a clear and finalised conceptualisation of each
theme was crucial to understand how the initial “themes fit together and tell the story of the data,
ensuring the themes do not overlap” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 856). This phase involved a thorough
evaluation and refinement of the initial themes to reflect the coded data better and prepare for the
final analysis. To review the initial themes, I first conducted a theme review and modification,
examining each theme in relation to the coded data to assess its clarity and relevance to the research
question. This allowed me to identify themes that were well-supported by the data and those that
required further development or refinement. Next, I combined themes that shared similar concepts
or patterns. In cases where initial themes were too broad or heterogeneous, I divided them into more
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specific sub-themes to allow for a more detailed and precise representation of the participants’
experiences and perspectives. Finally, I evaluated each theme to determine if it was essential to the
overall story and research questions. Themes that were found to be peripheral, redundant, or
unsupported by sufficient evidence were removed from the analysis. This elimination process
ensured that the final thematic structure was focused, parsimonious, and grounded in the empirical
data. Throughout this phase, I maintained a reflexive stance, constantly questioning and refining
my interpretations to ensure they accurately reflected the participants’ voices and the research

objectives.

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes

Once the initial themes have been thoroughly reviewed and refined, the next critical step in the
thematic analysis process is to define and name the final themes. This phase focuses on ensuring
that the themes and their corresponding names accurately and meaningfully represent the key
insights from the data, effectively capturing the essence of the information in relation to the research
question (Braun et al., 2019). During this phase, I succinctly named the themes to direct “the reader
into what they can expect to read about in the theme and draw them into wanting to read the
analysis” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 857). For example, the initial codes of “Preserving cultural heritage
and identity,” “Communication with extended family,” and “Comprehension and recitation of
religious texts” were grouped under the initial theme of “Positive parental beliefs,” which captured
parents’ positive language beliefs and attitudes about preserving Arabic and teaching it to the
children. Table 16 presents quotes from the interviews, selected to support each theme and provide

rich, detailed examples of participants’ experiences and perspectives. The final set of themes, along
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with their definitions and representative quotes, formed the basis for writing up the findings and
presenting a coherent narrative of the language beliefs, practices, and management strategies

employed by Arabic-speaking immigrant families in Australia.

Table 16. Defining and naming themes

Initial codes Initial themes Theme Data
Preserving cultural Positive parental beliefs | Parental language beliefs = “I am preserving the Arabic language
heritage and identity because it is the language of our
culture...”

Communication with = Positive parental beliefs  Parental language beliefs = “When we travel to Iraq, the children

extended family need to speak Arabic.”
Comprehension and Positive parental beliefs ' Parental language beliefs | “We must learn Arabic to understand and
recitation of religious texts recite the Qur’an.”

While the six-phase thematic analysis was applied consistently across all data sources, the
nature of each dataset required specific analytical attention. Parental interviews and informal
conversations with children were analysed for thematic content related to language beliefs,
practices, management strategies, and agency. Audio recordings of parent-child interactions and
observation field notes required additional attention to interactional features, such as language
choice (Arabic, English, or code-mixing), parental prompts and child responses, and instances of
compliance with or resistance to parental language requests. These interactional patterns were
coded and integrated into the broader thematic framework. Final themes and sub-themes are

presented in Table 17. Triangulation was achieved by thoroughly comparing findings across data
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sources for each family. For example, parental reports of speaking Arabic at home were compared

against audio-recorded interactions to verify consistency between stated practices and actual

language use. Similarly, field observation notes were cross-referenced with both interview data

and audio recordings to identify similarities and differences, thereby strengthening the credibility

of the data analysis.

Table 17. Summary of theme, sub-themes and data sources

Theme

Sub-themes

Data source

Parental language beliefs

Parental language practices

Parental language

management strategies

Parental agency

Children’s language beliefs

Preserving cultural heritage and identity,
communication with extended family,
comprehension and recitation of religious
texts.

Code-mixing, using Arabic in daily activities,
and ritual language use

Enrolling children in Saturday schools,
watching television in Arabic,
communicating with extended family,
travelling to the homeland, and reading books
in Arabic.

Active agency (collaborative decision-
making); constrained agency (unilateral
decisions, coercive approach); deferred
agency (allowing children to set home
language, absence of language practices and
strategies)

Positive beliefs (cultural identity, religious
significance); Negative beliefs (perceived
awareness of receptive bilingualism,

challenges at Saturday school, peer influence)
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Interviews, audio
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Chapter Four

Children’s language

practices

Children’s language

management strategies

Child agency

Receptive bilingualism

indicators

Polar responses, formulaic expressions,

repetitions, code-mixing

Attending  Saturday school, watching
television in Arabic, and reading books in
Arabic.

Active agency (compliance, negotiation);
constrained agency (resistance, defiance);
deferred agency (disengagement).
Comprehension without production, limited
verbal  responses,

word/phrase  level

production.

Methodology

Audio recordings,
observations, and
informal conversations.
Audio recordings,
observations, and
informal conversations.
Audio recordings,
observations, and informal
conversations.
Audio recordings,
observations, and

informal conversations.

Phase 6: Producing the report
The final step in the six-phase approach to data analysis involves producing the final report,
which “is not purely a writing exercise” but instead serves as the final step to “check how well the
themes work together” (p. 857). As Kiger and Varpio (2020) argue, producing the final report
involves writing that begins during early analytical stages through note-taking and theme
development. During this stage, direct quotations from participants are carefully selected to support
each theme, while in the discussion chapter, the selected themes connect with the broader literature

(Kiger & Varpio, 2020).

In addition to reviewing and selecting themes that aid in answering the research question, during
this final phase, I established the order in which to report themes in a clear, concise, and logical
manner (Byrne, 2020). To ensure a coherent narrative, first, I organised the themes to reflect the
interconnected nature of family language policy and agency. Second, themes related to agency and

its sub-categories were to be presented to understand how agency affects not only the family
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language policy but also the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. Finally, I presented the quotes
necessary to support the themes. The selection of representative quotes followed a systematic
approach based on my codebook and the conceptualisation of terms developed during the
familiarisation phase. I carefully chose quotes drawn from multiple data sources to ensure a

comprehensive representation of the phenomenon under study.

In summary, in this section, I outlined the study’s data analysis method and demonstrated how
a reflexive thematic analysis addressed the research question by capturing themes across datasets,
linking them to the existing theory guiding the study, and remaining open to emerging themes. I
applied Braun et al.’s (2019) six-phase approach to the analysis of all data sources and explicitly
documented key methodological decisions, including the combination of deductive and inductive
approaches, the use of ‘In Vivo’ coding, and the development of a structured codebook. Through
careful triangulation of interview data, audio recordings, observations, and informal discussions
with the children, I captured both reported and observed themes relevant to the study. While NVivo
software supported data organisation, the core analytical work was grounded in my interpretation
and triangulation of multiple data sources, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the
relationship among family language policy, agency, and receptive bilingualism. In the next section,

I turn to the ethical considerations that underpinned the design and implementation of this study.

4.4.2 Ethical considerations
I received ethical clearance to conduct the study from the University of Sydney Human
Research Ethics Committee (Project No. 2023/462) in August 2023. I commenced the research

only after obtaining this approval, ensuring that all aspects of the study adhered to the required
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ethical guidelines. Throughout the data collection and analysis processes, I remained mindful of
critical ethical issues and concerns, particularly regarding informed consent procedures (Nathan et
al., 2019; Polonsky & Waller, 2019), protecting participants’ privacy and confidentiality
(Liamputtong, 2019; Starfield, 2015), and minimising any potential risks to participants. Prior to
data collection, I distributed bilingual information sheets in English and Arabic to participants and
explained their contents. These sheets included comprehensive details about the study, my contact
information and that of my supervisors, participation requirements, participants’ rights, and
potential risks and benefits (see Appendix E). I also addressed issues related to privacy,
confidentiality, and the ethical handling of digital information, drawing on Seidman’s (2006)
framework, which outlines what, to what end, how, how long, and for whom. I ensured that all
participants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time, their right to
control the publication of their data, and the five-year data retention period, as outlined in the

University of Sydney’s ethical guidelines.

4.4.3 Research rigors (Trustworthiness)

In the process of establishing research rigors, which refers to the quality and trustworthiness
of qualitative research where the researcher has “drawn the correct conclusions about the meaning
of an event or phenomenon” (Houser, 2018, p. 215), I drew on Lincoln and Guba’s (1994) “Model
of Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research”, the most commonly used model for research rigors.
The model was employed to strengthen the quality of the research inquiry by providing an
“accurate representation of the population studied” and enabling potential replication of the study

with different populations (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 151).
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Lincoln and Guba’s model outlines four components to ensure trustworthiness: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 152), which I
applied throughout this study. Credibility refers to “how believable are the findings?”” (Bryman,
2016, as cited in Liamputtong, 2019, p. 19), which I achieved through member checking
(participant feedback) with post-interview follow-ups and discussions to confirm my
interpretations of themes accurately represented participants’ experiences. My time spent with
participants, interview techniques and triangulations, careful transcription, and use of participants’
direct words further contributed to the study’s credibility (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). For
transferability, which refers to “the ability to transfer research findings or methods from one group
to another” (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 153), I provided a solid description of the participants
and research context to allow the study’s methodology to apply to different groups or geographical
locations, enabling potential replication while acknowledging the characteristics of my study
population. I established dependability by ensuring consistency of the findings where another
researcher (my supervisor) could follow the study’s aim, participants’ selection process, data
collection length and method, data analysis method, interpretation and presentation of results, and
how credibility was achieved, allowing for potential replication or audit of the research process by
other researchers (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Finally, to ensure confirmability, I first established
credibility, transferability, and dependability (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). Then, I demonstrated
that my study’s results emerged from the data rather than personal disposition through reflexivity,
maintaining a reflective and self-critical stance throughout to ensure my interpretations and

conclusions were grounded in the data rather than personal biases or preconceptions.
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In summary, I outlined the model and criteria I used to ensure research rigour and
trustworthiness. Establishing research rigor was essential for strengthening the quality of the
research inquiry. I drew on the widely accepted model of trustworthiness in qualitative research
proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1994), which consists of four criteria: credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. I applied these criteria throughout the study to enhance
trustworthiness. By adhering to these standards, I aimed to represent the population accurately
studied and establish a foundation for potential replication of the study in different contexts,
thereby ensuring the overall rigour and validity of the findings. In the upcoming section, I conclude
this chapter by drawing together its main arguments and setting the stage for presenting the

findings from both parent and child perspectives.

4.5 Chapter summary

In this chapter, I have presented the study’s longitudinal methodological approach and research
design, which, unlike most family language policy studies that rely on single-point data collection,
provided a foundation for capturing authentic, naturally occurring language interactions over time.
The constructivist worldview, combined with a case study approach informed by ethnographic
perspectives, enabled the examination of family language policy from both parent and child
perspectives. Multiple data collection methods, including semi-structured interviews, audio
recordings of parent-child interactions, observations, and informal conversations with children,
created a triangulated database, enabling comparisons between reported beliefs and observed
practices and strategies. Data analysis followed Braun et al.’s (2019) six-phase reflexive thematic
analysis, combining deductive categories from Spolsky's model with inductive codes emerging

from the data. In the upcoming chapter, I present findings derived from parental data,
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demonstrating how alignment or misalignment between beliefs, practices, and strategies relates to

the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

146



Chapter Five Parents’ Data

CHAPTER FIVE: FAMILY LANGUAGE POLICY, AGENCY, AND RECEPTIVE

BILINGUALISM - PARENTS’ PERSPECTIVES

5.0 Introduction

Following the methodological approach and the proposed theoretical framework outlined in
the previous chapters, the following three chapters present and analyse the empirical findings of
this study. In this chapter, I present the study’s findings on parental family language policy and
agency, as well as their impact on receptive bilingualism. In Chapter Six, I present findings on the
children’s family language policy, agency, and receptive bilingualism. In Chapter Seven, I
synthesise and discuss the findings from both Chapters Five and Six, linking them to the existing
literature to contextualise and interpret their significance. Together, these interconnected chapters
seek to address the thesis’s overarching research question: To what extent does a family language

policy influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism? And two specific sub-questions:

1. How do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism?
2. How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?
Overall, by answering the study’s research questions, I show how the alignment between family
language policy components, mediated by agency, relates to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism. The findings I present here are based on the data collected through parental

interviews, audio recordings of parent-child interactions, and my observations of the families.

Accordingly, this chapter is structured as follows: Section 5.1 presents findings on the parents’
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family language policy and its influence on receptive bilingualism, while Section 5.2 examines the

impact of parental agency on receptive bilingualism.

5.1 Family language policy and receptive bilingualism

Family language policy refers to the explicit (deliberate planning) or implicit (unplanned,
naturally occurring) and unofficial language planning at the family level. Although the current
literature extensively examines the pivotal role of family language policy in shaping children’s
heritage language outcomes (Luykx, 2003), the relationship between parental family language
policy and the prevalence of receptive bilingualism remains largely unexplored. To fill this gap,
in this section, I examine how the components of Spolsky’s model of language policy—beliefs,
practices, and management strategies—relate individually and collectively to the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism. The central hypothesis here is that alignment among the three components,
mediated by agency, can form a language policy that develops children’s productive language
skills through supportive language use and exposure, whereas misalignment may develop and

reinforce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

5.1.1 Parental language beliefs
Parental language beliefs play an important role in heritage language maintenance and can
influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism; however, beliefs alone do not determine heritage
language outcomes. As discussed in the theoretical framework chapter, language beliefs refer to
what individuals or families think and feel about a particular language and are a fundamental
component of Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy. Based on the initial parental interview

question, “Why are you preserving Arabic and teaching it to your children?” the findings reveal
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that the parents from all three families believed it was important to preserve Arabic and transmit it
to their children to preserve their cultural heritage and identity and for communication with the

extended family.

Preserving cultural heritage and cultural identity emerged as the primary belief for preserving
Arabic and teaching it to the children among the parents of all three families. This finding is
evidenced by the statements below:

During the parental interview, the mother from Family A said:
“I am preserving and teaching Arabic to the children because it is the language of our
culture... I would like the children to know they are Arab... If my son doesn’t have this

background, we would lose generations.”

In the above extract, according to the mother of Family A, preserving Arabic is crucial for
maintaining cultural identity and is a key marker of cultural heritage, suggesting that language loss
results in the erosion of cultural heritage and identity. The mother’s strong emphasis on preserving
Arabic suggests that her children would be able to speak Arabic, rather than develop receptive

bilingualism.

In a similar vein, the father, from Family B, also believed that preserving Arabic and teaching
it to the children is necessary for maintaining the children’s cultural heritage and identity, where

he stated:
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“We must preserve Arabic and teach it to the children, so our children don’t forget their
background. They need to know where they come from, their ancestral countries, cities or

areas. Arabic is our mother language.

While the father’s response similarly emphasises the importance of preserving Arabic for the
children’s cultural heritage and identity, his use of ‘must’ indicates a strong belief that preserving
the heritage language is an obligation, framing it as a duty rather than a choice for maintaining
cultural connections. This belief also suggests and implies that the children should be able to speak

Arabic and not be receptive bilinguals.

Likewise, the father, from Family C, also believed that preserving Arabic and teaching it to the
children is important for preserving cultural heritage, where he expressed:
“My aim is first to give the children a sense of belonging towards my country. I do not

’

want the children to lose their language.’

The father’s focus on ‘belonging’ suggests that the heritage language is believed to be a vital
connection to the country of origin, while his concern about language loss shows that he does not
wish for his children to lose their language. The father’s response suggests that he envisions his
children speaking Arabic and not being receptive bilinguals. Therefore, it appears that parents from

all three families strongly believe in preserving Arabic for cultural heritage and identity.

Another shared belief among families is that preserving Arabic is important for communicating
with extended families both in Australia and abroad. This finding is supported by statements from

parents of all three families. For example, in an audio-recorded conversation between the mother
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of Family A and Muhammad (aged 9) about the importance of learning Arabic, the mother tells
Muhammad:

“How will you go to Lebanon when no one can understand you? Grandma won’t be able

to understand you.”

In the extract above, the mother’s statement shows that she believes that preserving Arabic and
teaching it to the children is important for communicating with the extended family, particularly
with relatives in Lebanon. The mother’s question to her son suggests a concern that language loss
could create communication barriers with the extended family, indicating that receptive
bilingualism would be insufficient for meaningful family conversations and implying the need for

Muhammad to speak Arabic.

The mother from Family B also believed that it is important for the children to speak Arabic for
communicating with the extended family, where she stated:

“We are members of a vast Arabic-speaking community and engage heavily with the

community here, and when we travel to Iraq, the children need to speak Arabic to their

’

relatives.’

The mother’s response highlights a dual perspective on preserving Arabic and teaching it to the
children. First, heritage language preservation is seen as essential for enabling communication and
maintaining cultural ties with the local community. Second, it is important for the children to speak

Arabic to communicate with the extended family in Iraq. This suggests that receptive bilingualism
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may limit children’s ability to communicate with the community and their extended family, both

locally and abroad.

The mother from Family C also believes that it is important for the children to speak Arabic for
communicating with the extended family, by saying:
“My goal is for them to learn Arabic so that they will know how to speak and interact with

people if they go to Lebanon.”

The mother’s explicit reference to “speak and interact” reveals an expectation that the children must
learn Arabic to maintain communication and cultural ties with the extended family in Lebanon. The
mother’s statement implies that the children have some command of Arabic and are not receptive.
Thus, all three families also believe that preserving and teaching Arabic to the children is important
for communicating with the extended family.

Comprehension and recitation of religious texts, particularly the Qur’an and Hadith [teachings
of Prophet Muhammad], emerged as another shared belief of Families A and C. Interestingly, unlike
communication with extended family, which requires productive language skills, this belief may be
supporting the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, as it emphasises memorisation, understanding

and recitation of the Qur’an rather than spontaneous language production.

The mother from Family A expressed this belief by stating:

’

“We preserve the Arabic language so the children can understand and recite the Qur’an”.
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Although the mother’s statement reflects her belief in the importance of preserving Arabic and
teaching it to the children so they can recite the Qur’an, and her use of ‘must’ signals a sense of
obligation, her emphasis on learning Arabic to understand and recite religious texts aligns more
with the development and prevalence of receptive bilingualism, as recitation is more likely to

promote memorisation and comprehension than natural language production (Baharin et al., 2025).

Likewise, the father from Family C similarly views the preservation and transmission of Arabic

to the children as essential for reciting and understanding religious texts, where he said:

“From another perspective, especially religiously, [Arabic is important for] reciting and

understanding the Qur’an and Hadith.”

Similar to the mother of Family A, the father of Family C also believes that preserving Arabic and
teaching it to children is important for the comprehension of religious texts. By stating “from
another perspective,” The father acknowledges multiple reasons for maintaining Arabic, with
religious recitation and comprehension being significant. Thus, the parents from Families A and C
believe that preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children is important for comprehension and

recitation of religious texts.

In summary, parental beliefs centred around three main themes: preserving cultural heritage
and identity, enabling communication with extended family, and, for Families A and C, supporting
the comprehension and recitation of religious texts (see Table 18). Notably, Family B uses Aramaic
as the language of prayer and therefore does not share this particular belief. These findings align

with Spolsky’s model of language policy, which positions beliefs as the foundational component
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mnfluencing family language decisions. Whether these beliefs translate into supportive language

practices is examined in the following subsection.

Table 18. Summary of the identified parental beliefs

Parental family Family language policy Family Frequency Total
language policy component subcategory
component
Preserving cultural A 1
heritage and cultural B 1 3
identi
Heritage language v C 1
beliefs Communicatif)n with the A 1
extended family B 1 3
C 1
Comprehension and A 1
recitation of religious B 0 2
texts
C 1

5.1.2 Parental language practices

Having identified the importance of parents preserving Arabic and teaching it to their children,
m this section, I explore the language practices parents apply and their impact on receptive
bilingualism, based on data from parental interviews, parent-child audio recordings, and my
observations of the families. As outlined in the theoretical framework chapter, parental language
practices refer to families’ habitual, natural language routines used in daily interactions, such as
using Arabic in daily activities (Schwartz, 2020; Spolsky, 2021). In what follows, the most common
and frequently used language practices across the families will be presented, followed by less

common and less frequent practices.

154



Chapter Five Parents’ Data

Code-mixing emerged as the predominant and most frequently applied language practice
across all three families. Code-mixing refers to the process of alternating between two or more
languages in a conversation, which can be inter-sentential or intra-sentential (Gumperz, 1977,
Rahmat et al., 2019). This finding is supported by the number of code-mixing occurrences per
family, as observed in parental interviews, parent-child audio recordings, and observations (see
Table 19). However, marked differences in frequency and impact on receptive bilingualism were

noted.

In examining code-mixing practices across families, Family B demonstrated alignment

between their positive beliefs and their applied language practices by reducing code-mixing.

During the parental interview, the mother from Family B said:

“We mainly speak Arabic at home, but occasionally we mix English words and phrases to

)

deliver the message.’

The mother’s statement indicates that Family B predominantly speaks Arabic at home, with
occasional code-mixing of English words and phrases. This practice appears to reflect a planned
family language policy aimed at maximising Arabic input and aligns with the mother’s beliefs
about preserving Arabic, with Arabic used as the primary medium of family communication and
English used only when necessary for clarification. Data from parent-child interactions and
observations also support the mother’s claim, revealing only 19 instances of code-mixing out of

305 turns across all datasets, as presented in Table 19. This lower frequency of code-mixing in
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Family B reflects an alignment between the parents’ stated beliefs and practices and adherence to

the family language policy.

In contrast, families A and C showed higher frequencies of code-mixing, though with different
patterns, which may have a greater impact on the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. According

to the mother from Family A:

’

“If my children don’t understand me, I would mix English with Arabic until they do.’

In this extract, the mother’s statement reveals that she code-mixes when the children struggle to
understand Arabic. While this practice partially aligns with the mother’s beliefs about preserving
Arabic, as it maintains some Arabic exposure for the children, data from parent-child interactions
and observations reveal a striking 164 instances of code-mixing out of 489 turns across all data sets,
as shown in Table 19. This high frequency suggests that code-mixing is more prevalent than the
mother intends, creating a misalignment between her beliefs and practices and may be contributing
to receptive bilingualism, where the children become accustomed to mixed language input, thus

reducing their opportunities to speak Arabic.

Similarly, code-mixing was also prevalent and occurred frequently in Family C. The mother

from Family C reported:

“I speak with the children in English and sometimes use Arabic words here and there. |

speak English 99% of the time.”
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According to the mother of Family C, she primarily communicates in English, with occasional
code-mixing of Arabic words into English sentences. The mother’s statement aligns with data
captured in audio recordings and observations, where 198 instances of code-mixing of Arabic
words/phrases out of 412 turns were detected, as shown in Table 19. Despite the mother’s belief in
the importance of preserving Arabic, the frequent code-mixing suggests a misalignment between
her stated beliefs and her actual language practices. Frequent code-mixing reduces the children’s
exposure to Arabic, which may hinder the development of their productive skills in the heritage
language. Nonetheless, this limited exposure may still support receptive comprehension, even

where production remains limited.

Another common practice observed among all three families was the use of Arabic in daily
activities, where conversations were conducted entirely in Arabic. The use of Arabic in daily
activities category refers to everyday conversational exchanges between parents and children,
including routine interactions such as meal-time talk, house chores, discussing school, giving
instructions, and general household communication. This finding first emerged in parental
interviews and was later quantified through parent-child audio recordings and the researcher’s
observations. Unlike the code-mixing instances discussed above, these represent turns where

families-maintained Arabic throughout their interactions without mixing with English.

Family B demonstrated the strongest use of Arabic in daily activities, as evidenced by the mother’s

statement:

’

“We speak Arabic at home every day... Everything we talk about is in Arabic.’
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The mother’s statement reflects a strong commitment to using Arabic in daily activities, aligning
closely with her belief in preserving and teaching Arabic to the children. The mother’s statement
was supported by data from parent-child audio recordings and the researcher’s observations, which
show that she used Arabic in 92.4% of her total turns (282 out of 305) (see Table 19). This high
percentage indicates an alignment between the family’s stated beliefs and practices, which may also
point to the presence of an explicit (planned) family language policy, unlike the more implicit
(natural and unstructured) language policy observed in the other families. This consistency can be
understood in light of the parents’ linguistic profile, where both arrived in Australia as adults with

limited English proficiency, and Arabic remains their habitual language of spousal communication.

Similarly, the mother from Family A reported using Arabic in daily activities:

“We speak Arabic daily. I ask the [children] things in Arabic, for example, What do you
want to study? What do you want to eat? Brush your teeth. Go to bed. But they often

respond in English...”

The mother’s statement indicates that she uses Arabic for a range of everyday interactions,
including questions and directives related to daily routines. While this reflects a degree of alignment
with her stated belief about preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children, data from audio
recordings and the researcher’s observations show that the mother from Family A used Arabic in
only 67.0% of her turns (325 out of 480). This suggests that nearly one-third of her interactions

occurred in English. Furthermore, the mother’s observation that the children frequently respond in
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English, despite her use of Arabic, suggests the development and prevalence of receptive

bilingualism, in which the children understand Arabic but tend to express themselves in English.

In contrast to Families A and B, the use of Arabic in daily activities was limited in Family C.

The mother from Family C stated:

“I speak English 99% of the time.”

The mother’s statement indicates that Family C predominantly uses English in daily activities, with
only occasional use of Arabic words or phrases. This is supported by data from audio-recordings
and observations, which show that Arabic was used in 33.0% of the mother’s total turns (139 out
of 412). Although this low percentage reveals a misalignment between the family’s stated belief in
preserving Arabic and the observed language practices, interestingly, this percentage is
considerably higher than the mother’s estimate, which suggests that the mother from family C
speaks Arabic more than she perceives. Although 33% may not represent minimal use of Arabic in
daily activities, it is still comparatively lower than the Arabic usage observed in the other families.
This reduced use of Arabic may be creating conditions conducive to receptive bilingualism, where
the children develop comprehension of Arabic but lack sufficient exposure to develop productive

skills.

Ritual language use, defined as using the heritage language for religious purposes, emerged as
an infrequent shared language practice among Families A and C, with 2 and 1 occurrences,
respectively, while absent in Family B. Unlike code-mixing and the use of Arabic in daily activities,

which were quantified by individual turns, each Qur’anic verse or Hadith reference was counted as
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a single occurrence as these represent intentional selections of sacred texts rather than extended
conversational. Evidence of this practice was drawn from both parental reports and observed parent-

child interactions, where the mother from Family A said:

“I encourage the children to recite the Qur’an in Arabic, and I explain [its content] to
them.”
The mother’s statement shows that she uses ritual language by encouraging the children to recite
the Qur’an, aligning this practice with her belief in preserving Arabic to better understand religious
texts. However, with only two instances recorded, the limited and formulaic nature of this practice
may not provide sufficient exposure to support the development of productive Arabic skills, despite
research suggesting that rote expression can form the basis for productive language development

(Dyson, 2021).

An audio recording between Muhammad (9) and his mother revealed another example of ritual

language use in Family B, as shown below:

Turn Utterance

1 Muhammad [Speaking in Arabic]: < sai s cleuly agll
‘O Allah, in Your name we [live] and die’
2 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: ka5 C ga
‘We die, and we live. [A morning and evening supplication].’
3 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: .l (e <y OLS
‘You also know [the hadith] about cheating...
4 Muhammad [Speaking in Arabic]: Le uld ke (5

‘Whoever cheats us is not one of us.’
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This conversation shows Muhammad reciting the morning supplications and hadiths with his
mother’s help. In doing so, the mother reinforces her belief in preserving Arabic by supporting her
child’s ability to comprehend and recite religious texts. However, as shown in the interaction, the
use of ritual language in this structured religious context primarily encourages the recitation of
established texts rather than spontaneous conversational exchange, which may reinforce

Muhammad’s receptive bilingualism.

Likewise, ritual language use was also reported in Family C. The father said:

“I tell the children to recite the Qur’an so they can speak [Arabic].”

The father’s statement suggests that he encourages the use of ritual language through Qur’an
recitation, aligning with his belief in preserving Arabic for the comprehension of religious texts,
with the expectation that the children might be able to speak Arabic. However, ritual language use
was not captured in the audio recordings and observations conducted for this study, which may
reflect the timing and scope of data collection rather than the actual frequency of such practices.
This pattern mirrors that of Family A, where ritual language use was similarly not observed during
the recorded interactions, rather than natural Arabic production. It is also important to note that the
absence of ritual language use in Family B can be attributed to their Sabean-Mandean faith, which

employs Aramaic rather than Arabic in religious contexts.
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Table 19. Summary of identified parental language practices

Parental family Family language Family Frequency Total
language policy component subcategory
component
Code-mixing
A 164/489 381
B 19/305
C 198/412
Heritage
language Using Arabic in daily A 325/489
. activities -
practices B 282/305
C 139/412
Ritual language use A 5
3
B 0
C 1

In summary, despite parents’ positive beliefs about preserving Arabic, some observed language
practices in the recorded data were limited and may contribute to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism. While three primary practices emerged—code-mixing, using Arabic in daily routines,
and ritual language use—these findings reflect the specific interactions captured during data
collection and may not represent the full scope of family language practices. Family B demonstrated
the strongest alignment between beliefs and practices, with limited code-mixing (19 instances) and
high Arabic use (92.4%). Family A showed partial alignment with moderate code-mixing (164
mstances) and Arabic use (67%), while Family C exhibited misalignment through extensive code-

mixing (198 instances) and reduced Arabic use (33%). Ritual language use, while aligning with
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Families A and C’s religious beliefs, was infrequent and produced formulaic expressions rather
than natural language production; it was absent in Family B due to their use of Aramaic for prayer.
These patterns of alignment and misalignment appear to create conditions in which children develop
more receptive than productive skills. I now turn to presenting findings on language management

strategies.

5.1.3 Parental language management strategies

Building on the identified parental language beliefs and daily language practices, this
subsection presents findings on the final component of Spolsky’s model of language policy:
language management strategies. Before presenting these findings, it is necessary to clarify the
distinction between language practices and language management strategies as operationalised in
this study. As outlined in the theoretical framework (Chapter Three), language practices refer to
habitual, often unconscious language efforts that occur naturally in daily interactions, such as code-
mixing or using Arabic during routine conversations. Language management strategies, by contrast,
are deliberate and planned efforts applied by members of a speech community to maintain and
develop the heritage language (Caldas, 2012; Spolsky, 2004). The key criterion for categorising an
effort as a management strategy rather than a practice is intentionality: strategies require conscious
effort and planning, whereas practices are habitual and natural. For instance, a parent naturally
speaking Arabic at dinner constitutes a practice, whereas deliberately restricting English television
to increase Arabic exposure constitutes a strategy. In what follows, the most common and frequent
language strategies observed will be presented, followed by those that are less common and less

frequent.
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Watching television in Arabic emerged as a common strategy adopted by all three families;
however, its implementation varied significantly. Family B demonstrated the strongest alignment
between beliefs and practices through exclusive Arabic media exposure and evidence of regular

implementation. During the parental interview, the father from Family B reported:

“We don’t have English TV channels...we only have Arabic TV channels for the children

to watch daily.”

The father’s statement indicates a deliberate language management strategy that involves exclusive
exposure to Arabic media, aligns with his belief in preserving and teaching Arabic to the children,
and indicates an explicit (planned and deliberate) family language policy. The data in Table 20
supports this claim, showing three instances of this strategy being implemented in Family B,

compared to the less frequent implementation in Family A.

On the other hand, Family A showed only partial alignment between their beliefs and language
management strategies, as the implementation of the ‘watching television in Arabic’ strategy was

inconsistent. The mother from Family A stated:

“We have set up Arabic channels on TV. I tell the children to watch the Arabic kids’

programs on it.”

The mother’s statement suggests a planned language management strategy aimed at creating an
Arabic language environment through media exposure, which may appear to align with the

mother’s positive beliefs. However, no direct evidence of the children watching Arabic television
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was captured in the parent-child recordings or noted during observations. At the same time,
observational data revealed that the children frequently used their electronic gadgets to watch
English-language shows and programs. While the absence of Arabic media use in the data might
suggest limited implementation, it is also possible that the children watched Arabic television at
times not recorded. Therefore, it cannot be conclusively determined whether the strategy was

inconsistently implemented or simply not observed during the recording period.

In contrast to Families A and B, Family C displayed minimal alignment between beliefs and
language management strategies, particularly in their limited implementation of the watching

television in Arabic strategy. The mother of Family C stated:

“I encourage them to watch something in Arabic on TV.”

The mother’s statement indicates a less structured approach to implementing the ‘watching
television in Arabic’ strategy. While this partially aligns with her belief in preserving and teaching
Arabic to children, the data in Table 20 show only one recorded instance of this strategy based on
parental reports. Although the mother expressed a preference for the children to watch Arabic
media, they were observed watching YouTube content in English on their electronic devices,
suggesting that although this strategy is encouraged, it is not consistently implemented. This pattern
of children watching English content despite parental preferences for Arabic media was observed
across all three families. Therefore, similar to what was observed in Family A, this strategy only
partially aligns between the mother’s stated beliefs and her actual language management strategies.

Thus, although watching television in Arabic was a strategy shared across families, its
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implementation varied, suggesting that its effectiveness in supporting productive bilingualism
depends on consistency.

Communication in Arabic with extended family members, both locally and internationally,
emerged as another deliberate strategy adopted by all three families, which appears to align with
their beliefs about preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children. This finding is evidenced by

statements from each family:

The mother, from Family A, stated:

“I tell the children to speak in Arabic to their maternal grandmother and aunty whenever

)

I am on the phone with them.’

The mother’s statement reflects a deliberate language management strategy aimed at creating
opportunities for the children to use Arabic with extended family members. This strategy aligns
with the mother’s parental belief in preserving Arabic for communication with the extended family
and suggests the adoption of an implicit, natural family language policy. However, no instances of
communication with the extended family were captured in the audio recordings or observed by the
researcher, and thus, there is no empirical evidence to support the mother’s reported strategy. While
the absence of data does not conclusively indicate infrequent implementation of this strategy, the
available data suggests that this strategy may be implemented infrequently, potentially limiting its

effectiveness in supporting the development of children’s heritage language production skills.

Similarly, the father from Family B said:
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“When we are on the phone with family, we call our children and tell them to say hello to

their relatives.”

The father’s statement reflects a deliberate language management strategy that encourages the
children to interact with extended family members in Arabic, supporting both language use and
familial connection. This strategy aligns with the family’s belief in preserving Arabic to enable
communication with the extended family. However, as with Family A, no conversations with
extended family members were recorded in the data collected for this study. The absence of such
recordings means that the implementation of this strategy could not be assessed through the
available data, which may limit insights into the children’s opportunities to develop productive

language skills through communication with the extended family.

Evidence of the communication in Arabic with the extended family strategy was also

articulated by the mother from Family C, who stated:

“I tell the children to speak with their grandmother overseas over the phone, but they

’

struggle to speak in Arabic and ask me to translate.’

The mother’s statement reflects an effort to implement and encourage the children to communicate
with the extended family, demonstrating alignment between her beliefs and the language
management strategies she applies. However, the mother also acknowledged challenges with this
strategy, including the children’s struggle to speak Arabic and their reliance on her for translation.

No additional instances of this strategy were observed beyond parental reports.

167



Chapter Five Parents’ Data

Consistently speaking the heritage language, defined in this thesis, as the parents speaking
Arabic without code-mixing, which requires effort, commitment and consistency, emerged as
another strategy used by families. However, its implementation varied considerably across families,
as shown in Table 20. While the previous section examined overall heritage language practices,
mcluding code-mixing, in the analysis here, I focus on parents’ attempts to maintain monolingual
Arabic interactions. Consistently speaking Arabic was observed in audio recordings of parent-child
mteractions and during the researcher’s observations, where some parents were observed

attempting to maintain Arabic throughout their conversations with children.

Turn Utterance
1 David [Speaking in English]: Mama, this medicine is ....

2 The mother:.< =i cuil o) sall lag o Glules € ana Lla (3
‘Why, my darling? It’s okay darling, the medicine makes you better. You
know that.’

3 David [Speaking in English]: ‘I’m having a very bad day.’

4 The mother: ¢ile iy dl) s 3

‘Come on darling, may god bless you.’

The conversation between the mother and David demonstrates the mother’s language management
strategy of consistently speaking Arabic, suggesting alignment with the positive belief in preserving
cultural heritage and identity. In the conversation above, while the mother maintains Arabic
throughout her turns, David consistently responds in English. This pattern suggests that, despite the

mother’s efforts, this strategy may be ineffective in encouraging the children to speak Arabic,
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providing clear evidence of receptive bilingualism, where the children understand Arabic but

respond exclusively in English.

Similarly, the mother from Family B consistently speaks to Sami in Arabic, as presented in the

example below.

Turn

Utterance

The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: felille (o1 il 23) jally (g susi 7 5 53
‘What are you going to do in Iraq? What’s your plan?’
Sami [Speaking in Arabic]: /s JSI. .

‘I’ll eat a lot’
[Speaking in English]: With Qusay and all of my brothers.
The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: x5 .l s8 JSU

‘Eat a lot, and then what?’
Sami: ...0x 5505 ¢l s S

‘I’ll eat a lot, and then we’ll go’...

The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: flla 5Y i

‘Cousins?’

Sami [Speaking in English]: No, hotel.

The conversation above between the mother and Sami showed more consistent use of Arabic by

both the child and the mother. The mother’s use of Arabic aligns with her beliefs of preserving and

teaching Arabic to the children. Data presented in Table 20 further support this by showing that

Family B used Arabic in 83.6% (255 out of 305) of their turns without code-mixing. Throughout

the conversation, the mother consistently speaks Arabic and uses follow-up questions (turns 3 and

5) to encourage Sami to continue responding in Arabic. While Sami mostly responds in Arabic,
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occasional code-mixing suggests that his receptive skills may still be stronger than his productive

skills.

Likewise, in a conversation between Fayrouz from Family C and her father, despite the father
reporting that he speaks 99% English, he attempts to consistently speak Arabic after his initial

English sentence.

Turn Utterance

1 The father [speaking in English:] Fayrouz, if someone asked you in Arabic
feliS “How are you? What would you say?

2 Fayrouz [Speaking in Arabic]: 4 2l
‘Thank God’

3 The father [Speaking in Arabic]: ¢ i b aaall | 15 o5 cula
‘So, what do you say, [you say] thank god, I am well.’

4 Fayrouz [Speaking in Arabic]: g Ul

‘I am good (masculine marker).’

The conversation above between the father and Fayrouz reveals a different approach to the strategy
of consistently speaking Arabic. In this interaction, the father initiates the conversation in English
but then switches to and maintains Arabic for the remainder of the conversation. The father of
Family C also appears to carefully scaffold the conversation in a way that prompts an Arabic
response, for example, by asking, “If someone asked you in Arabic.” Although this conversation
appears to be more of an explicit language-teaching moment to encourage the child to speak Arabic,

no other instances of similar interactions were observed across all datasets.
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Turning to more specific language management strategies, corrective feedback emerged as
another language management strategy, applied by Families A, B, and C. In this study, corrective
feedback refers to parental correction of children’s linguistic errors, ranging from subtle
mterventions, such as clarification and repetition, to more overt methods, including input
reformulation and direct correction (Sheen & Ellis, 2011). For instance, in the above extract
between Fayrouz and her father, turn 3 demonstrates implicit corrective feedback, where the father
says, “So, what do you say, [you say] thank god, I am well, ” expanding the child’s utterance without
explicitly stating it is incorrect. However, this was the only example of corrective feedback
observed in Family C. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the children of Family C noticed
the sudden use of this strategy and began questioning their father’s change in approach, suggesting
that the parents in Family C do not consistently implement corrective feedback.

As for Family A, only a single recording showed the mother of Family A using implicit

corrective feedback as a language management strategy, as illustrated below:

Turn Utterance
1 Muhammad [speaking in Arabic]: ¢\ Ui
‘I am an apple’
2 The mother: &) clSi el f Slas e
‘Are you an apple? or, did you eat an apple?’
3 Muhammad [Speaking in Arabic]: Ui ¥ ¥...
‘No, No, I1...°
4 The mother: § s <

‘You are what?’

5 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: [inaudible- unclear speech]
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In the example provided above, Muhammad initiates the conversation in Arabic, demonstrating
productive skills, likely drawing on formulaic expressions learnt in Arabic Saturday school. The
mother responds with implicit corrective feedback, gently prompting self-correction by questioning
his statement. This aligns with her belief in preserving Arabic as a means of maintaining cultural
heritage and identity. While Muhammad attempts to respond in Arabic, he appears to struggle,
ultimately producing unclear speech, which may indicate stronger receptive than productive skills.
Although this use of corrective feedback aligns with the mother’s beliefs, its infrequent occurrence
(only one instance) suggests it i1s not consistently applied as part of the family’s language
management strategy.

Within Family B, corrective feedback emerged as an explicit and frequently used strategy, with
parents regularly correcting their children’s linguistic errors and encouraging them to repeat the

correct form, as in the following example:

Turn Utterance

1 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: fllis JSU & 53 538 €31 jall = 5 50 7 5 (ol calll
‘How nice, Sami is going to Iraq? What do you want to eat there?

2 Sami [Speaking in Arabic]: Sua s «iLS
‘Kebab, Shawarma?' [mispronouncing the Arabic word for shawarma]

3 The mother [Speaking in Arabic and correcting pronunciation]: (<
‘Shawarma’

4 Sami:aS (a8

‘Shawarma, Shawarma’ [correct pronunciation]
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In the example above, the mother uses corrective feedback consistently and explicitly, aligning with
her belief in preserving Arabic to maintain cultural heritage and identity. When Sami
mispronounces the Arabic word ‘u<<’ (shawarma) in turn 2, the mother immediately provides the
correct pronunciation in turn 3. Sami’s immediate repetition of the correct form suggests that this
strategy may be more effective in Family B than in Family A, demonstrating its capacity to improve
children’s language production skills and reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
Additional instances of corrective feedback (8 in total) were also observed in Family B, as reported

in Table 20.

Finally, travelling to the homeland was an immersive language management strategy reported

only by Family B. According to the father:

“We travel regularly, every two years or so, to Iraq so the children can learn the language
and see family.”
The father’s statement reveals that Family B uses travelling to the homeland as a deliberate, long-
term, and planned strategy. This strategy serves the dual purpose of facilitating children’s language
learning and encouraging them to speak Arabic, while also maintaining connections with the
extended family, aligning with the family’s belief in preserving Arabic and teaching it to the

children for communication with the extended family.
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Table 20. Summary of identified parental language strategies

Parental family Family language component Family Frequency* Total
language policy subcategory
component
A 1
Watching TV in Arabic B 3 5
C 1
Language o ) A 1
Management Communication with the B 1 3
Strategies extended family C 1
A 161/480
Consistently speaking the B 255/305 )
heritage language without C 30/412
code-mixing
A 1
Corrective feedback B 8 10
C 1
A 0
Travelling to the homeland B 1 1
C 0

*Frequency variations reflect differences in family language strategies, recording contexts, and individual family
circumstances during data collection.

In sum, in this subsection, I have examined the language strategies families employ and how
these strategies influence receptive bilingualism, arguing that parents exhibit varying levels of
alignment between their positive beliefs and the language management strategies they implement.
The findings revealed a spectrum of strategies, varying in type and frequency of implementation
across the three families. Common strategies included watching Arabic television, communicating
with extended family, parents consistently speaking Arabic, corrective feedback and travelling to
the homeland. Family B demonstrated strong alignment between stated beliefs and applied
language management strategies, as evidenced by the consistent application of these strategies. In

contrast, Family A showed partial alignment between beliefs and strategies, whereas Family C
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showed minimal alignment and limited implementation of the identified strategies. These varying
degrees of implementation appear to shape children’s language development, with consistent
application supporting productive bilingualism and inconsistent implementation potentially

contributing to the development and prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

In conclusion, in this section on parental family language policy, I examined how the components
of Spolsky’s model of family language policy—beliefs, practices, and management strategies—
affected the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. I argued that alignment between these
components could form a language policy that encourages, supports, and develops children’s
productive language skills through supportive language use and exposure, whereas misalignment
develops and reinforces receptive bilingualism. While Spolsky’s model of language policy implies
that the presence of all three components indicates a language policy, the findings revealed a
different pattern: varying degrees of alignment among parental beliefs, language practices, and
management strategies across families. Family B demonstrated strong alignment between their
beliefs, practices, and strategies. In contrast, Family A demonstrated partial alignment between
beliefs and practices. Family C displayed misalignment between their beliefs and practices. These
partial alignments and misalignments in Families A and C highlight a limitation of Spolsky’s model,
suggesting that the mere presence of beliefs, practices, and strategies does not necessarily result in
a family language policy that could support and develop production language skills. Table 21
consolidates the thematic structure of parental beliefs, practices, and management strategies,

illustrating how major themes and sub-themes were derived from the coded data.
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Table 21. Thematic structure of parental family language policy

Theme

Parental language
beliefs

Parental language
practices

Parental language
management
strategies

Sub-theme

Preserving cultural
heritage and identity

Communication with

extended family

Comprehension and
recitation of religious
texts

Code-mixing

Using Arabic in daily
activities

Ritual language use

Communication with

extended family

Consistently speaking

Arabic without code-
mixing

Watching television in
Arabic

Corrective feedback

Travelling to the
homeland

Example codes

-language of our culture
-know they are Arab

- don't forget their background

-sense of belonging
-Speak Arabic to their
relatives

-Speak Arabic with family

overseas.

-understand and recite the
Qur'an

-reciting and understanding
religious texts

-mix English with Arabic,
-occasionally mix English
words

-use Arabic words here and
there”

-speak Arabic at home every
day

-everything in Arabic,

-ask things in Arabic”
-recite the Qur'an

-morning supplications
-Understanding hadith

-speak Arabic to grandmother,

-say hello to relatives

-phone with family

-No code-mixing

-only Arabic TV channels,
-set up Arabic channels
-watch something in Arabic

-correcting pronunciation
-repeating the correct form
after correction

-travel

Illustrative data excerpt

“T am preserving and teaching Arabic to the children
because it is the language of our culture... I would like the
children to know they are Arab” (Mother, Family A)

“My goal is for them to learn Arabic so that they will
know how to speak and interact with people if they go to
Lebanon.” (Mother, Family C)

“We preserve the Arabic language so the children can
understand and recite the Qur'an.” (Mother, Family A)
“I tell the children to recite the Qur’an so they can speak
[Arabic].” (Father, Family C)

“If my children don't understand me, I would mix English
with Arabic until they do” (Mother, Family A),

“I speak with the children in English and sometimes use
Arabic words here and there. I speak English 99% of the
time.” (Mother, Family C)

“We speak Arabic at home every day... Everything we talk
about is in Arabic” (Mother, Family B)

“I encourage the children to recite the Qur'an in Arabic,
and I explain [its content] to them™ (Mother, Family A)

“T tell the children to speak in Arabic to their maternal
grandmother and aunty whenever I am on the phone with
them” (Mother, Family A)

Frequency rates

“We don't have English TV channels...we only have
Arabic TV channels for the children to watch daily™
(Father, Family B)

Mother corrects Sami's mispronunciation of “shawarma™;
Sami immediately repeats the correct form (Observation,
Family B); 8 instances observed.

“We travel regularly, every two years or so, to Iraq so the
children can learn the language and see family” (Father,
Family B)
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5.2 Parental agency and receptive bilingualism

The previous section on family language policy demonstrated that alignment between the
components of Spolsky’s model of language policy—beliefs, practices, and management
strategies—could develop and support children’s productive language skills, while misalignment
may develop and reinforce receptive bilingualism. Although Spolsky’s model predicts that the
presence of all three components indicates the presence of a family language policy, as seen in
Family B, the model does not account for why some families, such as Families A and C, could not
translate their positive beliefs into supportive language practices and strategies. These findings
suggest that additional factors are needed to bridge the gap between beliefs, practices, and strategies
to produce a family language policy capable of reducing the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
Therefore, in this section, I investigate how parental agency operates as a mediating process that
shapes the alignment between the components of Spolsky’s model, while also examining its impact
on receptive bilingualism. The argument of this section is that agency was observed to operate
through three observable forms: active, constrained, and deferred; each producing different degrees

of alignment between beliefs, practices, and management strategies.

5.2.1 Active agency
Active parental agency, a term that builds on the literature’s description of agentic actions
discussed in the literature review chapter, represents a form of mediating agency characterised by
intentional engagement, in which parents make choices and decisions to encourage and support the
children to speak their heritage language. These choices may include and are not restricted to setting

an explicit (planned) family language policy or making choices to implement this policy (Curdt-
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Christiansen & Wang, 2018; Kuczynski, 2002; Srhir, 2020). In this subsection, I examine the role
of active parental agency in family language policy, arguing that it mediates the translation of
language beliefs into supportive and consistent heritage language practices and management
strategies, which, in turn, appear to be associated with reducing the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism.

Based on parental reports and in response to the interview question: “Tell me about the
language use at home”, setting an explicit family language policy through collaboration between
the parents emerged as an example of active parental agency in Family B. This is evidenced in the

statement of the father from Family B, who declared:

“We laid down the foundations for only speaking Arabic at home.”

The father’s statement from Family B reveals that he exercises active parental agency in two ways:
first, through collaboration between the parents, where the father uses the collective pronoun “we,”
which shows that both parents collaborate as agents to make choices and decisions about the family
language policy. Second, both parents have laid the foundations for the children to speak Arabic,
implying that an explicit, planned family language policy was developed to support the children’s
productive skills and reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. The application of such an
agency could explain the family’s alignment among beliefs, practices, and strategies, as evidenced

by the family’s high rate of Arabic-speaking.

The mother from Family B also supports her husband’s statement and demonstrates that she,

too, exercises active parental agency through collaboration between the parents. The mother added:
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“My husband and I made the decision to speak Arabic only at home. Everything we talk

about is in Arabic. We rarely speak English.”

In the excerpt above, the mother from Family B also exercises active agency by making a
collaborative decision to speak only Arabic at home. The phrases “made the decision” and
“everything we talk about is in Arabic” also suggest an explicit family language policy made by

both parents to support the children in speaking Arabic.

During the parental interview, the father from Family B also demonstrated that he exercises
active parental agency by recognising the children’s language learning difficulties and addressing

these difficulties. The father said:

“The children have difficulties with Arabic words and pronunciation. My wife and I explain
what those words mean in English. We teach the children how to use the words correctly

)

[in context] and help them with pronunciation.’

This excerpt illustrates the parents’ awareness of their children's heritage language learning
difficulties and their joint exercise of active agency through collaborative decision-making to
address them. By translating Arabic words into English, modelling correct contextual use, and
supporting pronunciation, the father and mother of Family B demonstrate both an explicit language
policy and shared responsibility in overcoming these learning difficulties. Although the parents’
approach aligns with their beliefs, practices, and strategies aimed at creating an environment that
encourages Arabic language production and minimises the prevalence of receptive bilingualism,

this approach may be attributed to the parents’ limited proficiency in English. As the mother of
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Family B noted during the interview, her limited proficiency in English encourages her to converse
more frequently with her children in Arabic, thereby providing consistent exposure to the heritage

language and support for language learning.

In summary, in this subsection, I investigated active parental agency and argued that active
parental agency could help translate language beliefs into supportive heritage language practices
and strategies through joint decision-making. The examples above from Family B demonstrate that
active parental agency was exercised through joint decision making, where the parents together set
an explicit family language policy, and recognised the children’s language learning difficulties and
addressed these difficulties. These choices or decisions may help explain the high use of Arabic
with the children and the strong alignment between the components of Spolsky’s model, illustrating
how active agency through intentional engagement mediates the alignment between beliefs,
practices, and strategies. No additional instances of active parental agency were identified across
the dataset. In contrast, Families A and C exercised other forms of agency, which will be explored

in subsequent sections.

5.2.2 Constrained agency

Constrained parental agency is conceptualised in this thesis as constrained engagement, in which
structural constraints limit parental choices and decisions to encourage and support the children to
speak their heritage language. In Family A, for example, the father’s limited Arabic proficiency
represented a significant structural constraint that shaped the family’s language policy. As a non-
Arabic speaker, his capacity to directly contribute to the children’s heritage language development

and maintenance was linguistically limited, placing the responsibility of heritage language
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maintenance solely on the mother. This uneven distribution of linguistic gender roles made it more
difficult to sustain consistent implementation of language practices and management strategies,
despite the mother’s positive beliefs in maintaining Arabic for cultural identity and communication
with the extended family. Within this constrained context, the mother of Family A exercised
constrained agency through unilateral decisions regarding the family’s language policy. During

the interview, the mother from Family A stated:

“I, the mother, decided that I should speak Arabic with the children.”

While the mother in Family A’s statement demonstrates a commitment to maintaining Arabic,
the phrase “I, the mother, decided” suggests unilateral decision-making—implementing a family
language policy independently rather than collaboratively —despite her positive beliefs, as
outlined in section 5.1.1. This individual approach contrasts with Family B’s collaborative
approach and may help explain the misalignment between Family A’s beliefs, practices, and

strategies. The mother further explains the constraints that led to her unilateral decision-making:

“At first, the father wanted to speak Arabic to the children. I realised that the father speaks
broken Arabic, so I chose to teach my children [Arabic], and the father teaches them

English.”

The mother’s adoption of the one-person-one-language strategy (OPOL) illustrates how constrained
agency operates. Faced with the father’s limited Arabic proficiency, the mother chose to assign
language roles: she would speak Arabic, and the father would speak English, as he is a native speaker

of English. While this decision reflects agency, the capacity to act and make choices, it was
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constrained by structural realities that limited available options. The consequence, however, was
that the father was excluded from the family language policy despite his initial willingness to
participate, placing the responsibility for heritage language maintenance on one parent. This pattern
demonstrates that constrained agency not only creates conditions that reinforce receptive
bilingualism by limiting heritage-language exposure but parents’ proficiency in the heritage
language influence parental language choices. Parents less proficient in English may rely on Arabic
out of necessity (Family B), whereas parents proficient in both languages may default to English in

parent-child interactions (Family A).

Constrained agency was also evident in how the mother from Family A encouraged Arabic
learning. As the sole agent of heritage language maintenance, her approach to language learning,
while well-intentioned, appeared coercive rather than nurturing. This was evident in an audio

recording between Muhammad and his mother, as shown below:

Turn Utterance

1 Mum [Speaking in Arabic]: § = e abaii ac (il 85 old craa
‘Muhammad, can you tell me why we are learning Arabic?’
2 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: Umm... I don’t know. Maybe it’s because

of our religion, to learn the names of Allah ...Islam. I don’t know.

3 Mum [Speaking in English]: We learn Arabic because we are from an Arabic-
speaking country. We must learn to read the Qur’an; we learn Arabic... [Mum

raises her voice] How will you go to Lebanon when no one can understand you?
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In the conversation above, the mother begins the conversation in Arabic and asks Muhammad
about the importance of learning Arabic. Muhammad’s uncertain response in English, “I don’t
know,” suggests that this enforced approach may be creating anxiety rather than fostering natural
language development. The mother then explains in English why Muhammad should learn Arabic,
her raised voice adding pressure to the rhetorical question, “How will you go to Lebanon when no
one can understand you? ” While this reflects the mother’s genuine concern for her son’s heritage
language development, such framing, a product of being the sole agent of heritage language
maintenance, may create language anxiety rather than motivate heritage language learning. This
illustrates how constrained agency, even when exercised with positive intent, can produce

approaches that hinder rather than support heritage language productive skills.

Thus far, in this subsection, I have shown how constrained agency in Family A led to unilateral
decision-making and a coercive approach to encouraging Arabic. In both examples, structural
constraints (the father’s limited Arabic proficiency and the mother’s sole responsibility for heritage
language maintenance) shaped how agency was exercised, creating misalignment between
language beliefs, practices, and strategies and thereby reinforcing receptive bilingualism. In the

next section, I present findings on deferred parental agency.

5.2.3 Deferred agency
In the subsections above, I have demonstrated that active parental agency mediates alignment
through collaborative decisions and choices that encourage and support heritage language use,
whereas constrained parental agency may disrupt alignment and hinder children’s heritage language

development. In this subsection, I present findings on deferred parental agency. Deferred agency is
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conceptualised in this thesis as intentional non-intervention, where parents consciously choose not
to make decisions to encourage and support children in speaking their heritage language. This
deferral is still a form of choice; however, even when grounded in positive beliefs, it appears to

create conditions that support and reinforce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Allowing children to set the home language emerged as a critical indicator of deferred parental
agency in Family C. This was evident in the parents’ responses to the two interview questions: “7ell
me about the language use at home”, and “Who decides what language to use at home, the children

or the adults?”

The father replied:

“The children decide the home language. They speak in English, and we go along with that.

)

Honestly, I rarely speak to the children in Arabic.’

The father’s statement reveals that he exercises deferred agency by ceding control of the family’s
language policy to the children and choosing not to intervene to encourage or support the heritage
language. Despite believing in the importance of preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children,
the father in Family C adopts a neutral stance, allowing the children to control the family’s language
policy. Such a stance appears to contribute to misalignment among beliefs, practices, and language
management strategies, leading to inconsistent Arabic exposure that may result in receptive

bilingualism or even monolingualism in English.

Likewise, the mother from Family C also exercised deferred agency by allowing the children

to set the home language. The mother reported:
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“Our children decide the home language because the language they understand is

English.”

Like the father, the mother exercised deferred agency by also ceding control of the family language
policy to the children. Despite the mother’s positive beliefs in preserving and teaching Arabic to
the children, exercising deferred agency creates misalignment between beliefs, practices and
management strategies. As a result, the children receive limited and inconsistent Arabic input,
which may lead to the reinforcement of receptive bilingualism or a gradual shift toward English
monolingualism. Thus, exercising deferred agency appears to function as a risk factor for the

children’s Arabic language development.

The absence of supporting and encouraging Arabic learning and use at home emerged as a
further indicator of deferred parental agency exercised by the parents of family C. The father

reported:

“There is no encouragement at all... We do not say, come on, my son, come, my daughter,

)

let’s teach you Arabic.’

The father’s statement illustrates deferred agency through explicit non-intervention. Despite
holding positive beliefs about preserving Arabic, the father’s explicit acknowledgment that “There
is no encouragement at all” reveals a lack of action in supporting or encouraging Arabic language
learning. The father’s framing of language maintenance as “teaching” —an extra task rather than
natural family interactions—may explain the exercise of deferred agency. This resulted in

misalignment between beliefs, practices, and management strategies, reinforcing receptive
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bilingualism. Interestingly, however, this partially contradicts the observed data presented above,
which shows that the parents of Family C do implement some language management strategies,

such as encouraging watching television in Arabic and communication with the extended family.

Similarly, the mother from Family C also exercised deferred agency by not encouraging Arabic

learning and use at home. The mother stated:

“I do not encourage anyone to do anything. It is up to the [children] to do what they

want.”

The mother’s statement above exemplified deferred agency through intentional non-intervention,
where she does not encourage or support Arabic learning and use at home. Instead, the mother
allows the children to determine their own language use, ceding control of the family language
policy. While there are instances where the parents do attempt to support and encourage Arabic
learning and use, for example, through the practices and strategies discussed above, such practices
and strategies appear to be limited, inconsistent and shaped by deferred agency. Thus, deferred
parental agency, despite positive beliefs, can work against heritage language maintenance efforts
and may create conditions that support the development and prevalence of receptive bilingualism

or even monolingualism.

To sum up, in this section, I investigated the role of parental agency in aligning the components of
Spolsky’s model of language policy and its impact on receptive bilingualism. Three forms of agency
emerged from the data: active, constrained, and deferred (see Table 22). Family B’s active agency,

characterised by collaborative decision-making, created alignment between beliefs, practices, and
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strategies, supporting productive bilingualism. Family A’s constrained agency, shaped by structural
forces, was exercised through unilateral decisions, creating partial misalignment. Family C’s
deferred agency, characterised by allowing children to control the family language policy and the
absence of support and encouragement for Arabic learning and use at home, also created
misalignment and conditions that could lead not only to the development of receptive bilingualism
but also to a potential language shift toward English monolingualism.

Table 22. Summary of identified parental agency

Agency Type Family A Family B Family C
Active X | v | X
Constrained v | x | X
Deferred X x v

v Present X Absent

5.3 Chapter summary
Drawing on parental interviews, parent-child audio recordings, and observations, in this
chapter, I presented several key findings addressing the study’s research sub-questions. First,
alignment of family language policy components — language beliefs, practices, and management
strategies — formed a language policy that supports children’s productive language skills, whereas
misalignment led to inconsistent practices and strategies that reinforce the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism. Second, findings on parental agency revealed three different forms: active agency

(Family B), where collaborative decision-making translated beliefs into supportive practices and
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strategies; constrained agency (Family A), where structural forces limited the translation of beliefs
into consistent practices and strategies; and deferred agency (Family C), where intentional non-
intervention such as ceded control of the family language policy to the children, limited heritage
language development despite positive parental beliefs. These findings suggest that while Spolsky’s
model of language policy shapes heritage language outcomes through the alignment or
misalignment of the family language policy components, parental agency operates as a mediating
process through which beliefs, practices, and strategies become aligned or misaligned, influencing
the heritage language outcome. However, the relationship between agency and outcome remains
correlational rather than determinative; agency appears to mediate or not rather than function as an
independent predictor. Future research with similar or larger samples could strengthen this analysis
by comparing families with similar practices or management strategies but differing forms of
agency. Looking ahead, the upcoming chapter will present findings on family language policy and
agency from children’s perspectives, offering a more holistic view of heritage language

development among immigrant families in Australia.
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CHAPTER SIX: FAMILY LANGUAGE POLICY, AGENCY AND RECEPTIVE

BILINGUALISM- CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES

6.0 Introduction

Building on the analysis of parental perspectives in Chapter 5, which revealed how different
types of parental agency affect both the alignment between family language policy components and
the heritage language outcome, in this chapter, I explore how children engage in a family language
policy, exercise agency and how that influences the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. One
central argument of this chapter is that receptive bilingualism is both a product and a driver of
children’s family language policy. As a product, receptive bilingualism emerges from children’s
language beliefs, their constrained language practices, and limited engagement with parent-initiated
management strategies. As a driver, the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive
bilingualism shapes how they engage with the family language policy and the type of agency they
exercise. It is important to clarify that I use the term perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism
as an analytic construct and interpretive lens to understand children’s experiences. In this study, the
children do not use the term receptive bilingualism or demonstrate explicit metalinguistic awareness
of receptive bilingualism as a linguistic phenomenon. Rather, their awareness is inferred from
observable language choices and explicit statements such as “I understand [Arabic], but I can't
speak it,”” which align with the defining characteristics of receptive bilingualism as conceptualised
in this thesis. Accordingly, this chapter is structured as follows: First, I will present data on

children’s family language policy, followed by findings on child agency.
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6.1 Children’s family language policy and receptive bilingualism

According to Palviainen & Boyd (2013), the family language policy, whether implicit or
explicit, is often co-constructed between family members. Within the home domain, children play
an active role alongside parents in constructing the family language policy, which influences the
heritage language outcomes (Karpava, 2022). Drawing on Spolsky’s model of language policy, in
this section, I investigate how the children engage in a family language policy—that is, their
heritage language beliefs, whether cognitive or affective; the habitual daily language practices they
employ; and how they respond to parent-led management strategies—arguing that the children’s
negative language beliefs about speaking Arabic were primarily due to their perceived awareness

of receptive bilingualism.

6.1.1 Children’s language beliefs

While parental language beliefs have been extensively documented, research on children’s
heritage language beliefs has grown considerably in recent years (Nenonen, 2024; Zhan, 2023).
Children’s language beliefs refer to what the children think and feel about a particular language.
This broader conceptualisation encompasses both cognitive evaluations and affective orientations,
which may be shaped by experience, identity, or perceived competence (Curdt-Christiansen &
Huang, 2020; King & Fogle, 2017; Schalley & Eisenchlas, 2020). In this section, I show that, as
with parental beliefs, children’s heritage language beliefs can be conceptualised as positive or
negative, with the latter being more prevalent. However, I acknowledge that the children’s language
beliefs presented in this thesis were not directly observable but were inferred from their verbal

responses, grounded in their own words and experiences.
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Prompted by the initial children’s discussion question with the researcher, “Do you like
speaking Arabic? Why or why not?” analysis of children’s responses across all families revealed
that positive beliefs about speaking Arabic were less common than negative ones. Among the nine
children, only three, two girls from Family C and one boy, Sami, from Family B, expressed
positive beliefs about speaking Arabic (see Table 23). These beliefs were influenced by various

factors, including cultural identity and religious significance, as shown below.

Liking to speak Arabic due to having a sense of cultural identity was one positive belief
expressed by only two children, Manal from Family C and Sami from Family B. Manal (12), the

eldest child from Family C, said:

“I like speaking Arabic because it’s like the language of, you know, where I come from.

Manal’s response reflects a definite belief in speaking Arabic, which she sees as important for
having a sense of cultural identity. For Manal, speaking Arabic is a marker of her cultural identity
and origin, and she views it as a positive connection to her heritage and background. Similarly,
Sami (8) from Family B also linked his positive belief of liking to speak Arabic to his having a

sense of cultural identity, saying:

“I like speaking Arabic because I am from Iraq, and I like speaking our language.”

Sami’s response reveals that his positive belief in his liking to speak Arabic also stems from his
cultural identity. He directly links speaking Arabic to his Iraqi background, highlighting the

influence of cultural identity on children’s language beliefs.
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While cultural identity was a key reason for Manal and Sami to like speaking Arabic, for
another child, liking to speak Arabic carried religious significance. Only Kawthar (9), from Family
C, liked speaking Arabic due to the language’s religious significance, particularly its connection

to the Qur’an. Kawthar said:

“Yeah, I guess it makes me feel good because I'm speaking Arabic, which is the language

of the Qur’an.”

Kawthar’s response also reveals that she likes speaking Arabic; however, her reply, “Yeah, I
guess”’, expresses a degree of uncertainty in her positive belief. Unlike her sister, who valued
Arabic for cultural identity, Kawthar’s somewhat tentative positive belief toward speaking Arabic
is influenced by the language’s religious significance. Kawthar directly associates speaking Arabic

with the Qur’an, explaining that it makes her feel good because it is the language of her religion.

Therefore, among the nine children, only Manal, Kawthar, and Sami expressed the positive
belief of liking to speak Arabic due to cultural identity and religious significance. This positive
belief about speaking Arabic, which aligns with their parents’ positive beliefs, was absent for the

remaining children.

In contrast to the positive belief expressed by Manal, Kawthar, and Sami, three children
explicitly stated that they do not like speaking Arabic. This negative belief was primarily attributed
to the children’s recognition of a mismatch between their comprehension and production skills in
Arabic—a pattern that aligns with the definition of receptive bilingualism, where I refer to this self-

recognition as the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism. Thus, awareness
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of receptive bilingualism’ is applied here as an analytic lens to interpret the children’s experiences,

rather than as a construct they explicitly recognise or articulate.

Disliking speaking Arabic due to perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism emerged as a

negative belief for Muhammad (9), who stated:

“Idon’t like speaking Arabic. I understand, but I struggle to speak it...because of how

small my brain is; it’s only peanut-size. The only thing I could say is, “I am an apple.”

Muhammad’s response shows that he does not like speaking Arabic, directly attributing this
negative belief to his perceived inability to speak in Arabic despite understanding it. By comparing
his cognitive capacity to a “peanut-size” brain and acknowledging that he has a limited vocabulary
and can only produce formulaic expressions such as “/ am an apple,” Muhammad articulates

frustration with his productive limitations.

Similarly, Rose (12) from Family B also stated that she dislikes speaking Arabic due to her
perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism, which often leads to a communication breakdown

with her extended family, asserting:

“I don’t like speaking Arabic. The thing is, I understand them [extended family members],

but no one understands me when I speak in Arabic, I struggle to speak with my extended
family.”

Rose’s response shows that her negative belief about disliking speaking Arabic also stems from
her perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism, in which she recognises that she can understand

Arabic but struggles to speak it. Her explicit statement, “No one understands me,” highlights her
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difficulty making herself understood by extended family members, reinforcing her negative belief
toward speaking Arabic. Like Rose, Fayrouz (11) also held the negative belief that she disliked
speaking Arabic, due to her perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism. However, while Rose’s
struggle centred on being misunderstood by others, Fayrouz’s difficulty lay in maintaining back-

and-forth conversations.

Fayrouz explained:

“I don’t like speaking Arabic...it’s not I don’t like speaking it. I'm not good at it...I

understand it, but I just can’t reply back and forth.”

In the statement above, Fayrouz shows partial negative beliefs about disliking speaking Arabic,
where her initial statement, “I don’t like speaking Arabic,” is quickly clarified with “It’s not 1
don't like speaking it, ” suggesting that her negative beliefs stem from experience of conversational
limitations—understanding Arabic but being unable to sustain back-and-forth exchanges—rather

than a dislike for the language per se.

Collectively, the children’s responses demonstrate that their negative belief about disliking
speaking Arabic was shaped by their perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism, which
appeared in different forms, ranging from limited vocabulary (Muhammad) to communication
breakdowns with the extended family (Rose) to conversational limitations in Arabic (Fayrouz). In
addition, these negative beliefs are compounded by affective dimensions, including feelings of
embarrassment, frustration, linguistic anxiety, and a sense of incompetence in the heritage language

(Relafio-Pastor, 2024; Seving, 2022; Seving & Dewaele, 2018).
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Although the children disliked speaking Arabic due to their perceived awareness of their
receptive bilingualism, two children, Muhammad (from Family A) and Rose (from Family B), also
linked their dislike of speaking Arabic to difficulties faced at Saturday Arabic School, including

social isolation and the mixing of Modern Standard Arabic with Aramaic in religious studies.

Muhammad attributed his negative belief of disliking speaking Arabic to challenges faced at

Arabic Saturday School, particularly feeling socially isolated, stating:

“I don’t like speaking Arabic because 1 don’t have any friends at Arabic school on

Saturdays. I have zero friends, which makes me hate Arabic and Saturday School.”

Muhammad’s response reveals that he holds the negative belief of disliking speaking Arabic due
to his social isolation at Arabic Saturday school. His statement about having “zero friends”
indicates that the absence of friendships at the school and lack of social integration at the Arabic
school, rather than language proficiency challenges, are shaping his overall beliefs toward

speaking the language.

In addition to Muhammad’s negative belief of disliking speaking Arabic, which stemmed from
social isolation at Saturday school, Rose attributed her dislike of speaking Arabic to
dissatisfaction with Saturday schools, particularly the mixing of Modern Standard Arabic with

Aramaic in religious studies. Rose explained:

“Idon’t like speaking Arabic because Saturday schools were terrible. They don’t teach you
proper Arabic; it’s like the whole different Mandaean bible language [Aramaic]. I didn’t

like learning or speaking Arabic there.”
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Rose’s response shows her negative belief about speaking Arabic, which stems from challenges
faced at Saturday Arabic school, especially mixing Arabic and Aramaic in religious studies. Rose’s
statement, “I didn’t like learning or speaking Arabic there”, reveals how the challenges faced in
Saturday schools seem to influence the children’s beliefs toward speaking their heritage language.
Thus, both children’s negative beliefs about disliking speaking Arabic stemmed from the
challenges they face at Saturday schools, showing how these challenges can impact children’s

beliefs about speaking the heritage language.

Although collecting firsthand data from children was a priority, the perspective of one parent
provided valuable insights into the children’s dislike of speaking Arabic and the factors influencing
this negative belief. During the parental interview, the mother from Family B (Rose and Sami’s
mother) explained that she perceives peer influence to play a considerable role in their children’s
dislike of speaking Arabic. Since Arabic is not the language of their peers, the children from Family

B often seem to stigmatise their Arabic-speaking peers. According to the mother:

“The children do not like speaking Arabic. If they have a friend who only speaks Arabic,
they consider him an ‘import.” They want someone who speaks the same language as them

1

and is at the same level as them.’

The mother’s response reveals how her children do not like speaking Arabic due to peer influence,
where Rose and Sami stigmatise their Arabic-speaking peers, labelling them as “imports.”” This
highlights how the desire to fit in with English-speaking peers can contribute to negative beliefs

about the heritage language. Thus, the children’s negative belief in disliking speaking Arabic
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stemmed from their perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism, challenges faced at Saturday

schools, and peer influence.

In summary, this subsection presents the children’s beliefs about learning and speaking Arabic, as

well as the reasons behind these beliefs. Data drawn from the children’s discussions with the
researcher revealed that the children in this study expressed more negative than positive beliefs about
speaking their heritage language. While three children expressed a positive belief in liking to speak
Arabic due to having a sense of cultural identity and religious significance, this belief was limited
and not collectively shared. In contrast, several children reported disliking speaking Arabic, which

was influenced by various factors, including perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism,

challenges faced at Arabic Saturday School, and peer influence, as shown in Table 23.

Table 23. Summary of identified children’s beliefs

Children’s family Language component Children of Frequency Total
language policy subcategory Family
component
Liking speaking Arabic due to A -
Positive beliefs having a sense of cultural B 1 I 2
identity. C 1
Liking speaking Arabic due to A -
its religious significance B - I 1
C 1
Disliking speaking Arabic due to A 1
Negative beliefs perceived awareness of receptive B 1 I 3
bilingualism fe 1
Disliking speaking Arabic due to A 1
challenges faced at Arabic B 1 2
Saturday School C -
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Disliking speaking Arabic due to A
peer influence B 1
C

- Absent

6.1.2 Children’s language practices

In the previous subsection, I presented children’s language beliefs and the reasons behind
them; in this subsection, I present findings on the children’s language practices. Children’s heritage
language practices refer to the habitual, natural daily language routines and linguistic choices
children use in interactions (Schwartz, 2020; Spolsky, 2021). Research on receptive bilingual
children’s language practices remains limited, with only a handful of studies (Nakamura, 2018;
Smith-Christmas, 2016) exploring this area, highlighting the need for further investigation. Ibegin
this subsection by presenting data on language practices observed infrequently, including polar
responses (yes/mo answers), formulaic expressions, and repetitions, before examining more
frequently observed language practices, such as code-mixing.

Polar responses (yes/no answers) emerged as a language practice used only by Fayrouz from

Family C, as shown in the following conversation between Fayrouz and her mother.

Turn Utterance

1 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: i KI5 5
‘Fayrouz, did you eat falafel?’

2 Fayrouz [Speaking in Arabic]: as
‘Yes.’

3 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: fJidll s
‘Did you like the falafel?’
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4 Fayrouz [Speaking in Arabic]: a=

‘Yes.’

In the conversation above, Fayrouz responds to her mother’s yes/no questions with brief polar
responses. While such responses are appropriate to the question type, research indicates that
reliance on polar responses (and formulaic expressions), rather than extended speech, is
characteristic of receptive bilingualism (Nakamura, 2019). Across the recorded data, Fayrouz’s
Arabic production consisted primarily of polar responses and formulaic expressions; she did not
produce extended or spontaneous Arabic speech, though she indicated that she would like to speak
Arabic if she had the ability. This pattern aligns with her previously expressed statements about

struggling to speak Arabic despite understanding it.

In contrast to Fayrouz’s reliance on polar responses, Manal and Kawthar, also from family C,

used and drew on formulaic expressions as a heritage language practice. Manal stated:

“I don’t speak Arabic. I say really basic things, like, 135i Thank you’, and Sde 22Ul

‘Peace be upon you’.”

Manal’s statement demonstrates that she uses and relies on basic, memorised formulaic
expressions as part of her language practice. Her Arabic production appears to be limited to
culturally fixed expressions, such as greetings and expressions of gratitude, a common pattern of
receptive bilingualism. However, the use of formulaic expressions warrants closer analytic
mspection. On one hand, Manal’s choice to use Arabic greetings and expressions of gratitude—

rather than defaulting entirely to English—may reflect agentive engagement with Arabic when she
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feels competent, signalling cultural affiliation and participation in the heritage-language
community. On the other hand, her confinement to these expressions reflects constrained productive
capacity, where she may lack the linguistic skills for spontaneous speech beyond these fixed
phrases. This duality—agency within constraint (discussed in detail in section 6.2.2)—characterises
much of the children’s language practice in this study. Manal is not simply failing to speak Arabic;

she is deploying her available resources while navigating the limits of her productive ability.

Like Manal, Kawthar also uses and relies on formulaic expressions as a language practice.
However, her use of Arabic formulaic expressions was restricted to single Arabic words rather

than complete expressions. Kawthar explained:

‘For me, it’s like Manal as well. [I’ll speak] with someone, and then I’ll insert a word in

Arabic, for example, s, [Thank you], Dad.’

Although Kawthar’s Arabic production mirrors Manal’s reliance on formulaic expressions, her
description suggests a more limited application of this practice, in which she inserts Arabic words
sporadically rather than using full expressions. This selective use of Arabic within predominantly
English speech also reflects receptive bilingualism, in which she understands Arabic but does not

produce it beyond a few memorised, isolated words.

Unlike Manal and Kawthar, repetition emerged as a language practice exclusively used by

Fayrouz from Family C. Fayrouz explained:

“I speak Arabic when mum asks me something in Arabic, you know, when you repeat a word

to confirm something.”
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Fayrouz’s statement reveals that she primarily relies on repetition by echoing words or phrases
from her mother’s speech, rather than generating her own Arabic utterances. Such repetition differs
from the formulaic expressions used by Manal and Kawthar, demonstrating variation in language
practices even within the same family. This pattern also aligns with receptive bilingualism, in
which comprehension skills are present but production is limited, reinforcing Fayrouz’s earlier

reflections on struggling to produce Arabic beyond repetition.

Thus, the children of Family C, Fayrouz, Manal, and Kawthar, predominantly relied on polar
responses, formulaic expressions, and repetition as language practices. The prevalence of these
language practices appears to be associated with receptive bilingualism, in which children
understand the heritage language but have limited productive skills. These language practices were
not observed among other families; however, code-mixing was detected as a shared language

practice among the children of families A and B.

Code-mixing refers to the alternation between two or more languages in a conversation, either
within a single sentence (intra-sentential) or across different sentences (inter-sentential) (Gumperz,
1977). While inter-sentential mixing is common among fluent bilinguals, intra-sentential mixing
is frequently used by receptive bilinguals who rely on one dominant language with occasional
insertions of another (Rahmat et al., 2019). Analysis of audio-recorded parent-child interactions
and discussions with the researcher revealed that intra-sentential code-mixing was a shared
language practice among the children of Families A and B, ranging from word-level insertions to

clause and phrase-level mixing.
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Code-mixing at the word level emerged as a shared language practice among the children of
Families A and B, particularly in interactions with their parents. For example, in a conversation
between Muhammad, from Family A, and his mother, Muhammad inserted an Arabic word into

an otherwise English sentence, as shown below:

Turn Utterance

1 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: Saw i ac s 4%
‘Kafta [Meatballs]? What are you drawing?’

2 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: That brown thing that looks like a lemon,
45X [Lebanese finger food].

In the conversation above, Muhammad code-mixes at the word level, inserting the culturally
specific term ‘4’ [Lebanese finger food]. While Muhammad understands his mother’s Arabic
question, he primarily responds in English. As such, an important question arises: Does code-
mixing constitute agentive choice or constrained response? On one hand, Muhammad’s insertion
of an Arabic lexical item into an otherwise English utterance may reflect competence, using
available Arabic resources to maintain cultural relevance while operating within the limits of his
productive proficiency (Grosjean, 2010). On the other hand, his reliance on English for sentence
construction suggests that code-mixing is also shaped by linguistic constraints where he may lack
the productive resources to formulate a complete response in Arabic. The example here could also
be also understood as agency operating within constraints: Muhammad exercises choice in how he
responds (selecting a culturally specific Arabic term), but this choice is bounded by his limited

productive abilities.
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Similarly, Rose from Family B also demonstrated code-mixing at the word level, particularly

when discussing travel plans with her mother.

Turn Utterance

1 Rose [Speaking in English]: They want to go to / &\ e/ “Iraq’.

2 The Mother [Speaking in English]: Who?

3 Rose [Speaking in English]: Laith and Sami.

4 The Mother [Speaking in Arabic]: $3) sl sn 53 7 53 il
‘Will they go directly to Iraq?’

5 Rose [Speaking in English]: First, they want to go to Thailand, but then Waleed
wants to go to / &)=/ “Iraq.’. So, who’s going to talk with them?

In this conversation, Rose inserts the Arabic word ‘3! e’ (‘Iraq’) into her otherwise English
sentences, demonstrating word-level code-mixing. This pattern indicates that English remains her
primary language of communication, while she code-mixes culturally specific Arabic terms. Such
language practice reinforces her preference for English as her dominant language and reflects

receptive bilingualism, where she comprehends Arabic but has limited productive skills.

Code-mixing at the phrase level was also observed among the children of Family B. During

the discussion with the researcher, Rose explained:

“I can say short sentences in Arabic, but sometimes, I mix half English and half Arabic. At

other times, I just speak English.”
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Rose’s reflection reveals that she also code-mixes at the phrase level; however, her statement
indicates that, while she can construct and produce phrases in Arabic, she frequently alternates
between Arabic and English, suggesting a dependence on English for full-sentence construction.
This pattern of code-mixing also demonstrates receptive bilingualism, as Rose comprehends both

languages but struggles to consistently speak Arabic.

Interestingly, Sami, also from Family B, exhibited different patterns of code-mixing at the

phrase and clause level in the following conversation with his mother:

Turn Utterance

1 Sami [Speaking in Arabic]: Uxl ~ ) sie Ll [Speaking in English] to the airport?
‘Mum, who will take us to the airport?’

2 The Mother [Speaking in Arabic]: <lial «&l s ¢ sal
‘Your brother, your father, your sister.’

3 Sami: [Speaking in Arabic] js,s Jias ... [In English] That’s five people.
right?’

‘Me, you and Rose... That’s five people, right?’
4 The Mother [Speaking in Arabic]: <// “Yes’

In the conversation above, Sami demonstrated various patterns of code-mixing, incorporating
Arabic clauses and noun phrases in the same conversation where he produced the Arabic
interrogative clause “Losl =, sic LL" (“Mum, who will take us?”) in turn 1, before turning to
English to complete his sentence. Then, in turn 3, he used an Arabic coordinated noun phrase “ -/
Jsos Jils” (Me, you and Rose). This varied pattern of code-mixing reveals slightly stronger

productive Arabic skills than those of Muhammad and Rose. However, despite Sami’s ability to
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produce Arabic phrases and clauses, his frequent code-mixing with English is consistent with
patterns of receptive bilingualism and also align with his earlier statement that he likes speaking
Arabic but struggles with forming complete sentences in Arabic. Thus, Muhammad from Family
A, and Rose and Sami from Family B used code-mixing as a language practice, ranging from the

word to the phrase level.

In summary, in this subsection, I documented the types of language practices children applied
and revealed that the children from all three families used different language practices. Children
from Family A applied code-mixing at the word level across all datasets. Similarly, children from
Family B also employed code-mixing as a language practice, ranging from individual words to the
clause and phrase level. In contrast, children from Family C relied exclusively on polar responses,
formulaic expressions, and repetition (See Table 24). These language practices demonstrate how
receptive bilingual children’s productive abilities exist on a continuum, ranging from simple

repetition and polar responses to phrase construction, as will be introduced in Chapter 7.

Table 24. Summary of identified children’s language practices

Children’s Language component Children of Frequency Total
family language subcategory Family
policy
component
Code-mixing A 45/307
Language B 50/322
practice C 35/233 95
A -
. B -
Polar-responses
C 19 19
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Formulaic expressions

A W
=N
a

Repetition 10

ve)

- Absent

6.1.3 Children’s language management strategies

In the previous sections, I have presented findings on the children’s language practices, in this
section, I turn to the children’s engagement with parent-initiated language management strategies.
Language management strategies are the deliberate, explicit efforts made by members of a speech
community to maintain and develop their heritage language (Caldas, 2012; Spolsky, 2004). In FLP
literature, management typically refers to adult-led, planned interventions, such as enrolling
children in heritage language schools or establishing language rules, rather than children’s
autonomous planning. Accordingly, this section does not claim that children independently initiate
management strategies; rather, it examines how children engage or disengage from parent-initiated
management strategies. The argument here is that the children in this study demonstrated limited
or inconsistent engagement with language management strategies set by their parents, which may

be contributing to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Communication in Arabic with extended family members, both locally and internationally,
whether face-to-face or via digital platforms, emerged as a parent-initiated language management

strategy that children across all three families engaged with to varying degrees.
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Muhammad from Family A explained that he regularly communicates in Arabic with his
immediate and extended family members, although he acknowledged experiencing occasional
difficulties engaging with this parent-facilitated language management strategy. Muhammad

explained:

“Lusually say ‘ 2Sde 2Ll /Peace be upon you/ to people. I say a bit to my dad, but mostly

to my cousins face-to-face, and sometimes to my grandmother overseas, using WhatsApp.”

In Muhammad’s response above, Muhammad demonstrated the use of communication in Arabic
with extended family members, both face-to-face and through the social media platform
WhatsApp. However, his engagement with this strategy appears to be limited to basic, formulaic
expressions, such as religious greetings, aligning with his earlier statements in Section 6.1.1 about

understanding Arabic but struggling to speak it.

Similarly, Rose from Family B stated that she attempts to communicate in Arabic with
extended family members, as encouraged by her parents; however, she finds engaging with this

strategy challenging.

“Talking to my immediate family is easy for me, but with extended family, it is hard. I feel

like they wouldn’t understand me that good.”

Although Rose attempts to use Arabic with her extended family, she finds it easier to use this
strategy with her immediate family (mother and father) than with her extended family, expressing

concern that they may not understand her. Rose’s hesitation to use this strategy with her extended
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family aligns with her previously expressed belief that she likes speaking Arabic; however, her

fear of being misunderstood by others seems to restrict her from speaking Arabic.

Likewise, Fayrouz from Family C also attempts to communicate in Arabic with her family

overseas, where she stated:

“I try to speak with my family overseas in Arabic, I understand them, but I struggle to

speak.”

Fayrouz’s statement reveals that she also tries to engage with the communication with the extended
family language management strategy; however, her acknowledgement of struggling to speak

Arabic, despite understanding the conversation, indicates limited engagement with this strategy.

Collectively, the children’s responses demonstrate that engaging with the communication with
extended family members emerged as a shared language management strategy; all three
experienced difficulties applying it. Muhammad’s use of this strategy was limited to formulaic
expressions. Rose hesitated to use this strategy due to fears of being misunderstood by her extended
family, even though she felt comfortable speaking Arabic with her immediate family. Fayrouz
explicitly acknowledged her struggle to speak Arabic with her extended family, despite

understanding.

Attending Saturday Arabic school or mainstream bilingual schools emerged as another parent-
initiated language management strategy that the children engaged with. Although not initiated by

the children themselves, this strategy reflects a deliberate interventional measure set by parents to
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support heritage language maintenance and development. The following responses illustrate how

the children engaged with this strategy and the challenges encountered.

Muhammad from Family A reflected on his experience of attending Saturday Arabic school as
a parent-initiated language management strategy, indicating completion and relief at its

conclusion. Muhammad stated:

“1go to Saturday school, but I have already finished.... It’s school holidays now; I'm glad

it’s over... Formal Arabic was so confusing.”

Muhammad’s response indicates that he attends Saturday Arabic school; however, his expressions
of relief that the school is over and his description of formal (Modern Standard Arabic) as
“confusing” suggest that he experienced difficulty applying this strategy. This may be due to the
difference between Modern Standard Arabic and the Lebanese dialect spoken at home. Such a
difference may limit Muhammad’s motivation or ability to speak Arabic, ultimately reinforcing

receptive bilingualism.

Rose shared a similar experience, reporting that she previously attended Saturday Arabic

school but indicated that she no longer does:

“Well, I used to go on Saturdays, but I don’t anymore. It was too hard for me because of

Fus’ha (Modern Standard Arabic).”

Rose’s response reveals that she, too, has previously attended Saturday school, a language

management strategy set by the parents and applied by the children. However, her statement, “if
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was too hard for me,” led her to withdraw from following and applying this strategy. This
highlights how the difference between Modern Standard Arabic taught at school and the dialect
spoken at home can discourage children from following this parent-initiated language management

strategy.

Sami from Family B also followed the language management strategy of attending Saturday

Arabic school and explained:

“I went to Arabic school once. It was good. I learnt my ABCs, but I forgot them now...they

’

taught me how to write my name in Arabic, and they would put videos of the numbers..."

Sami’s statement indicates that he also attended Saturday Arabic school, where he learned
foundational skills, including the Arabic alphabet and basic writing. However, his
acknowledgement that “I forgot them now” suggests that the strategy was short-lived. This
highlights that occasional or inconsistent participation in Saturday Arabic school, as a parent-
initiated language management strategy, may not be sufficient to develop children’s language

production skills.

In contrast to children who followed and attended Saturday school as a parent-initiated
language management strategy, Manal from Family C reported attending a mainstream school

where Arabic is taught daily. Manal explained:

“We learn Arabic every day in our English school, but not really at home. We don’t speak

at home what we learn at school; it’s like we are learning a different language.”
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Manal’s response reveals that she learns Arabic through mainstream schooling, which is used as a
parent-initiated language management strategy rather than attending Saturday School. However,
her statements “It’s like we are learning a different language, ” and “We don’t speak at home what
we learn at school,”’ indicate that she is aware of the difference between Modern Standard Arabic
and the Lebanese dialect spoken at home, as well as the lack of alignment between school and

home language use, which may limit her opportunities to develop Arabic productive skills.

Thus, the children’s responses demonstrate that Arabic schooling, whether through Saturday
Arabic schools or mainstream schools, has emerged as another parent-initiated language
management strategy that the children engage with to varying degrees. However, the children’s
engagement with this strategy varied significantly, and challenges related to Modern Standard
Arabic, limited participation, and a lack of alignment between school and home environments
appear to hinder its effectiveness in developing children’s production skills. An interesting
observation here is how children negotiate, resist, or adopt these parental strategies. Muhammad
expressed relief that Saturday school had ended, describing formal Arabic as “confusing”—a
response that suggests resistance through emotional disengagement rather than defiance. Rose
explicitly withdrew from Saturday school because “it was too hard,” representing a form of
resistance to a parent-initiated strategy. Sami attended briefly but “forgot” what he learned,
indicating minimal sustained engagement. Manal, attending a mainstream bilingual school,
articulated a clear disconnect: “We don't speak at home what we learn at school.” This statement
reflects not non-compliance but an interpretive act—Manal has identified an important structural

barrier (the MSA-dialect divide) that constrains her ability to transfer school-based learning to home
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practice. These responses reveal a continuum of child engagement with parent-initiated
management strategies, ranging from reluctant compliance (attending despite discomfort) to
negotiated participation (attending but not internalising) to resistance (withdrawing) to interpretive
critique (identifying why the strategy fails to meet its aims). Therefore, children are not passive
recipients of parental management but active interpreters who assess, adapt to, and sometimes reject
these strategies based on their own experiences and perceived constraints. This positions children’s
engagement with management strategies as a site of agency—although agency operates within the
structural limitations of proficiency, the MSA-dialect divide, and the resources available within the

family.

In addition to attending Arabic language schools, the researcher inquired whether the children
engage with reading in the heritage language, as a language management strategy. Reading in the
heritage language is an effective language management strategy used for developing children’s
language production skills and supporting overall language learning (Li, 2014; Murray, 2014;
Nakamura, 2019; Shen & Del Tufo, 2022). In this study, however, neither parents nor children
reported reading in Arabic, indicating a complete absence of this strategy. For example,

Muhammad said:

“Idon’t read in Arabic; I don’t even have any Arabic books; what do you expect?”

Muhammad’s response shows that book reading is not part of the family’s language management
strategies. His statements, “/ don’t read in Arabic” and “I don’t even have any Arabic books,”

reveal the absence of this strategy and a lack of access to reading resources in Arabic.
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Similarly, Rose also indicated that she does not read in Arabic, explaining:

“Idon’t know where to find Arabic books. I’'ve never seen them, and I don’t think I have

the time because of school and extracurriculars.”

Rose’s response further highlights the absence of Arabic reading as a language management
strategy. Rose’s statement, “I don’t know where to find them”, indicates uncertainty about
accessing Arabic reading resources and her additional comment that “I don’t think I have time
because of school and extracurriculars” shows that time constraints and difficulty balancing
schoolwork and extracurricular activities do not allow for reading books in Arabic, reflecting

limited engagement with this language management strategy.

Additionally, Manal also confirmed that she does not read books in Arabic, stating:

“I recite the Qur’an. The Qur’an is an exception, but other than that, no, I don’t read any

Arabic books.”

Manal’s response reveals that what appeared as “reading Arabic books™ as a language management
strategy is actually limited to the children reciting the Qur’an. Reciting the Qur’an is exclusively
in Modern Standard Arabic and often involves memorisation rather than spontaneous language use

or reading in Arabic, which may reinforce receptive rather than productive skills.

Thus, the children’s responses demonstrate that reading in Arabic as a language management
strategy was absent across all three families. Despite its recognised value for supporting heritage

language development, a lack of access to resources and time restraints have contributed to the
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absence of this strategy. Without regular exposure to reading in the heritage language, children
miss out on opportunities to learn diverse vocabulary, grammatical structures, and meaningful
contexts, all of which are essential for strengthening both receptive and productive language skills

(Janabi et al., 2020).

To summarise, in this subsection, I aimed to uncover how children engage with parent-initiated
language management strategies and how such engagement affect the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism. The findings reveal that communicating in Arabic with the extended family was the
most frequently used strategy among the children. However, the children’s application of this
strategy was minimal, often limited to basic, formulaic expressions, such as greetings and
expressions of gratitude. Similarly, attending Saturday Arabic schools or mainstream bilingual
schools was another language management strategy which the children followed and applied to
varying degrees. As for book reading, the children’s responses indicate that none of them read
books in Arabic. Table 25 summarises children’s engagement with parent-initiated language

management strategies.

Table 25. Summary of children’s engagement with language management strategies

Family language | Language component Children of Frequency Total
policy component | subcategory Family

Communication with the A 1

extended family B 1 | 3

C 1

Parent-initiated
language Attending Saturday or A 1
management mainstream bilingual B 1 I 3
strategies school C 1 |
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Reading books in Arabic

ve)

- Absent

In conclusion, in this section, I presented findings on children’s language beliefs, language
practices and engagement with parent-initiated language management strategies. Findings reveal
that only three children expressed positive beliefs about speaking Arabic due to its cultural and
religious significance; the remaining children disliked speaking Arabic because of perceived
limited productive skills, challenges in Saturday schools, and peer influence. The children also
demonstrated limited application of language practices and engagement with parent-initiated
strategies. Thus, a bidirectional relationship exists between receptive bilingualism and children’s
family language policy: limited engagement is associated with receptive bilingualism, while
awareness of limited productive skills discourages engagement with practices and strategies that
could enhance these skills. In the upcoming section, I present findings on child agency and receptive

bilingualism,

6.2 Child agency and receptive bilingualism
In the previous section, I concluded that receptive bilingualism is shaped by and shapes the
children’s engagement with the family language policy. On the one hand, the application of limited
language practices and limited engagement with parent-initiated management strategies were
associated with receptive bilingualism; on the other hand, the children’s perceived awareness of
their receptive bilingualism discouraged them from applying or following language practices and

strategies that could enhance their productive skills. What stands out from these findings is that
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children are not just recipients of the family language policy but are agents who make conscious

choices about their heritage language use and participation in the family language policy (Schalley

& Eisenchlas, 2020).

Before presenting the findings on child agency, it is necessary to situate them within broader
debates on child agency in family language policy. Scholarship has evolved from early
conceptualisations of children as recipients of parental language choices to recognition of children
as active co-constructors of family language policy (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Schwartz,
2010; Smith-Christmas, 2020). Smith-Christmas (2020) argues that children exercise agency by
accepting, negotiating, or rejecting parental language choices, while acknowledging
developmental constraints on their capacity to act. Curdt-Christiansen and Huang (2020)
demonstrate that children’s resistance can reshape parental strategies and, ultimately, family
language policy itself. Schwartz (2010) highlights that children’s language attitudes and peer
orientations influence FLP outcomes, often diverging from parental intentions. Building on this
foundational literature, I position agency not as a fourth component of FLP alongside beliefs,
practices, and management, but as a mediating process that operates across all three components.
Importantly, parental and child agency interact dynamically in what Palviainen and Boyd (2013)
term the “co-construction” of FLP. Parents may apply a family language policy, but child agency
exercised through agentive responses—whether active, constrained, or deferred—shape how that
policy is enacted. This bidirectional relationship means that a family language policy is continually
negotiated through the interplay of parental and child agency (Fogle & King, 2013). If agency

mediates FLP components, then receptive bilingualism emerges not just from misaligned beliefs,
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practices, or strategies, but from the agentive choices of both parents and children as they navigate

structural constraints.

Having established this theoretical positioning, it is necessary to clarify how child agency was
understood in this study, where I drew on interpretive approaches that examine how children make
sense of their linguistic environment and act—or refrain from acting—in response (Kuczynski,
2002; Smith-Christmas, 2020). Agency, in this view, is not simply observable behaviour but
involves interpretive processes through which children assess their linguistic resources, evaluate
parental expectations, and make choices accordingly. For example, a child who chooses to speak
English despite parental expectations for Arabic is exercising agency through an interpretive act:
recognising the expectation, evaluating their capacity to meet it, and deciding on a course of action.
Similarly, a child who remains silent or responds minimally is not exercising constrained agency
but could be exercising deferred agency, a choice, whether conscious or developmentally
influenced, to neither comply nor resist. This interpretive framing distinguishes between agentive
choice (where children assess and respond to their environment) and constrained response (where
structural factors, such as linguistic competence, shape available options). Both, however,
constitute forms of agency, as even constrained responses involve children navigating and
responding to their circumstances within their developmental capacities (Kuczynski, 2002; Smith-
Christmas, 2020). Building on this definition, I proceed to present findings on active child agency,

then turn to constrained and deferred agency.
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6.2.1 Active child agency
Active child agency can take multiple forms and is often described in the literature on family
language policy as children’s choosing to comply with parental language choices and participate
in family language policy (Fogle, 2012; Smith-Christmas, 2020; Zhan, 2023). According to Said
and Zhu (2019), children who comply with their parents’ language choices are often aware of the
family’s language policy and tend to exercise their agency to demonstrate commitment to family
values. Thus, active agency reflects intentional engagement, in which children make choices
within their developmental capacities to participate in the family language policy. In this
subsection, I present findings on active child agency based on data drawn from parent-child
interactions and the children’s discussion with the researcher, arguing that children’s active
agency was observable in two forms: (1) expressed willingness to comply with and participate in
the family language policy, and (2) actual compliance and participation in the family language
policy—both of which were frequently accompanied by explicit statements about limited

productive skills, despite understanding.

Expressing a willingness to comply with and participate in the family language policy emerged
as one observable type of active child agency among the children. For example, when the children
were asked, “If’you knew how to speak Arabic, would you like to speak it at home? ”, Muhammad

replied:

“Yes, I would love to speak Arabic, but I don’t speak it right.”

Muhammad’s response reveals that he exercises active agency by expressing a willingness to

comply with and participate in the family’s language policy, as evidenced by his desire to speak
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Arabic at home. His statement, “/ don’t speak Arabic right,” acknowledges his productive
limitations, yet this awareness does not diminish his expressed willingness to participate in the

family language policy.

Rose and Sami from Family B also exercised active agency by expressing a willingness to comply

with and participate in the family language policy. Rose said:

“Yes, if I had the skills, I would speak Arabic with others, I understand everything, I just

can’t speak properly.”

Rose’s response demonstrates that she, too, exercises active agency by expressing a willingness
to comply with and participate in the family language policy to speak Arabic. Rose’s statements,
“If I had the skills, I would speak Arabic with others,” and “I understand everything; I just can’t
speak properly,” demonstrate that although she explicitly acknowledges her productive limitations,
she nonetheless expresses willingness to comply with and participate in the family language policy.
However, an important question arises: why do the children perceive themselves as lacking the
skills to speak Arabic? As evidenced earlier in this chapter (Section 6.1.3), the children consistently
identified the disjuncture between Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) taught at Saturday schools and
the spoken dialect used at home as a significant barrier. Rose herself stated that Saturday school
“was too hard for me because of Fus’ha” (p. 212), while Manal noted, “We don't speak at home

what we learn at school; it's like we are learning a different language” (p. 213).

Similarly, Sami exercised active agency by expressing a willingness to comply with and

participate in the family language policy. According to Sami:
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“I want to speak it too. I speak Arabic with my parents. [ mean, I understand, but as Rose

said, I can’t speak Arabic well.”

Sami’s response also indicates that he exercises active agency by expressing a willingness to
comply with and participate in the family language policy. His explicit statement, “/ understand,
but as Rose said, I can’t speak Arabic well,” demonstrates that the children’s acknowledgement
of limited productive skills frequently accompanies their agentive choices rather than determining

them.

Likewise, Kawthar from Family C exercised active agency by expressing a willingness to
comply with and participate in her family’s implicit and unplanned language policy, where she

said:

“I would obviously like to speak Arabic at home. I just can’t speak it, but if I knew it, yeah,

I would speak it.”

Kawthar’s response reveals that she also exercises active agency, as she expresses a willingness to
speak Arabic at home if she had the ability. Her statement, “I just can't speak it, but if [ knew it,
veah, I would speak it,”” follows the same pattern observed across the children of other families:
explicit acknowledgment of limited productive skills paired with expressed willingness to

participate, reflecting a commitment to the family’s values of speaking the heritage language.

Collectively, the responses from all four children demonstrate that they exercised active child
agency by expressing a willingness to comply with and participate in the family language policy.

In each case, the children’s agentive choice (willingness to participate) was accompanied by
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explicit statements about their limited productive skills—observable in their own words rather than

inferred by the researcher.

In addition to expressing a willingness to comply with and participate in the family language
policy, the children also exercised active child agency by complying with and participating in the
family language policy by speaking Arabic with their parents, as shown in the following examples

of parent-child interactions.

Muhammad from Family A exercised active child agency by complying with and participating in
the family language policy through speaking Arabic with his mother, as demonstrated in the

following interaction:

Turn Utterance
1 The Mother [speaking in Arabic]: Y zoe Sadcanble ¢ s

‘Darling, don’t you like speaking in Arabic?’

2 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: ‘I don’t know how to speak in Arabic.’
3 The Mother [speaking in Arabic]: §lhausi Lala o (o ST ey

‘You do know how to speak, darling. What do you always call me?’
4 Muhammad [Speaking in Arabic]: s il telay Ul dlla

‘Mummy, I love you; you are my love.’

In the above conversation, Muhammad demonstrated active child agency by complying with and

participating in the family language policy, as evidenced by his attempt to speak Arabic. Although
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Muhammad states in Turn 2 that he does not know how to speak Arabic, he, nonetheless, with the
support of his mother, exercises active agency in Turn 4 by complying with his mother’s request
and switching from English to Arabic, reflecting his compliance and participation in the family

language policy.

Similarly, Sami from Family B exercised active agency by complying with and participating
in the family language policy. This is illustrated in the following interaction with his mother, where

he attempts to speak Arabic at his mother’s request:

Turn Utterance
1 The Mother [speaking in Arabic]: €z =il 223 ety ol

‘Sami, do you know how to count in Arabic?’

2 Sami [Speaking in English]: No!
3 The Mother [speaking in Arabic]: .Jss <3
‘Go on, try’
4 Sami [Speaking in Arabic]: ¢dawd il s cdin dused day )l A3 (Gl casl
3 juic

‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, fen’.

The conversation above shows that Sami exercises active child agency by complying with and
participating in the family language policy by attempting to speak Arabic to his mother. Although
Sami initially responds “No!/”” in Turn 2 when asked if he knows how to count in Arabic, in Tum
4, he complies with his mother’s request and participates in the conversation by counting from one

to ten in Arabic, thereby complying with and participating in the family language policy.
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Similarly, Fayrouz exercised active child agency by complying with and participating in the

family language policy by speaking in Arabic, as demonstrated in the following conversation.

Turn Utterance
1 The Father [Speaking in Arabic]: ~Sie 3l
‘Peace be upon you.’
2 Fayrouz [Speaking in Arabic]: a2l oSile

‘Peace be upon you too.’

3 The Father [Speaking in Arabic]: Sl (sl fasdl Saie o4
‘What are you doing today? Where are you going?’

4 Fayrouz [Speaking in English]: I don’t know what it is called in

Arabic...”/ 4 (el )/ “We are going [to] Madina.’

In the example above, Fayrouz exercises active child agency by complying with and participating
in the family language policy by attempting to speak Arabic with her father. Although she
implicitly indicates in Turn 4 that she struggles to fully express herself in Arabic, she nonetheless
responds in Arabic in Tum 5, demonstrating her compliance with and participation in the family

language policy.

Thus, children from all three families exercised active agency by complying with and

participating in the family language policy, despite acknowledging their productive limitations.

To summarise, in this subsection, I examined active child agency and argued that children from
all three families exercised it in two ways: first, by expressing a willingness to comply with and
participate in the family language policy; and second, by complying with and participating in it.

These two forms of active agency demonstrate that children are not just recipients of the family
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language policy but are also agents capable of making choices about their heritage language use
and participation in the family language policy, despite their self-reported limited heritage
language productive skills. In the upcoming section, I present findings on constrained child

agency.

6.2.2 Constrained child agency
While in the previous subsection, I provided evidence of active child agency, where the children
expressed a willingness to comply with and participate in the family language policy and complied
with and participated in the family language policy, constrained child agency, characterised by
children choosing to challenge, resist or reject the family language policy, was also prevalent. This
form of agency, detailed in studies by Curdt-Christiansen & Huang (2020) and Gyogi (2015), often
leads to an undesirable heritage-language outcome in which children choose not to speak the
heritage language. The term constrained is used here to reflect how the children’s choices are often
shaped by structural forces, such as limited productive skills in the heritage language, the Modern
Standard Arabic-dialect divide, and peer influence. In this subsection, findings will show that
constrained child agency was observable in two forms: (1) children deliberately choosing to speak
English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic, and (2) challenging parental language
choices. However, explicit statements about limited heritage language productive skills frequently

accompanied these observable forms of constrained agency.

To begin with, when the researcher asked the children whether they were expected to speak
Arabic at home, three children demonstrated constrained child agency by deliberately choosing to
speak English despite parental expectations that they speak Arabic.
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For example, Muhammad from Family A responded:
“ No, I talk in English 232/7 [23 hours, 7 days a week], but sometimes our dad will kind of
shout at us and say: Why are you not speaking Arabic?”

Muhammad’s response illustrates constrained child agency through his agentive choice to speak
English almost exclusively, despite his father’s expectation that he speak Arabic. This choice,
however, reflects an interpretive process: Muhammad recognises the parental expectation,
evaluates his productive ability in Arabic (which he describes as limited to formulaic expressions),
and decides to speak English. His agency is thus constrained by his awareness of his receptive
bilingualism. Interestingly, his comment about his father’s reaction, ‘He kind of shouts at us, ’ also
shows defiance or resistance against a more coercive family language policy enforced by his father,
revealing tension between parental language expectations and children’s language choices.
Muhammad’s behaviour thus constitutes agentive choice rather than inability: he interprets the
expectation, assesses his options, and acts accordingly, even if his competency level constrains his
options.

Similarly, Rose from Family B also exercised constrained child agency by deliberately
choosing to speak English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic, Rose explained:

“Yes, we have to [speak Arabic at home]. But we speak whatever we want. I speak
English.”

Rose’s response reveals that she, too, exercises constrained agency by deliberately choosing to

speak English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic. She explicitly acknowledges that she

is expected to speak Arabic at home but makes a conscious, agentive choice to speak English

instead. Although this example demonstrates how children deliberately defy the family language
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policy by rejecting parental language expectations and speaking the dominant language, Rose’s
choice is shaped by her perceived awareness of her limited productive skills, reflecting agency

operating within structural constraints.

Fayrouz, from Family C, also exercised constrained agency by acknowledging that she
deliberately chose to speak English despite her parents’ expectations that she speak Arabic.
Fayrouz said:

“Sometimes. My dad says to try to speak Arabic, but speaking Arabic is really hard, so we

choose to speak English.”
Fayrouz’s response also demonstrates constrained child agency, as she deliberately chooses to
speak English despite her father’s requests that she speak Arabic. Fayrouz links her choice of
speaking English to her self-reported limited heritage language productive skills. Thus, the
children’s responses demonstrate that they exercised constrained child agency by deliberately
choosing to speak English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic, often constrained by
structural forces.

Beyond deliberately choosing to speak English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic,
the children also exercised constrained child agency by challenging parental language choices. For
example, in an audio-recorded conversation between Muhammad and his mother, Muhammad
challenged his mother’s language choices and her justifications for these choices, as shown below:

Turn Utterance

1 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: § e alali ae (il 5 els

‘Can you tell me why we are learning Arabic?’
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2 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: I don’t know, because of our religion,
maybe, to learn the names of Allah.

3 The mother [Speaking in Arabic]: (s Uiad 53 3 5l ¢laa LlE Le [speaking in
English] from an Arabic country and Arabic background?’
‘Didn’t you tell me the other day, because we are from an Arabic country
and Arabic background?’

4 Muhammad [Speaking in English]: I never said that; you always say that!

In the conversation above, Muhammad exercised constrained agency in two ways. First, he
persisted in speaking English despite his mother’s attempts to engage him in speaking Arabic.
Second, by challenging his mother’s language choices and her justification for these choices,
where he said, “I never said that; you always say that”, thus challenging his mother’s language
choices and her attempt to establish cultural connection as a reason or justification for learning
Arabic. Thus, this conversation demonstrates resistance not through inferred cognition but through

observable acts of non-compliance.

Kawthar from Family C also exercised constrained child agency by challenging her father’s

language choices, as shown in the following conversation:

Turn Utterance

1 Kawthar [Speaking in Arabic]: §
‘Dad?’
2 The father: ¢ s 4

‘Yes, darling?’

227



Chapter Six Children’s Data

3 Kawthar [Speaking in English]: Are you trying to speak in Arabic for the
researcher?
4 The father [Speaking in English]: Yes!
The father [Speaking in Arabic]: 20l ae | sSad LS g3 2 3Y
‘You also need to speak with me in Arabic.’

5 Kawthar: [Speaking in English]: Right!

In the conversation above, Kawthar exercises constrained agency by challenging her father’s
language choices and questioning whether the sudden insistence on speaking Arabic is genuine or
merely for the researcher’s benefit. Kawthar’s response, ‘Right!” in turn 5, signifies her somewhat
wronic acknowledgment of her father’s effort while subtly indicating her challenge and perhaps
resistance to his language choices. Therefore, the children from all three families also exercised

constrained child agency by challenging parental language choices and avoiding speaking Arabic.

The children’s avoidance of Arabic, choosing to speak English despite parental expectations,
warrants careful analytic framing. Is this avoidance an agentive choice or a constrained response?
The data suggests both dimensions are present. Fayrouz explicitly stated, “speaking Arabic is really
hard, so we choose to speak English,” indicating a conscious decision based on perceived difficulty.
The verb “choose” signals agency, while “really hard” signals constraint. This pattern, agentive
choice shaped by structural constraint, recurs across the children’s narratives. The children are not
simply unable to speak Arabic; they are making choices not to speak it, based on their assessment
of their own capacities and the communicative demands of the situation. This distinction matters
theoretically as it positions children as interpreters of their linguistic environment who make

decisions, rather than just having limited productive skills. At the same time, it acknowledges that
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these choices are not made freely but within the structural constraints of limited productive skills,

the MSA-dialect divide and the dominance of English in their daily lives.

To sum up, in this subsection, I explored constrained child agency and argued that some
children in this study exercised constrained agency by deliberately choosing to speak English
despite parental expectations to speak Arabic and by challenging parental language choices. These
forms of constrained child agency were evident across all three families, and the children’s explicit
statements about productive limitations consistently emerged as justification for exercising
constrained agency. Thus, constrained child agency and receptive bilingualism appear to be
interlinked. The children’s explicit statements about their limited heritage language productive
skills accompanied their observable acts of resistance and non-compliance, suggesting that
children’s agentive choices are contextualised by their self-reported language abilities. In the

upcoming and final subsection of this chapter, I present findings on deferred child agency.

6.2.3 Deferred child agency

Unlike active and constrained agency, in which children choose to participate in or challenge
parental language choices and the family language policy, deferred child agency involves neither
compliance nor resistance to the family language policy. The term deferred captures the intentional
non-intervention observed among younger children, in which agency is exercised through non-
engagement rather than overt action. Deferred agency thus occupies one end of a continuum of
engagement, representing children’s choice, whether conscious or developmentally constrained,
not to intervene in the family language policy at a given moment. In this subsection, I present

findings on how the younger children, Ayman and Ahmad, both aged 5, exercised deferred agency.
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Unlike their older siblings, whose agentive choices were accompanied by explicit statements about
productive limitations, the younger children’s agency was observable only through their behaviour:
they neither complied with nor resisted parental language choices, but continued to speak English
naturally. This non-participation in the family language policy, as evidenced by not speaking

Arabic, may be characteristic of early receptive bilingualism.

In a conversation, captured between Ayman (5) from Family A and his mother, Ayman
exercised deferred agency by neither complying with nor resisting his mother’s language choices
(speaking Arabic). Instead, he continued his conversation in English, as shown in the following

conversation:

Turn Utterance

1 Ayman (5) [Speaking in English]: Mum, where do I put this?

2 The mother: J e 4 YU gaic Uas 4y ./
‘Put it inside in my room on the...’

3 Ayman [Speaking in English]: Sure. Muhammad wanted a Ninja Turtle
plushie. Are you going to get him one?

In the conversation above, Ayman exercised deferred agency by neither complying with nor
resisting his mother's use of Arabic. He demonstrated understanding of her language choices but
produced no Arabic, continuing to speak entirely in English. This type of agency may be attributed
to his young age and appears to reflect an early stage in the development of receptive bilingualism,

where comprehension is evident, but no Arabic production was observed, not even at the rote or

formulaic level seen in other children. Unlike Muhammad’s constrained agency, where he

230



Chapter Six Children’s Data
persisted in speaking English despite his mother’s request, Ayman’s deferred agency may reflect

developmental factors rather than defiance of his mother’s choices.

Similarly, in a conversation between Ahmad (5), from Family C and his mother, Ahmad
exercised deferred agency by neither complying with nor resisting his mother’s language choices

(speaking Arabic), as shown in the following interaction.

Turn Utterance

1 The mother: $elS L &y £ el
‘Ahmad, how many pancakes do you want?’

Ahmad (5) [Speaking in English]: What, I want that slimy one?

2 The mother: 535l
‘Which one’

3 Ahmad: [Speaking in English]: The Nutella one.

In the conversation above, Ahmad exercised deferred agency by neither complying with nor
resisting his mother’s language choices; instead, he continued the conversation naturally, showing
an understanding of his mother’s Arabic questions about pancakes while continuing the
conversation in English. Like Ayman, Ahmad demonstrated comprehension in Arabic without
production, suggesting the development of early receptive bilingualism. No other examples of
deferred agency were detected among the children in this study.

Before summing up, the findings presented in this section on child agency reveal that child
agency does not operate in isolation but interacts dynamically with parental agency as documented
in Chapter 5. In Family A, where parental agency was characterised as constrained due to time

pressures and inconsistent application of language practices and strategies, children exercised a
231



Chapter Six Children’s Data
mix of active and constrained agency—willing to speak Arabic but often choosing English due to
perceived limitations. This suggests that constrained parental agency may create conditions in
which children’s own constraints become more salient. In Family B, where parents exercised
active, collaborative agency with an explicit family language policy, children demonstrated more
consistent active agency, expressing willingness to participate despite their awareness of limited
proficiency. This pattern suggests that active parental agency may support, although not guarantee,
active child agency. In Family C, where parental agency was characterised as deferred, with
minimal explicit policy enforcement, children exercised a range of agency types, including
deferred agency among younger children. The absence of clear parental expectations may have

contributed to children’s non-engagement with the family language policy.

These findings suggest that parental and child agency are mutually constitutive: parental agency
shapes the policy environment within which children exercise their own agency, while children’s
agentive responses, in turn, influence parental strategies and expectations over time (Curdt-
Christiansen & Huang, 2020). This interaction positions agency is central to understanding FLP
outcomes, including the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. Rather than viewing receptive
bilingualism as a failure of parental policy or child compliance, the findings suggest it emerges
from the interplay of parental and child agency operating within structural constraints, such as the

MSA-dialect divide, limited heritage-language input, and societal dominance of English.

In summary, in this subsection, I presented findings on deferred child agency, which emerged as
a distinct form of child agency, primarily observed among younger children in this study. Unlike

their older siblings, who demonstrated active agency through compliance and participation in the
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family language policy or constrained agency through resistance, defiance or challenging parental

language choices, younger children like Ayman and Ahmad exercised deferred agency by neither

complying with nor resisting parental language choices. The key distinction between active,

constrained or deferred agency lies in the absence of accompanying explicit statements; older

children’s agentive choices were contextualised by their self-reported limitations, while younger

children's deferred agency was observable only through behaviour—comprehending Arabic while

producing English, which may represent an early stage of receptive bilingualism, where the

children’s comprehension skills in the heritage language develop ahead of their production skills.

Finally, it is important to note that active, constrained, and deferred agency represent orientations

along a continuum of engagement with the family language policy. The same child may exercise

active agency in one interaction (e.g., attempting to speak Arabic with a parent), constrained

agency in another (e.g., choosing to respond in English despite parental expectations), and deferred

agency in yet another context (e.g., neither complying nor resisting).

Table 26. Summary of identified child agency

Agency type Children of Family | Children of Family | Children of Family C
A B
Active v v v
Constrained v v v
Deferred v X v

v Present X Absent
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6.3 Chapter summary

In this chapter, I presented findings on children’s family language policy and agency, arguing
that receptive bilingualism emerged as a product and driver of the children’s family language policy
and agency. Findings on children’s family language policy revealed that negative beliefs about
speaking Arabic were more prevalent than positive beliefs, shaped by the children’s awareness of
their limited productive skills, challenges at Saturday schools, and peer influence. The children also
demonstrated limited application of language practices and limited engagement with parent-
initiated management strategies. Moreover, the children exercised agency in three observable
forms—active, constrained, and deferred—with agentive choices frequently accompanied by
explicit statements about productive limitations. These findings suggest that a bidirectional
relationship exists between receptive bilingualism and children’s family language policy and
agency: limited engagement with language practices and parent-initiated strategies contributed to
receptive bilingualism, while awareness of limited productive skills shaped how children exercised
agency within the family language policy. In the upcoming discussion chapter, I synthesise findings
from parental and child perspectives presented in Chapters 5 and 6, exploring how family language

policy and agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

7.0 Introduction
The purpose of this ethnographic case study research was to explore how family language policy
and agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among English-Arabic-speaking
families in Australia. By employing a primarily qualitative research design, the study aimed to 1)
address the gaps in the literature of family language policy on receptive bilingualism, and 2) answer

the overarching question:

To what extent does a family language policy influence the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism?
And two sub-questions:

1. How do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism?

2. How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?

To address the extent to which family language policy and agency influence the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism, the data analysis presented in Chapters 5 and 6 revealed significant key
findings that unravel a complex relationship between family language policy, agency and receptive
bilingualism. Chapter 5 revealed that active parental agency mediated the translation of language
beliefs into supportive language practices and strategies, which appear to be associated with
reduced prevalence of receptive bilingualism among the children. Chapter 6, on the other hand,
elucidated that the relationship between family language policy, child agency, and receptive

bilingualism operated in reverse. Unlike parents, whose active agency mediated the implementation
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of a family language policy, the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism
appears to influence their language beliefs, language practices, engagement with parent-initiated

management strategies, and the type of agency they exercise.

In light of the above critical findings, in this discussion chapter, I synthesise, discuss and
critically evaluate the key findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6 with reference to the literature
reviewed in Chapter 2 and the proposed extension of Spolsky’s model of language policy, as
presented in Chapter 3. The aim here is to contribute to the growing body of literature on heritage
language development and maintenance, and to deepen our understanding of the phenomenon of
receptive bilingualism. My argument in this chapter is that both family language policy and agency
must be considered when examining receptive bilingualism from a family language policy
perspective. This discussion chapter is organised into two main sections: The first section examines
key findings related to the family language policy (addressing the first research sub-question: How
do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism?), while the second section analyses key findings related to agency (addressing the
second research sub-question 2: How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism?). Together, these sections provide a comprehensive understanding of how a family
language policy and agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, addressing the central
research question: To what extent does a family language policy influence the prevalence of

receptive bilingualism?
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7.1 Family language policy and receptive bilingualism

The first sub-question of this study sought to determine how the components of a family
language policy relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. As presented in the Literature
review Chapter, family language policy is a field and a framework developed to understand how
heritage languages are maintained and transmitted intergenerationally within immigrant families
(Fishman, 1991; King & Fogle, 2017). As a framework, family language policy was categorised in
this research based on Spolsky’s model of language policy, which examines three independent yet
intercorrelated components: the beliefs, practices and management strategies of a speech
community (the family). These components examine how family members plan, negotiate, learn

and manage their heritage language (De Houwer, 1999; King et al., 2008; Spolsky, 2004).

Building on this theoretical foundation, the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 showed that one
of the main criteria of a successful family language policy is the children’s ability to speak their
heritage language (Fishman, 1991; Schwartz, 2010). However, as seen from the reviewed literature,
despite parental efforts to transmit their heritage language intergenerationally, many immigrant
children in English-speaking countries become receptive bilinguals who can understand their
heritage language but with limited productive skills (Hoffman, 2014; Meisel, 2019; Montrul,
2016b; Nakamura, 2019; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020).

In the first section of this chapter, I present key findings from Chapters 5 and 6 on family
language policy from the perspectives of both parents and children, arguing that parents who
applied an explicit family language policy, as exemplified by Family B, had children who could

produce Arabic phrases and clauses. I then unpack these findings in light of the literature and the
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theoretical framework used in this thesis, beginning with family language beliefs, then moving

through language practices, and concluding with management strategies.

7.1.1 Language beliefs

Language beliefs are a fundamental component of family language policy (Spolsky, 2017), and,
as shown in the findings chapters, while parental beliefs may act as the primary motivation for
applying a language policy, the children’s beliefs were shaped by their perceived awareness of their
receptive bilingualism, which also influenced their agency in terms of compliance and participation
in the family language policy. In this subsection, I discuss the main findings on language beliefs,
revealing differences between parental and children’s beliefs about maintaining and speaking the
heritage language, which were shaped by various factors, but are not limited to, cultural heritage
and identity, communication with the extended family, religious significance and individual
experiences, especially from the children’s perspectives. The discussion begins by examining
positive beliefs about maintaining and speaking the heritage language held by parents and children,

followed by a discussion of the negative beliefs that emerged from the data.

A central finding is that all parents shared the belief that speaking and preserving Arabic is
important for maintaining cultural heritage and identity, although this belief was not shared by all
the children. Across all three families, parents believed that speaking Arabic is important for
cultural heritage and identity, emphasising the language’s role in connecting their children to
ancestral traditions, and expressed concern that language loss equates to cultural heritage and
identity loss. This shared parental belief aligns with findings from Caldas’ (2012) and Leyendecker

et al.’s (2018) studies, which highlight the foundational role of parents’ beliefs in maintaining
238



Chapter Seven Discussion of Findings
heritage identity and cultural and ancestral connections. This finding also aligns with Spolsky’s
model of language policy, which identifies parental beliefs as the foundation of family language

policy.

In contrast, the children’s beliefs diverged substantially, with only two of the nine children
sharing the belief that speaking and preserving Arabic is important for maintaining cultural heritage
and identity: Sami (8) from Family B and Manal (12), the eldest child from Family C. The
remaining children did not link speaking Arabic to preserving their cultural heritage and identity.
A possible explanation for this observed difference between parental and children’s beliefs could
be the difference in how parents and children conceptualise the relationship between speaking the
heritage language and cultural identity, with most children in this study not connecting speaking
Arabic to maintaining cultural heritage and identity. This intergenerational divergence aligns with
Jaffe’s (2007) observation that “authentic identity” is often “anchored in a pre-language shift
society, that existed before the economic, ideological and educational pressures that led to language
shift” (p. 53), suggesting that children may not possess the same sense of nostalgia or cultural
connection to the heritage language as their parents. This may be particularly relevant given that
the parents migrated as adults with established cultural identities, while the children were born in

Australia.

Comprehension and recitation of the Qur’an emerged as another partially shared positive belief
among parents and children regarding the importance of speaking and preserving Arabic. This
belief was shared by the parents of Families A and C, who emphasised that speaking Arabic is

important for reciting and comprehending religious texts, and by only one child, Kawthar (9) from
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Family C. The current findings on parental beliefs align with previous research by Spolsky (2003)
and Forrest (2022), who argue that religion plays a crucial role in language maintenance or loss,
which provides a context for families to encourage heritage language preservation. Furthermore,
studies by Attaallah (2020), Brown and Muslim (2016), and Tawalbeh (2014) have demonstrated
that religion can motivate heritage language maintenance within families. However, a key
difference between those studies and the current one is that previous studies focused solely on
parental beliefs, whereas the current study considers children’s beliefs. The analysis in the current
study revealed a generational gap between parents’ and children’s beliefs, with only one child
believing that speaking Arabic is necessary to comprehend and recite the Qur’an. One possible
explanation for this gap is that the children were aware of the differences between the language of
the Qur’an, in which Classical Arabic recitation and Modern Standard Arabic is used for
interpretation, and the dialects used in everyday home interactions. As shown in the findings
presented in Chapter 6, children across all three families expressed difficulty learning Classical
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, and their family’s dialect. Therefore, additional research is
needed to explore how learning Classical Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic, and dialects affects

children’s heritage language beliefs and perhaps outcomes.

Effective communication with the extended family emerged as another positive belief for
preserving Arabic, a belief shared by parents of the three families but not expressed by any of the
children. Parents from all three families believed that the children need to speak Arabic to maintain
family connections both locally and transnationally. This finding supports evidence from previous

studies by Leyendecker et al. (2018) and Tseng and Fuligni (2000), who demonstrated that speaking
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the heritage language is essential for communication with the extended family and for maintaining
family relations across generations and geographic boundaries. Although all parents believed in the
importance of maintaining and speaking Arabic with their children to enable effective
communication with the extended family, none of the children shared this belief. This mismatch
could be attributed to the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism, which
appears to create communication barriers rather than motivation to speak Arabic, where several
children, such as Rose (12) from Family B and Fayrouz (11) from Family C, revealed that their
inability to make themselves understood by extended family members shaped their beliefs about
speaking Arabic. Although parents and some children expressed positive beliefs about maintaining
and speaking Arabic to preserve cultural heritage and identity for religious purposes, such as
reciting the Qur’an, and for effective communication with extended family, negative heritage
language beliefs were predominant among the children. This predominance of negative beliefs
among children may help explain the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, as children’s self-

perceptions may discourage them from speaking Arabic.

An important finding emerging from the data is that the children who expressed dislike of
speaking Arabic frequently accompanied these statements with explicit reference to their ability to
understand Arabic but their inability to speak it, or what I referred to as perceived awareness of
their receptive bilingualism. The results in Chapter Six showed that six of the nine children showed
perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism, where the children constantly stated, “/ don’t
like speaking Arabic, I struggle to speak it”. Thus, the children’s perceived awareness of receptive

bilingualism appears to be a factor contributing to their negative beliefs about disliking learning
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and speaking Arabic. Although substantial evidence in the literature supports the finding that
children’s lack of competence in the heritage language leads to reluctance to speak the heritage
language (Gyogi, 2015; Meisel, 2019; Smith-Christmas, 2020), the current study extends this
understanding by showing how perceived awareness of receptive bilingualism creates negative
beliefs about the heritage language, thereby disrupting the children’s participation with family

language policy and reducing opportunities for productive language development.

Another finding from Chapter 6 is that challenges children face at Arabic Saturday school
emerged as yet another factor contributing to negative language beliefs, particularly among the
children of Families A and B. These challenges centred primarily around social isolation and mixing
Modern Standard Arabic and/or Aramaic in one class. Muhammad from Family A described
Saturdays as his ‘worst day’, while Rose from Family B found the mixing of the two languages
(Aramaic and Arabic) ‘really confusing.’ These challenges create additional barriers to heritage
language learning beyond the home domain, further discouraging the children from engaging with
and learning their heritage language. This finding extends Wilson’s (2020) previous research by
demonstrating how negative institutional experiences may shape children's beliefs about learning
their heritage language. However, this contrasts with broader research showing that many bilingual
children/students generally recognise the importance of community language schools for cultural
and heritage identity development (Arthur, 2003; Francis et al., 2010). Furthermore, Chow’s (2001)
study of 510 adolescents in Chinese language schools in Canada revealed that ethnic pride was
associated with positive community language school experiences, with age of migration a crucial

factor; older students expressed greater satisfaction with heritage language learning. In contrast, the
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children in this study were receptive bilinguals born in Australia, where English is the majority

language, which may help explain their negative beliefs about Saturday language schools.

Peer influence emerged as another notable factor shaping children’s negative beliefs about
speaking Arabic, despite not being the primary focus of this investigation. The mother from Family
B reported that both of her children stigmatise their Arabic-only peers and prefer English-speaking
peers. This peer pressure may reinforce children’s perceived awareness of their receptive
bilingualism, as children tend to avoid situations where their limited Arabic production skills would
be exposed to peers. This finding supports research by Bui et al. (2022) on how social factors
influence children’s language attitudes and choices, and Leyendecker et al.’s (2018) observation
that although speaking the heritage language is important for relationships within the family,
“speaking the majority language is important for fostering relationships with everyone beyond the
family” (p. 58). The observed correlation between negative beliefs and peer influence suggests that
peer influence creates an environment in which children’s desire for social integration may conflict
with their family’s language policy, potentially contributing to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism as children avoid speaking Arabic while maintaining their comprehension skills.
Although this finding is limited to a single family in the current study, it has implications for
understanding how social factors outside the family domain influence heritage language
maintenance. Additional studies are needed to develop a comprehensive understanding of the

relationship between children’s negative beliefs about their heritage language and peer influence.

Overall, this section has discussed key findings on parental and children’s language beliefs,

positing that substantial differences exist between parental and children’s beliefs. Parents from all
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three families emphasised the importance of preserving Arabic for cultural heritage and identity,
religious significance, and communication with extended family, aligning with Spolsky’s (2004)
model of language policy, which posits that language beliefs influence the other family language
policy component. However, the presence of positive parental beliefs did not guarantee their
enactment; as the following sections will demonstrate, agency mediated the translation of beliefs
into practices and strategies. The children did not broadly share these beliefs, with only three out
of nine — Manal and Kawthar from Family C and Sami from Family B — expressing positive
beliefs. For the remaining children, awareness of perceived receptive bilingualism, challenges
encountered in Saturday schools and peer influences created negative beliefs about the heritage
language. These negative beliefs discouraged the children from speaking Arabic, while their parents
continued to use the language, leading to the development and prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
The next section examines how these beliefs influence the language practices of parents and

children.

7.1.2 Language practices
In the previous subsection, I discussed key findings on families’ language beliefs; this
subsection now turns to findings on families’ language practices. Although Spolsky’s model of
language policy proposes that language beliefs influence the application of language practices, the
findings revealed that not all parental and children’s language beliefs led to supportive language
practices and strategies. While parental language practices were often limited and inconsistent in
Families A and C, creating a misalignment between beliefs and practices, Family B demonstrated

more consistent practices that aligned with their beliefs. However, the children’s language practices
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were limited and varied, even within the same family, reflecting patterns of receptive bilingualism
and different types of agency. This discussion begins with code-mixing as the primary shared
language practice between some parents and children, followed by an examination of parent-

specific practices and their impact on the prevalence of children’s receptive bilingualism.

Analysis of the findings chapters revealed that code-mixing emerged as a predominant shared
language practice between parents and children. To begin with, although parents from all three
families code-mixed (inserting English words, phrases or sentences into Arabic utterances), marked
differences in frequency and application were noted, correlating with the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism. Parents from Family A demonstrated 164 instances of code-mixing, while Parents
from Family B had 19 instances, and parents from Family C exhibited 198 instances across all
datasets. These findings demonstrated that Family B had the most substantial alignment between
their language beliefs and practices, achieving this by limiting code-mixing and creating
opportunities for the children to produce Arabic utterances. In contrast, Families A and C exhibited
a misalignment between their language beliefs and actual practices, where high frequencies of code-
mixing contributed to inconsistent heritage language input, likely reinforcing receptive
bilingualism. This misalignment, where parents code-mixed by frequently inserting English into
Arabic, rather than using Arabic consistently, provides an environment conducive to receptive
bilingualism by exposing children to mixed language input. These findings support Byers-
Heinlein’s (2023) study, which found that parents who regularly code-mixed had children with

smaller receptive vocabularies at 1.5 years and marginally smaller expressive vocabularies in a
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smaller sample of bilingual children aged 2; however, this effect appears to diminish as children

grow older.

In contrast, children’s code-mixing (inserting Arabic words, phrases or sentences into English
utterances) varied substantially, reflecting different positions along the proposed receptive
bilingualism continuum (see Figure 3). Children in Family A code-mixed at the word and phrase
level, children of Family B code-mixed at the word, clause and phrase level, while children in
Family C did not code-mix but instead relied on repetition, formulaic expressions, and polar
responses. This variation demonstrates that receptive bilingualism exists on a continuum, with
children across families exhibiting different types and levels of heritage-language production.
Children in Families A and B also demonstrated higher frequencies of intra-sentential code-mixing,
with 45 and 50 instances, incorporating Arabic words, clauses and phrases into their English
conversations. While these patterns broadly align with existing research on receptive bilingual
children's code-mixing abilities (Montrul, 2016b; Nakamura, 2019; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020; Smith-
Christmas, 2016), Family B’s children, whose parents exercised active agency through
collaborative decision-making, demonstrated higher productive skills compared to the children of
Families A and C, supporting the argument that active parental agency appears to be associated

with reduced prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Although code-mixing was the only shared language practice between parents and children,
another important finding is the parents’ use of Arabic in daily activities and its impact on the
prevalence of receptive bilingualism. The contrast between the parents of Family B’s higher Arabic

use in daily activities (92.4% of their total turns) and the parents of Families A and C's substantially
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lower rates (67% and 33%, respectively) supports the finding in the literature (Altinkamis & Simon,
2020; Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kopke, 2019; Paradis & Griiter, 2014; Thordardottir, 2011; Unsworth,
2016) that consistent heritage language input and exposure are crucial for developing children’s
productive skills, particularly vocabulary. This contrast also reveals a partial to significant
misalignment between the parental beliefs stated in the previous subsection and their actual
language practices. Variability in Arabic use during daily interactions among parents may create
conditions in which children receive inconsistent Arabic input, potentially reinforcing their
comprehension skills over production. This pattern aligns with research by Gibson et al. (2012),
who found that inconsistent language exposure contributes to receptive-expressive semantic gaps
in bilingual children, where comprehension abilities exceed production capabilities. Similarly,
Mieszkowska et al. (2017) demonstrated that without consistent home language input, children’s
vocabulary knowledge in the heritage language remains predominantly receptive rather than
productive. As a result, parents’ inconsistent use of Arabic during daily activities appears to

reinforce receptive bilingualism among children.

Another significant finding drawn from the data is that the parents of Families A and C reported
using ritual language as a language practice. Although this practice aligns with parental beliefs
about maintaining Arabic for religious purposes, its implementation was infrequent (two instances
in Family A, one instance in Family C) and primarily encouraged formulaic expressions rather than
natural language production. This finding extends Spolsky’s (2003) observation about the
underexplored relationship between religion and language maintenance by demonstrating how

ritual language use, when limited to memorised recitations, may not effectively support productive
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language development. Contrary to Forrest’s (2022) research, which suggests that religious
contexts can provide valuable opportunities for heritage language maintenance, the current study
reveals that such opportunities were limited for children, as ritual language use or Qur’anic
recitations were neither captured in audio recordings between parents and children nor observed by
the researcher. Additional research is needed to understand how to integrate ritual language
practices into everyday interactions, so children can develop more robust and productive skills in
the heritage language rather than repeating memorised text. These findings have practical
implications for heritage language maintenance programs, emphasising that the potential of ritual
language use for supporting heritage language development depends on its integration into broader
communicative contexts. This integration can expand beyond formulaic expressions and more
effectively support children’s heritage language production skills, rather than relying solely on
memorised recitations. Family language policy research may benefit from incorporating L2
acquisition principles, as heritage language learners are acquiring Arabic as a second language,

despite their heritage connection.

Drawing on the discussions above, the following continuum of receptive children’s heritage-
language production is proposed (see Figure 3), based on findings from Chapters 5 and 6. This
continuum captures the range of language output observed among the children of this study, from
repetition to heritage language production at the phrase level and serves as a visual representation

of how differing children’s language practices position them on the proposed continuum.
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Figure 3. Proposed receptive children’s heritage language production continuum

Repetition Word level ‘ Sentence level ’

No

Continuous
Production

| Discourse

Formulaic ‘ Phrase level ’

expressions

The proposed continuum illustrates the progressive development of receptive bilingual
children’s linguistic abilities, ranging from repetition to sentence-level production. The proposed

continuum outlines five key stages of children’s language production:

1. Initial mimicry through direct repetition of parental utterances,

2. Progression to using formulaic expressions,

3. Production of individual words,

4. Combining words into phrases,

5. Producing clauses.

In this study, most children produced utterances that fell between the word-level and phrase-

level. However, Rose and Sami from Family B produced utterances at the clause level. This finding
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is particularly significant, as it may suggest that receptive bilingual children can develop more

advanced productive language skills than previously documented in the academic literature.

In summary, significant variation existed between parental and children’s heritage language
practices. Family B demonstrated low levels of code-mixing and higher daily Arabic use, while
Families A and C showed more code-mixing or limited daily Arabic use, signalling a gap between
parental beliefs and actual practices. In contrast, the children’s reliance on code-mixing as a
language practice indicates limited heritage-language production skills. The children of Family B,
whose parents demonstrated alignment between their beliefs and practices, could form Arabic
phrases and clauses, supporting the proposed heritage language production continuum. Ritual
language use, while aligned with parental beliefs about religious significance, proved formulaic
and infrequent, indicating that sporadic memorised recitations may not sufficiently support
productive skills without broader integration into everyday interactions. What is important,
however, is that parental practices were not solely determined by parental choices but were shaped
by children’s agentive responses. For example, when children exercised compliance, as in Family
B, opportunities for productive language use were created. Conversely, when children resisted, as
when Muhammad persisted in English despite his mother’s Arabic input, parental practices yielded
receptive rather than productive outcomes. Thus, family language practices emerged from the
interaction between parental choices and child agency. In the next subsection, I examine the effect

of language management strategies on the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
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7.1.3 Language management strategies

Language management strategies are the deliberate and explicit efforts applied by members of a
speech community to maintain and develop their heritage language (Caldas, 2012; Spolsky, 2004).
In the context of family language policy, these strategies are often set by members of the speech
community (the parents) to achieve the desired heritage language outcomes (Spolsky, 2004).
Building on the previous discussions of family language beliefs and practices, in this subsection, |
present key findings on the language management strategies families applied, discussing the effects
of these strategies on the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. I argue that although some parents
attempted to apply various language management strategies, the children’s engagement with these
strategies was impacted by their awareness of their perceived receptive bilingualism. This section
proceeds by discussing findings on shared language management strategies between parents and

children, followed by a discussion of parent-specific strategies.

The study’s findings reveal that communication with the extended family, whether face-to-face
or via digital platforms, emerged as a shared language-management strategy among parents and
children across all three families. Parents from all three families encouraged their children to speak
with extended family members locally and overseas, aligning with the parents’ positive beliefs
about preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children to encourage effective communication with
the extended family. However, the children’s engagement with this strategy was often minimal,
restricted to basic greetings and formulaic expressions. The children were also hesitant to speak
with the extended family due to their perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism and fears

of making errors. Therefore, while parents viewed communication with the extended family as an
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opportunity for developing children’s natural language production, children considered this strategy
a challenge. These findings resonate with Wilson’s (2020) study, in which children developed
heritage language anxiety due to fears of making errors and of not being understood by others,
leading to a preference for the dominant language. These findings contribute to theoretical
understanding by demonstrating that children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism
influences how they engage with parent-initiated language management strategies. Future revise

supporting these findings are therefore recommended.

Formal Arabic education, through Saturday bilingual schools or mainstream bilingual
programs, emerged as a language management strategy initiated by parents from all three families
and implemented by the children. However, the children’s application of this strategy varied,
ranging from disliking bilingual schools to citing difficulties and challenges with Modern Standard
Arabic compared to colloquial forms. For example, Muhammad from Family A struggled with
formal Arabic grammar despite attending weekend classes. In Family B, both children withdrew
from Saturday school due to confusion between dialect, Modern Standard Arabic, and Aramaic.
These findings support existing research (e.g., Wilson, 2020) on how children may develop
frustration from attending weekend bilingual programs. A possible explanation for this frustration
is the linguistic gap between the Arabic dialect learned at home and the Modern Standard Arabic
taught at school, which appears to create additional barriers to heritage-language production, as
children struggle to transfer school-based Modern Standard Arabic knowledge into home
communication contexts. These findings have significant implications for heritage language

education programs, suggesting the need for pedagogical approaches that better bridge the gap
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between formal and colloquial Arabic while acknowledging the challenges faced by receptive

bilingual learners.

Although no other shared language management strategies were identified between parents and
children, watching television in Arabic emerged as a shared language management strategy initiated
by parents across all three families, though with notably different implementation patterns. Family
B demonstrated an explicit family language policy through exclusive Arabic media exposure (three
instances observed), creating an immersive environment aligned with their language maintenance
beliefs. In contrast, Families A and C showed sporadic engagement (one instance each), reflecting
a more implicit approach to watching television in Arabic. This variation in implementation and
consistency aligns with De Houwer’s (2007) study, which shows how consistency in parental
application of heritage language practices and strategies affects children’s heritage language
development. De la Piedra (2011) also adds that the use of modern electronic devices and
educational television programs “raises children’s interest in the heritage language, develops meta-
linguistic awareness, provides quality parent-child interactions and time spent together, which has
an inevitable impact on the child’s emotional development as well as on cognitive and linguistic
development” (as cited in Schwartz, 2020, p. 205). While watching television in the heritage
language emerged as a shared language management strategy among the parents, Zauche et al
(2016) caution that watching television alone cannot replace the benefits of direct parent-child
interaction for language development. These findings have important implications for heritage
language programs, indicating that watching television in the heritage language needs to be

integrated with parents’ and children’s conversations rather than relied upon in isolation.
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Corrective feedback emerged as another shared parental language management strategy among
the parents of Families A and B. Family B demonstrated the regular application of corrective
feedback (eight instances), in which the parents corrected the children’s linguistic errors and
encouraged the repetition of correct pronunciation during conversations. In contrast, the mother
from Family A demonstrated limited use of corrective feedback (one instance) through implicit
correction, whereas the parents of Family C exhibited no evidence of this strategy. This variation
in parental use of corrective feedback corresponded with differences in the children’s productive
heritage language skills. In Family B, where corrective feedback was applied consistently, Sami
and Rose were able to produce Arabic at the clause level, suggesting that corrective feedback may
support productive language development. However, research on corrective feedback specifically
within family language policy contexts remains limited compared to classroom-based studies, such
as those by Sheen & Ellis (2011). Nevertheless, the effectiveness of corrective feedback in home
settings may depend on its regular implementation, the consistency with which parents address
errors, and their sensitivity to the child’s receptive bilingual status. These results provide important
implications for heritage language maintenance, indicating that corrective feedback could be an
effective language management strategy to encourage the children’s heritage language production

skills. However, more research is required to confirm this hypothesis.

Parents’ attempts to consistently speak Arabic with their children without code-mixing emerged
as another key finding from the analysis. This language management strategy is challenging to
maintain over time, particularly as parents may inevitably code-mix between their heritage and

dominant languages. Family B demonstrated the highest implementation rate, speaking Arabic
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exclusively (255 out of 305) of their turns, while Families A and C showed lower rates of (161 out
of 480) and (30 out of 412), respectively. This strategy resembles the OPOL (one-parent, one-
language) approach, in which each parent speaks their heritage language exclusively and
consistently to the child (Wilson, 2021). However, De Houwer (2007) and Yamamoto (2001)
observe that maintaining the heritage language consistently is often unrealistic and insufficient for
successful transmission, as parents frequently code-mix between the heritage and dominant
languages. In addition, the current study’s findings extend Paradis and Griiter’s (2014) research by
revealing how different levels of consistency in heritage language use correlate with children’s
language production patterns. The data suggests that while all families recognised the importance
of speaking Arabic consistently, actual implementation varied substantially. Family B’s approach
created more opportunities for children to produce Arabic utterances, whereas Families A and C’s
less consistent use appeared to reinforce receptive rather than productive outcomes. These results
contribute to the theoretical understanding of heritage language maintenance by demonstrating that,
although difficult, consistency in language use may be crucial for supporting productive
bilingualism. The findings also hold significant implications for family language planning,
suggesting that successful heritage language maintenance requires an explicit family language

policy and sustained commitment to language use.

Family B’s use of travelling to the homeland as an immersive and planned language
management strategy emerged as an interesting finding from the parental data. This finding
supports evidence from previous studies on the importance of authentic heritage language exposure

in encouraging children to speak their heritage language (Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kopke, 2019;
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Meisel, 2019; Paradis & Griiter, 2014; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). However, not all families have the
financial or logistical capacity to travel to the homeland, highlighting a key limitation of this
resource-intensive strategy and stressing the need for more accessible local alternatives.
Therefore, while families A and C relied solely on local language management strategies, Family
B’s approach incorporated both local and transnational elements, creating opportunities for
authentic language immersion and development. This observation extends Paradis and Griiter’s
(2014) findings by demonstrating that intensive heritage language exposure periods, such as visits
to the homeland, may accelerate receptive bilingual children’s transition toward productive
language use. The findings contribute to understanding how immersive experiences can
complement other language management strategies, particularly for receptive bilinguals who may
benefit from intensive exposure periods. Although these findings have important implications for
understanding the role of immersive experiences in developing children’s heritage language
productive skills, the data in this study do not provide direct evidence of how the children engaged
with this strategy, as no recordings or observations of homeland visits were captured, a fertile area

for future research.

Further examination of the data revealed that reading in Arabic was the most notably absent
language management strategy across all families, among both parents and children, highlighting
significant implications for heritage language development. The analysis showed that none of the
parents or children engaged in Arabic reading practices beyond reciting religious texts. Murray’s
(2014) research emphasises the crucial role of reading in heritage language development,

highlighting a significant gap in parents’ efforts to maintain their heritage language. While reading
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was not mentioned or observed in parental language management strategies, the children’s data
revealed multiple barriers for the children to read in Arabic, including limited access to Arabic
books, time constraints due to competing academic priorities, and children’s perceptions of their
Arabic reading abilities, as in the case of the children in Families A and B. Children of Family C,
on the other hand, recited the Qur’an in Arabic, which primarily supported memorisation rather
than natural language production. These findings have important implications for heritage language
programs, suggesting the need for targeted interventions that make Arabic reading materials more
accessible and appealing to receptive bilingual children while accounting for their linguistic

challenges.

In summary, although parents initiated multiple language management strategies, the strategies'
effectiveness depended on both parental implementation and children’s agentive choices.
Communication with extended family emerged as the only shared strategy between parents and
children, yet children’s engagement with this strategy was often limited to formulaic expressions.
Watching television in Arabic showed consistent implementation only in Family B, while Saturday
school attendance revealed how children’s agency shaped outcomes. Muhammad’s social isolation
led to disengagement; he described Saturdays as his “worst day.”” Rose withdrew because formal
Arabic was “too hard,” and Sami's participation proved short-lived, acknowledging, “I forgot them
now.” Thus, management strategies did not operate independently of agency; parental agency,
whether active, constrained, or deferred, determined implementation consistency, while child
agency, whether active, constrained, or deferred, shaped actual uptake through compliance,

resistance, or avoidance.
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Based on the discussion of findings presented above on the three components of a family
language policy, and to answer the study’s first research question: To what extent does a family
language policy influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism? — The following conclusion

can be drawn:

First, parental language policy appears to correlate with the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism, depending on the degree of alignment among its three components: beliefs, practices,
and management strategies. When these components align and are implemented consistently,
children may exceed typical receptive bilingual patterns and begin to produce Arabic at the clause
level. Conversely, misalignment between these components appears to reinforce the prevalence of
receptive bilingualism. The key point here is not merely having a language policy but implementing

it consistently across families’ daily routines and interactions.

Second, the children’s awareness of their perceived receptive bilingualism appears to play a
central role in shaping their beliefs and application of both language practices and management
strategies. Children who were aware of their perceived receptive bilingualism often disliked
speaking Arabic, restricted their Arabic interactions with extended family members, and exhibited
reluctance to participate in or apply language management strategies, thereby reinforcing the
prevalence of receptive bilingualism despite parental efforts. Having examined the effects of family
language policy components on the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, I will now discuss

findings on parental and child agency and their influence on receptive bilingualism.
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7.2 Agency and receptive bilingualism

In light of the discussion above, I now turn to the thesis’s second sub-question: How does agency
relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism? To explore this question further, it is important
to remind the reader of the definition of agency. In a family language policy context, parental
agency was defined in this study as family members’ capacity to act and make choices that shape
heritage language outcomes, while recognising that such choices are both enabled and constrained
by structural forces (Ahearn, 2001; Giddens, 1984; Kuczynski, 2002). On the other hand, child
agency was defined as the children’s capacity to act and make choices to comply with, negotiate,
participate in, reject, defy or resist the family language policy as “children are still acquiring the
sociocultural knowledge (including language) necessary for their capacity to act” (Smith-
Christmas, 2020, p. 218). Both parent and child agencies were further conceptualised in this thesis
as active, constrained or deferred. In addition, as proposed in the theoretical framework (Chapter
3), agency functions not as a fourth component of Spolsky’s model but as a mediating process that
shapes the translation of language beliefs into practices and management strategies. The findings
from Chapters 5 and 6 revealed that the type of agency exercised, whether active, constrained, or
deferred, appears to influence the degree of alignment among family language policy components
and, consequently, the heritage language outcome. As such, I begin the discussion with active
agency, from both parents’ and children’s perspectives, followed by an analysis of findings on
constrained agency, and finally, an evaluation of deferred agency. Each form of agency is examined

in relation to its influence on family language policy and receptive bilingualism.

259



Chapter Seven Discussion of Findings
7.2.1 Active agency

Active agency emerged from the data as intentional engagement, in which parents make choices
that could mediate the translation of their language beliefs into supportive practices and strategies,
and children choose to comply with, negotiate, or participate in the family language policy. Drawing
on the data from Chapters 5 and 6, the following paragraphs present findings illustrating how
parents and children exercised active agency and how such agency affected the family language
policy and the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. In the following, it will be shown that active
parental agency, observed primarily in the parents of Family B, combined with the children’s
compliance with that policy, appeared to create opportunities for the children to develop their

productive skills and was associated with a reduced prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Setting an explicit family language policy and the children’s compliance with that policy
emerged as the main finding of active agency in Family B. By applying an explicit family language
policy where the parents collaborated, prioritised and planned to speak only Arabic at home and
limited code-mixing, the parents of Family B exercised their agency to mediate the translation of
their beliefs in preserving Arabic and teaching it to the children into supportive language practices
and management strategies and created an immersive language learning environment that enabled
the children to speak Arabic at the clause level. This planning aligns with Srhir’s (2020) research,
which showed that parents exercised active agency by planning their family language policy

through explicit decisions that encourage and support children’s heritage language development.

In contrast, Rose and Sami, the children of Family B, also exercised active child agency in two

ways: first, by expressing a willingness to speak Arabic despite their perceived awareness of their
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receptive bilingualism, and second, by complying with and participating in the family language
policy. These forms of active agency were evident in both interview responses and observed
interactions. Thus, the parents and children of Family B exercised active agency, resonating with
Said & Zhu’s (2019) findings, which show that children who comply with parental language choices
are often aware of the family’s language policy and tend to apply their agency to show commitment
to family values. These findings highlight the importance of active parental and child agency in
supporting heritage language maintenance, demonstrating that parental efforts, combined with
children’s compliance with and participation in the family language policy, are fundamental to

reducing the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

Another important finding emerging from the data on active agency is parental joint
commitment to implementing a family language policy that provides the children with opportunities
for language learning and development. As documented in Chapter 5, the parents of Family B
exercised active agency by committing to applying consistent language practices and strategies,
offering Rose and Sami continuous opportunities to learn and speak Arabic, whether by consistently
speaking Arabic, applying corrective feedback or visiting the homeland, thereby supporting the

children’s heritage language development.

In response, Rose and Sami demonstrated their own active agency by complying and engaging
with these practices and strategies, attempting to speak Arabic during interactions, even when they
were initially reluctant. For example, Sami tried to count in Arabic despite initial reluctance,
illustrating that active child agency is not static, where Sami’s initial reluctance shifted to

compliance through parental scaffolding, demonstrating how agency can be negotiated within
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interactions. Nonetheless, the study’s findings are consistent with those of Curdt-Christiansen &
Wang (2018), Kuczynski (2002), and Srhir (2020), who observed that active parental agency
exercised through deliberate language policy implementation encourages children to comply with
and engage in the heritage language. Therefore, Family B’s commitment to implementing a family
language policy through collaborative decision-making provided opportunities for language
learning, which reduced the prevalence of receptive bilingualism and increased productive skills,
as evidenced by Rose and Sami’s ability to produce clauses in Arabic, a level of production not
observed among other children. These findings have significant implications for heritage language
maintenance, suggesting that consistent parental commitment to the family language policy can
encourage children to comply with and participate in the family language policy, which may reduce

the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.

In contrast to these findings, one significant and unexpected finding emerging from the data is
that the parents of Families A and C exercised constrained agency rather than active agency, despite
the children’s willingness to comply with and participate in the family's language policy. Children,
such as Muhammad from Family A and Fayrouz and Kawthar from Family C, expressed a
willingness to comply with the family language policy and to speak Arabic if they were able to do
so. However, structural constraints, including time pressures, competing demands, and, in Family
A, the father’s limited Arabic proficiency, limited parents’ capacity to translate their beliefs into
consistent practices and strategies. As a result, the parents did not plan an explicit family language
policy or create an environment where beliefs, practices, and strategies align to support children’s

heritage language productive skills.
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The presence of constrained rather than active parental agency appears to correlate with
children’s positioning at the lower end of the proposed heritage language production continuum
(see Figure 3), where, for example, the children of Family C were limited to polar responses and
formulaic expressions rather than constructing phrases and clauses in Arabic. Constrained parental
agency, therefore, emerges as a contributing factor to the persistence of receptive bilingualism. This
finding contributes to the literature by revealing how receptive bilingualism can persist despite
children’s willingness to participate in the family language policy, when parental agency is

constrained by structural forces.

Overall, the discussion of findings presented in this subsection examined how parental and child
agency affect the prevalence of receptive bilingualism and argued that active parental agency
exercised through collaborative decision making where parents, together, set and applied an explicit
family language policy that aligns beliefs, practices and management strategies created
opportunities for children to develop their productive skills and reduce the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism, as exemplified by the parents of Family B. The children of Family B also exercised
active agency and demonstrated commitment to family values by complying with their parents’
choices and attempting to speak Arabic despite their awareness of their perceived receptive
bilingualism. In contrast, an interesting and unexpected finding emerging from the data is that
children of Families A and C expressed a willingness to comply with the family language policy;
however, their parents exercised constrained rather than active agency due to structural limitations.

This mismatch shows that although children’s active agency is important, active parental agency is
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indispensable for mediating the translation of beliefs into consistent practices and strategies. In the

next subsection, I discuss findings related to constrained agency.

7.2.2 Constrained agency

Building upon previous findings on active agency, this section shifts focus to constrained
agency and its impact on receptive bilingualism. In this study, constrained parental agency refers
to constrained engagement, in which structural forces, such as limited heritage-language
proficiency, time pressures, or limited access to resources, limit parents’ capacity to translate their
language beliefs into supportive practices and strategies. When operating under such constraints,
parents may resort to inconsistent practices, coercive approaches, or rely on external factors, such
as community schools, for heritage language support (Hatoss, 2019; Romanowski, 2021). In
contrast, constrained child agency involves children choosing to defy, challenge, or resist the family
language policy by rejecting parental language choices (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang, 2020; Gyogi,
2015; Kuczynski, 2002; Wang & Obaidul-Hamid, 2022), often shaped by children’s limited
productive skills in the heritage language, which constrains their capacity to comply even when
willing to do so. This section illustrates how, from a parental perspective, constrained agency
contributes to misalignment between the components of the family language policy, affecting the
heritage language outcome. From a child’s perspective, constrained child agency, characterised by
rejection, defiance, or resistance to the family language policy, also affects the heritage language

outcome.

Unilateral decision-making about the heritage language emerged as an example of constrained

parental agency in Family A. The mother’s decision to speak Arabic with the children while
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assigning the father to speak only English was shaped by a structural constraint: the father’s limited
Arabic proficiency. While well-intended, this unilateral approach marginalised the father's
participation in the family language policy, despite his initial willingness to contribute, thereby
reducing potential Arabic exposure from two parents to one. These findings align with Luykx’s
(2003) observations that language choices within the family determine the maintenance, survival,
and intergenerational transmission of heritage languages. Unlike Family B, where both parents
collaborated in implementing a supportive language policy, Family A’s unilateral approach was
constrained by the father’s limited Arabic proficiency, which has created barriers to children’s
heritage language development by limiting Arabic input to one parent. This finding extends the
current understanding of how constrained parental agency, exercised through unilateral decision-

making in response to structural limitations, impacts children’s heritage language outcomes.

Another significant finding is that parents of Family A, operating under constrained agency,
resorted to coercive rather than supportive approaches to encourage the children to speak Arabic.
As stated by Muhammad (see Chapter 6), the father of Family A enforces a coercive language
policy by shouting at the children for not speaking Arabic. Similarly, the mother’s rhetorical
questioning of why Muhammad should learn Arabic reflected a coercive approach that emerged
from, rather than constituted, constrained parental agency. Consequently, Muhammad also
exercised constrained agency by defying such approaches and deliberately speaking English despite
parental expectations. However, Muhammad’s defiance appears to be shaped by his limited
productive skills, which constrained his capacity to comply even when he was willing to do so. A

possible explanation for Muhammad’s defiance is that enforced approaches and language policies
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may create anxiety rather than support natural language development, affecting the children’s
willingness to speak Arabic and instilling a negative association with the language, which can lead
to resistance and limited progress beyond receptive bilingualism. This finding broadly supports the
work of other studies in this area, which link coercive approaches arising from constrained parental
agency to hindering heritage language production skills and not producing the desired heritage
language outcomes (Armstrong, 2014; Hatoss, 2019; Romanowski, 2021). Moreover, this finding
highlights the significance of empathetic approaches that encourage children to speak their heritage
languages. Even if parents hold positive heritage language beliefs, a coercive approach can erode
children’s confidence and build defiance or resistance in children toward speaking their heritage

language.

Another important finding emerging from the data is that some children exercised constrained
agency by deliberately speaking English despite parental expectations to speak Arabic, which may
be contributing to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. In Family A, the children consistently
spoke English; Muhammad, for example, stated that he speaks English 23 hours a day, 7 days a
week, overriding and challenging his mother’s language choices and demonstrating a clear
preference for the dominant language, often linking this to limited heritage-language production
skills. Similarly, children in Family C chose to speak English rather than Arabic, citing language
difficulties. Even in Family B, where children predominantly exercised active agency, Rose
acknowledged preferring English in certain contexts, illustrating that active and constrained agency
are not mutually exclusive but can coexist within the same child depending on the interactional

context. This deliberate preference for English over Arabic may suggest that the children are
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exercising constrained agency stemming from their perceived awareness of their receptive
bilingualism rather than defying the family language policy. The children’s perceived awareness of
their receptive bilingualism influenced the type of agency they exercised, aligning with Degu’s
(2021) findings that children’s limited linguistic competence in their heritage language leads them

to establish monolingual norms and prefer speaking the dominant language.

In conclusion, in this subsection, I discussed how constrained agency from parents’ and
children’s perspectives relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, arguing that parental and
children’s constrained agencies are influenced by different factors. Firstly, findings identify
unilateral decision-making by parents, particularly in Family A, as an example of constrained
parental agency. The mother’s decision to exclude the father from the family’s language policy was
shaped by a structural constraint: his limited Arabic proficiency, thereby reducing the children’s
exposure to Arabic and limiting their opportunities to develop heritage-language skills. Secondly,
when operating under a constrained agency, parents may resort to coercive approaches, which
create tension between parents and children and lead children to resist or avoid participating in the
family language policy. Thirdly, the section highlighted how children in Families A and C exercised
constrained agency by deliberately choosing to speak English, reflecting their perceived awareness
of their receptive bilingualism. Even children in Family B, who predominantly exercised active
agency, demonstrated constrained agency in certain contexts, illustrating the fluid nature of agency
across interactions. Thus, in line with the proposed extension of Spolsky’s model of language

policy, constrained agency disrupts the alignment of parental beliefs, practices, and management
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strategies, contributing to a cycle in which children’s receptive bilingualism is reinforced and

productive language development remains limited.

7.2.3 Deferred agency

Building on the findings of active and constrained agency, in this final subsection, I present key
findings on deferred agency. Deferred agency, whether parental or child, refers to intentional non-
intervention, in which family members choose not to engage with the family’s language policy,
even when the capacity to do so may exist. However, deferred child agency, in which children
understand Arabic but continue to speak English, may be a characteristic of early receptive bilingual
development. The findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6 reveal that younger children tend to
exercise deferred agency and default to the dominant language if parental guidance or a family
language policy is absent. Three key findings emerged regarding deferred agency: parents allowing
children to set the home language, the absence of support and encouragement for Arabic learning

and speaking, and children not complying with or resisting the family language policy.

Allowing the children to set the home language was an example of deferred parental agency in
Family C, where both parents stated that maintaining and teaching Arabic was important, but did
not make choices to support the children’s heritage-language production skills, instead allowing the
children to set the home language. This hands-off approach led the children to speak only English,
as Arabic was neither supported nor integrated into daily language activities, resulting in
insufficient exposure to Arabic. These findings extend prior research by demonstrating that deferred
agency, specifically allowing children to set home language, contributes to insufficient heritage

language exposure; limited heritage language production skills are closely associated with
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insufficient heritage language exposure (Armon-Lotem, 2018; Kopke, 2019; Meisel, 2019; Paradis
& Griiter, 2014; Sherkina-Lieber, 2020). The findings also suggest that deferred parental agency,
characterised by allowing children to set the home language, is directly linked to minimal heritage
language exposure, which fails to create a conducive environment for heritage language

maintenance and restricts the children’s opportunities to develop productive Arabic language skills.

Another key finding related to deferred parental agency that emerged in Family C is the absence
of support and encouragement for Arabic learning or speaking. The parents exercised deferred
agency by taking a neutral stance that neither supported nor encouraged the children in activities
that could stimulate and develop their Arabic language skills. For instance, Family C’s lack of
language practices and management strategies, such as constant code-mixing and inconsistent
conversation in Arabic, created an environment where children were exposed to Arabic only
sporadically. This finding illustrates how deferred agency, distinct from constrained agency,
manifests as intentional non-intervention, thereby creating conditions conducive to receptive

bilingualism.

In contrast to the deferred agency exercised by parents, deferred child agency was primarily
observed among younger children rather than older ones. Ayman (5) from Family A and Ahmad
(5) from Family C showed patterns of deferred child agency by neither complying with nor resisting
their parents’ language policy. Children who showed patterns of deferred agency typically
understood parental Arabic instructions yet responded solely in English. The children neither
complied with nor defied their parents’ language policy, nor did they attempt to speak Arabic. These

findings suggest that this form of child agency aligns with deferred parental agency: when parents
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do not prompt or reinforce Arabic, children also exercise deferred agency and adopt a neutral stance,
refraining from participating or defying the family’s language policy. However, whether younger
children’s non-engagement reflects deferred agency or constrained agency warrants consideration.
The data suggests elements of both: these children understood Arabic but did not attempt

production, indicating comprehension capacity alongside production constraints.

In conclusion, in this section, I discussed findings on parental and child agency and attempted
to answer the research question: How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism? 1 argued that each form of active, constrained, and deferred agency from both
parents’ and children’s perspectives mediates the translation of beliefs into practices and strategies,
thereby affecting the family language policy and the heritage language outcome. When active
parental agency, characterised by parental collaboration, was exercised, the children progressed to
producing Arabic phrases and clauses. Constrained agency, characterised by structural limitations
such as limited heritage language proficiency and time pressures, reduced the children’s
opportunities to develop their heritage language production skills. Under such constraints, parents
resorted to coercive approaches, and children's resistance was shaped by their perceived awareness
of their receptive bilingualism, which led them to choose to speak English. Deferred agency
involved parents choosing not to support and encourage the children to speak the heritage language,
and the children neither complied with nor resisted the family language policy, showing
indifference towards using and speaking Arabic, resulting in the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism among the children. In the final section of this chapter, I synthesise the overall findings

270



Chapter Seven Discussion of Findings
on how family language policy and agency collectively affect the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism among English-Arabic-speaking families in Australia.

7.3 Chapter summary
In this chapter, I synthesised and discussed key findings on how family language policy and
agency affect the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among English-Arabic-speaking families in
Australia, addressing the overarching research question: To what extent does a family language

policy influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?

In addressing the first sub-question, how do the components of a family language policy relate
to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism? The findings revealed that parental family language
policy influences the prevalence of receptive bilingualism by aligning or misaligning beliefs,
practices, and management strategies. Families that implemented an explicit and collaborative
family language policy, as seen in Family B, reduced the prevalence of receptive bilingualism.
Conversely, misalignment between the family language components, as observed in Families A and
C, perpetuated the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. These findings confirm the hypothesis that
the alignment between the family language policy components is crucial for developing children’s

heritage language productive skills.

With respect to the second sub-question: How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive
bilingualism? The findings revealed that agency operates as a mediating process shaping the
translation of beliefs into practices and strategies. In Family B, active parental agency mediated this

translation, enabling children to progress along the proposed continuum of heritage language
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production. This was complemented by children’s active agency through compliance and
participation in the family language policy. Constrained agency, characterised by structural
limitations, disrupted alignment between beliefs and practices in Family A. Under such constraints,
parents resorted to coercive approaches, and children, whose resistance was shaped by their limited
productive skills, chose to speak English. Deferred agency, observed in Family C, involved parents
choosing not to engage with the family language policy, and younger children neither complied nor
resisted, with comprehension exceeding production, suggesting early receptive bilingualism. These
findings support the study’s hypothesis that agency mediates the relationship among the family
language policy components, shaping whether children develop productive or receptive
bilingualism. Finally, the longitudinal design enabled observation of evolving dynamics. In Family
C, for example, parents adjusted their practices over time, illustrating changes that a cross-sectional
study may have missed. The next chapter will conclude the thesis by summarising its key findings,

contributions, and implications and identifying avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION

8.0 Introduction

Since its emergence, family language policy has become a significant research field
investigating critical factors that affect heritage language maintenance among bilingual families.
Although considerable attention has been given to heritage language maintenance, little attention
has been paid to receptive bilingualism in family language policy studies. To address this gap in
the literature and drawing upon inspiration from both the scholarly literature and my personal
experiences with heritage language maintenance and the challenges of raising bilingual children,
the primary aim of this thesis was to investigate how a family language policy mediated by agency
relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, among Arabic-English-speaking families in
Australia, drawing on both parent and child perspectives.

For my investigation, I employed an ethnographically informed case study approach, guided
and framed within Spolsky’s model of language policy, which categorises a language policy as
comprising three independent yet interrelated components: language beliefs, practices, and
management strategies. What emerged from the preliminary chapters was the need to extend
Spolsky’s model of language policy by positioning agency not as a fourth component, but as a
mediating process that shapes and helps translate parental beliefs into supportive language practices
and strategies. Guided by the overarching research question: To what extent does a family
language policy influence the prevalence of receptive bilingualism? 1 conceptualised that family
language policy as a co-constructed process shaped by both parental and child agency. This was

further explored through two specific sub-questions:
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1. How do the components of a family language policy relate to the prevalence of receptive

bilingualism?

2. How does agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism?

By addressing these questions through the collected data, I sought to contribute to a deeper
understanding of how the components of family language policy, shaped by both parental and
child agency, correlate with the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. In this final chapter, I
summarise the thesis’s findings and situate them within broader theoretical and practical contexts.
I begin by outlining the key findings and contributions of the study. I then reflect on the study’s
theoretical, methodological, and practical implications, before considering its limitations and
proposing directions for future research. Finally, I conclude the chapter with final reflections and

closing remarks.

8.1 Summary of findings
Guided by the proposed extension of Spolsky’s model of language policy, in this section, I
present the key findings of the thesis, emphasising their relevance to the study’s aim, research
questions by showing how receptive bilingualism was found to be correlated with multiple
interconnected factors, particularly, the family language policy parents apply, mediated by agency,

and the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism.

First, I demonstrated in Chapter 5 that the alignment between the three components of family
language policy—beliefs, practices, and management strategies—is critical for translating parental

beliefs into supportive heritage language practices and strategies. Alignment among these
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components produced a family language policy that supports heritage language production,
whereas misalignment—even when positive beliefs were present—Ilimited the translation of those
beliefs into supportive practices and strategies, thereby reinforcing receptive bilingualism. Thus,
Family B, whose parents collaboratively established an explicit family language policy with
aligned beliefs, practices, and strategies, demonstrated greater success in encouraging children to
speak Arabic, with Rose and Sami producing utterances at the clause level. In contrast, in Families
A and C, where misalignment between components was evident, the children showed patterns
consistent with receptive bilingualism, with children’s production limited to word-level code-

mixing or formulaic expressions.

In Chapter 5, I also discussed the role of parental agency in shaping both the family language
policy and heritage language outcomes. Three forms of agency emerged from the data. In Family
B, active parental agency, characterised by intentional engagement through collaborative decision-
making, created alignment among the family language policy components, enabling children to
progress to producing Arabic at the clause level. In Family A, constrained parental agency,
characterised by constrained engagement through unilateral decisions and coercive enforcement,
created conditions where children resisted the family language policy, contributing to the
prevalence of receptive bilingualism. In Family C, deferred parental agency, characterised by
intentional non-intervention, created conditions in which children set the home language with no
encouragement of Arabic, resulting in production limited to formulaic expressions and polar
responses. Thus, while active agency created alignment between beliefs, practices, and strategies,

constrained and deferred agency disrupted this alignment, reinforcing receptive bilingualism. These

275



Chapter Eight Conclusion
findings address the second research sub-question and introduce a triadic conceptualisation of

agency to family language policy scholarship.

Then, I proceeded to Chapter 6 to answer research sub-questions 1 and 2 from the children’s
perspectives, and I found that the children’s family language policy was shaped by their perceived
awareness of receptive bilingualism, as expressed in their explicit statements about understanding
Arabic but struggling to speak it. First, not all children held positive beliefs about their heritage
language; some associated speaking Arabic with difficulties experienced at Saturday Arabic
community schools, including confusion between Modern Standard Arabic and dialect and social
isolation within these settings. Second, the children’s awareness of their receptive bilingualism
influenced their language practices; children primarily employed code-mixing due to reluctance,
fear of making mistakes, or frustration stemming from limited productive skills. Third, although
parents established language management strategies, children struggled to engage with them.
Therefore, receptive bilingualism emerged as both a product and a driver of the children’s language

beliefs, practices, and engagement with parent-initiated management strategies.

In Chapters 6 and 7, I also highlighted the role of child agency in family language policy, which
operated differently from parental agency. Active child agency was characterised by children’s
compliance and participation in the family language policy, even when they initially expressed
difficulty or reluctance. Constrained child agency, marked by resistance and defiance, was driven
by children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism. Deferred child agency,
predominantly observed among younger children, reflected non-engagement with the family

language policy, where the children understood Arabic but continued responding in English,
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suggesting early stages of receptive bilingualism rather than resistance. Importantly, unlike
parental agency, child agency did not mediate the translation of beliefs into supportive practices
and strategies. Rather, the children’s perceived awareness of their receptive bilingualism shaped
their beliefs, practices, and engagement with parent-initiated management strategies. This
represents a refinement of the proposed theoretical framework that, while agency mediates the
translation of beliefs into practices for parents, for children, the children’s awareness of their
receptive bilingualism itself drives the relationship between family language policy components.

Together, the findings from Chapters 5, 6, and 7 answer the overarching research question and
demonstrate that while family language policy relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism,
it is not just the presence of beliefs, practices, and strategies that matter, but their alignment,
mediated by agency. When an active agency creates alignment among these components,
productive bilingualism is more likely to develop. Conversely, when agency is constrained or
deferred, receptive bilingualism tends to prevail, provided there is some heritage-language

exposure from parents.

8.2 The study’s implications and contributions
Drawing on the findings above, I now turn to the theoretical, methodological, and practical
implications of the study. First, I discuss how positioning agency as a mediating process within
Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy extends existing theoretical frameworks and offers
new insights into how beliefs, practices, and management strategies interact to influence heritage
language outcomes. Second, I outline how the ethnographically informed case study approach

enabled in-depth exploration of family language policy, demonstrating the value of qualitative
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methods in capturing naturalistic data that enhance our understanding of receptive bilingualism.
Finally, I offer practical guidance for families, educators, and policymakers, providing
recommendations for supporting productive bilingualism and addressing the challenges of

receptive bilingualism.

8.2.1 Theoretical implications and contributions

In this thesis, I make important theoretical contributions to the field of family language policy,
bilingualism, and heritage language maintenance by advancing our understanding of how a family
language policy and agency impact receptive bilingualism. By investigating the intersection of

these three elements, this research makes the following contributions:

1. Contribution to existing theories

The study builds on and extends Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy by positioning agency
not as a fourth component, but as a mediating process that shapes the translation of beliefs into
practices and management strategies. While Spolsky’s model provides the foundation for
understanding language policy and is widely used to examine language policies at family,
institutional, and community levels, this study demonstrates that the mere presence of positive
beliefs, practices, and strategies does not guarantee heritage language maintenance or the desired
heritage language outcome. Rather, agency, particularly active agency, exercised through
collaborative parental decision-making, mediates whether and how beliefs are translated into
supportive practices and strategies. Furthermore, the findings demonstrate that family language

policy is not a top-down process driven solely by parents, but a co-constructed process shaped by

278



Chapter Eight Conclusion
both parents and children, with child agency either supporting or undermining parental efforts.
These findings suggest that theoretical models of language policy should account for agency as a
mediating process, particularly at the micro-level of family interactions, to gain a more

comprehensive understanding of heritage language outcomes.

8.2.2 Methodological implications and contributions
This study makes methodological contributions to family language policy research through its
ethnographically informed case study approach. By employing multiple data collection methods
and analysing family language policy from both parents' and children's perspectives, this research
demonstrates the value of in-depth qualitative investigation in understanding receptive

bilingualism.

1. Methodological implications and contributions

The ethnographically informed case study design, not typical in family language policy research,
provided rich, contextualised data on how family language policy operates in practice. Through
interviews, observations, informal discussions with children, and audio recordings of parent-child
interactions over a three-month period, the study captured the language practices and strategies of
both parents and children, offering triangulation that strengthened the validity of the findings. A
key methodological contribution was the inclusion of children’s voices as active participants,
whose voices are often underrepresented in family language policy research. This approach
highlighted the importance of recognising children as agents and co-constructors of family

language policy.
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2. Applications for future research

While many family language policy studies rely primarily on parental interviews or surveys,
the methodological approach used in this study, integrating ethnographic perspectives with
longitudinal, naturalistic audio-recordings, can serve as a model for future research on family
language policy and receptive bilingualism. Researchers could replicate this design in different
cultural and linguistic settings to explore cross-cultural variations in family language policy. Future
studies might also benefit from combining qualitative and quantitative methods, such as
incorporating language proficiency assessments alongside ethnographic data, to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of how family language policy and agency shape heritage language
outcomes. Additionally, more structured recording protocols, such as scheduled daily recordings or
researcher-controlled recording devices, could address the limitation of participant-selected

recordings and capture a fuller range of family language practices.

8.2.3 Practical implications and contributions

In this final and important section on the study’s implications and contributions, I discuss the
practical implications drawn from this study’s findings on family language policy and receptive
bilingualism. The findings revealed significant implications for families, educators, and
policymakers regarding how to support children's heritage language development beyond
receptive bilingualism. [ begin by examining implications for families, followed by
recommendations for educators and heritage language programs, and finally, suggestions for

policymakers.
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1. Recommendations for families

If families wish to support their children’s productive bilingualism and reduce the prevalence
of receptive bilingualism, recognising the alignment between their language beliefs, practices, and
management strategies may be beneficial. The following recommendations emerged from the

study’s findings:

e Parents should address any conflicting beliefs and avoid unilateral decision-making,
particularly when one parent has limited heritage language proficiency. This study found
that collaborative parental decision-making was associated with more desirable heritage
language outcomes.

e Parents should involve children in the development of the family language policy,
considering their preferences, interests, and challenges, to allow them to develop a sense
of ownership and active agency. This recommendation addresses the study’s findings
about the importance of active child agency in heritage language development and

maintenance.

e Parents need to aim to maintain consistent use of and exposure to the heritage language in
daily interactions wherever possible, while recognising that complete consistency may be
challenging to achieve. The study found that higher rates of heritage language use in daily
routines were associated with children’s ability to produce heritage language utterances

beyond the word level.

281



Chapter Eight Conclusion
e Parents need to recognise that while Saturday schools and television can support language
learning, these strategies should complement rather than replace back-and-forth daily

heritage language conversations.

e Families need to consider strategies to integrate religious and cultural activities into daily
communication, moving beyond formulaic expressions to encourage natural language

production.

e Parents could create a supportive linguistic environment by engaging children in heritage
language practices and strategies such as storytelling, playing games, or attending cultural
events. This is particularly important given the study’s finding that Family B’s consistent

use of Arabic led to better children’s heritage language outcomes.

2. Recommendations for educators and heritage language programs

Heritage language educators play a crucial role in supporting family language policy outside
the home. Based on the study’s findings, particularly children’s experiences with Saturday school,

the following recommendations are proposed:

e Heritage language programs need to design curricula that emphasise productive
language skills, incorporating conversational practice alongside reading and writing
activities. The study found that children require more opportunities to develop their
heritage language production skills beyond memorisation and recitation.

e Language schools should address challenges related to language variety and social

integration, particularly the mixing of Modern Standard Arabic with dialect, and the
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social isolation some children experience. Ensuring children feel supported and
included may improve engagement with heritage language programs.

e Educators should collaborate with families to align educational efforts with family
language policy, creating a cohesive approach to language maintenance. The study
identified disconnects between home dialect use and the formal Arabic taught in

schools, which contributed to children’s negative beliefs about speaking Arabic.

3. Policy recommendations and community support

Policymakers and community leaders also play a crucial role in supporting the maintenance of

heritage languages. Based on this study’s findings regarding the challenges families face in

maintaining Arabic, the following recommendations are proposed.

Governments should invest in quality-controlled, accessible, and affordable heritage
language programs, such as Saturday schools or mainstream bilingual schools, ensuring
appropriate curriculum design and addressing issues of language varieties identified in
this study.

Policymakers should develop initiatives to raise awareness about the benefits of
bilingualism and the phenomenon of receptive bilingualism, encouraging families to
implement language practices and strategies that support productive skills.

Community organisations should provide resources and support networks for immigrant
families, including addressing the social isolation identified in this study and encouraging

connections that reinforce heritage language use.
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e (ultural organisations should create opportunities for heritage language speakers to

interact in meaningful ways, moving beyond formulaic expressions to encourage natural
language production in social settings.

Overall, the implications of this research enhance our understanding of family language policy,
providing insights for families, educators, and policymakers. For families, supportive language
practices and strategies, as well as the children’s involvement in the family language policy, are
essential to reduce the prevalence of receptive bilingualism. For educators, curriculum
development should focus on methods to develop the children’s productive skills and social
integration. For policymakers, quality-controlled programs and community support are essential.
Implementation of these recommendations may support immigrant families who wish to maintain

their heritage languages. In the next section, I outline the study’s limitations.

8.3 Limitations of the study and directions for future research
Although this study contributes to the literature by investigating how family language policy
and agency relate to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism, several limitations must be
acknowledged. These limitations concern the scope of the study, data collection, and methodology.
In this section, I critically reflect on these limitations and their potential impact on the findings,
while providing constructive suggestions for future research. These limitations, although
unavoidable, provide opportunities for future research to build upon and refine the current study’s

contributions.
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8.3.1 Theoretical limitations

1. Scope of the study

This study exclusively examined receptive bilingualism among Arabic-English-speaking
families in Australia, which may limit the generalisability of the findings to other immigrant
communities, particularly those from different linguistic or cultural backgrounds. The cultural and
linguistic specificity of the study means that its conclusions may not be universally applicable. For
example, the role of religion in shaping family language beliefs or the challenges of institutional
support may differ across other heritage language contexts. Future research could expand the scope
to include diverse linguistic and cultural groups. Comparative studies across immigrant
communities could identify universal patterns and context-specific challenges, contributing to a

more comprehensive understanding of family language policy and receptive bilingualism.

2. Limited prior research on the topic

A limitation I encountered in this study was the scarcity of prior research specifically addressing
the relationship between family language policy, agency, and receptive bilingualism among
bilingual families. While extensive literature exists on family language policy and heritage language
maintenance, research examining how agency relates to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism
remains limited. This gap made it challenging for me to contextualise findings about child agency
and its relationship to receptive bilingualism. Furthermore, the lack of comparative studies made it
difficult to verify whether the patterns identified in this study reflect broader trends in heritage

language development. Future research across different linguistic communities would enable
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comparative analysis and contribute to more comprehensive theoretical frameworks for

understanding how agency shapes heritage language outcomes.

8.3.2 Methodological and ethical limitations

1. Qualitative approach limitations

I employed a qualitative methodology, prioritising depth and context over breadth and
statistical generalizability. While this approach enabled me to conduct a detailed exploration of
family language policy and receptive bilingualism, it limited my ability to quantify patterns and
their significance. My analysis of beliefs, practices, and management strategies relied on
interpretative methods rather than statistical measurements of their frequency or impact. For
example, while the study I conducted revealed that Family B’s consistent use of Arabic led to
better outcomes, I was unable to quantitatively measure the relationship between language
exposure and productive skills. Although my study’s ethnographic approach provided rich insights
into family interactions, the reliance on primarily qualitative data affects the precision and

generalisability of my findings.

2. Sample size and sampling limitations

The study’s reliance on a small sample size, a common feature of qualitative research, presents
a limitation in my research. While the three participating families or cases provided detailed data
on family language policy and receptive bilingualism, the small sample may mean that specific
experiences or perspectives are underrepresented. This limitation was partially addressed through

in-depth data collection methods, including interviews, observations, and audio recordings, which
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provided rich insights into each family’s language practices and strategies. Future research could
incorporate mixed-methods approaches to balance depth and breadth, and expand the sample to

include families from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and family structures.

Additionally, as outlined in Chapter 4 (Methodology), children who did not speak or
demonstrate understanding of Arabic were excluded from this study. This decision was necessary
to focus the analysis on receptive bilingualism; however, this sampling criterion has implications
for the generalisability of the findings. First, by excluding children with no receptive competence,
this study cannot speak to the full range of heritage language trajectories. Complete language loss,
in which children neither understand nor produce Arabic, may result from severely misaligned or
absent family language policy, yet such cases fall outside the scope of this analysis. The findings
presented here thus reflect a particular segment of heritage language outcomes (receptive
bilingualism) rather than the full continuum from balanced bilingualism to complete language

shift.

Second, the absence of data on children with no Arabic proficiency may obscure patterns of
family language policy misalignment that result in language attrition or loss. In families where
parental agency is more constrained or entirely deferred, or where there is complete misalignment
between beliefs, practices, and management, children may not develop even receptive
bilingualism. Such cases would challenge the model proposed in this thesis, suggesting that the
relationship between agency and receptive bilingualism operates only within a certain range of

heritage language exposure.
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Reflecting on how such cases might extend the proposed model, it is plausible that complete
language loss may represent an extreme outcome of deferred parental agency combined with
constrained or deferred child agency, where neither parent nor child engages with the heritage
language. In such scenarios, the co-constructive dynamic between parental and child agency that
this thesis identifies may be absent altogether, resulting not in receptive bilingualism but in
monolingualism in the dominant language. Future research would benefit from including families
across the full spectrum of heritage language outcomes, including those in which children have no

heritage language proficiency, to test and extend the proposed theoretical framework.

These limitations do not invalidate the findings but contextualise them within a specific
segment of heritage language experience. The patterns identified regarding active, constrained,
and deferred agency and their association with receptive bilingualism apply to families where some
degree of heritage language transmission has occurred. Whether these patterns hold, or how they

might differ, in cases of complete language loss remains an open question for future investigation.

3. Researcher’s presence

My presence during family observations may have influenced participants’ natural language
practices and parent-child interactions. While I made efforts to minimise this effect by building
rapport and spending extended time with each family, some parents or children may have adjusted
their usual language practices and strategies, especially when demonstrating their Arabic language
use. To address this, I collected audio recordings when I was not present, though participants

remained aware they were being recorded, which may have continued to influence their language
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choices. Future studies could mitigate this limitation by employing more naturalistic data
collection methods, such as parent-recorded interactions or extended observation periods, to more

accurately capture authentic language use.

4. Researcher Positionality

As aresearcher with personal experience in heritage language maintenance and being a member
of the Arabic-speaking community, my positionality may have influenced data collection and
interpretation. Although this insider status facilitated trust and rapport with participating families,
it may have affected how questions were framed and how participants’ responses were interpreted.
While I maintained a reflexive approach through detailed field notes and regular self-reflection,
my familiarity with language maintenance challenges among Arabic-English speaking families
might have influenced which aspects of family language policy received more attention during
data collection and analysis. To address this limitation, I engaged in regular discussions with my
supervisors and documented my decision-making processes throughout the research. Future
studies could enhance rigour by adopting a mixed-research team approach, involving researchers
from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds to provide multiple perspectives on data

interpretation.

8.3.3 Analytical limitations
1. Subjective interpretation
The analysis relied heavily on qualitative interpretation of beliefs, practices, and management
strategies, which, while providing rich insights into family language policy, introduces potential

subjectivity in pattern identification. For instance, interpretations of deferred versus constrained
289



Chapter Eight Conclusion
agency or the categorisation of language practices and strategies may vary with different analysts.
Although the study maintained detailed documentation through field notes and audio recordings,
the analytical process depended on the researcher’s interpretation of family language interactions.
This limitation was partially addressed through regular supervisory consultations and documented
analysis procedures. Future studies could strengthen analytical rigor by employing multiple coders
to validate the classification and conceptualisation of agency types and language practices or by
incorporating quantitative measures of language use patterns. Additionally, future research could
investigate the socio-cultural and psychological factors influencing the forms of agency identified

in this study.

Overall, in this section, I highlighted the theoretical, methodological, analytical, and ethical
limitations of the study, focusing on the research’s scope, the data collected, and the chosen
methodology. While these limitations may have influenced the findings, they do not undermine
the study’s findings but highlight important considerations for future research seeking to explore
family language policy and receptive bilingualism across more diverse contexts in an increasingly
globalised world. In the upcoming and concluding section of this thesis, I present final reflections

and closing remarks.

8.4 Final reflections and closing remarks
In this study, I set out to investigate how family language policy, mediated by agency, relates
to the prevalence of receptive bilingualism among Arabic-English-speaking families in Australia.
Through this research, contributions to understanding heritage language maintenance among

immigrant families were made, particularly in the area of receptive bilingualism. The study’s
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significance lies in its ability to integrate theoretical, methodological, and practical dimensions,
addressing critical gaps in the literature on receptive bilingualism and heritage language

maintenance.

Theoretically, this research extended Spolsky’s (2004) model of language policy by positioning
agency as a mediating process, offering a framework for analysing family language policy. The
findings of this study highlighted the role of active parental agency in translating beliefs into
supportive practices and strategies, and the complex ways in which child agency interacts with
receptive bilingualism. This co-constructed perspective aligns with and builds upon existing models
that recognise the collaborative nature of family language policy (Curdt-Christiansen & Huang,
2020; Palviainen & Boyd, 2013). Methodologically, the ethnographically informed case study
approach provided a unique lens to explore the experiences of parents and children. By prioritising
depth and context, the qualitative methods captured the complexity of family language interactions
and demonstrated the value of incorporating both parental and children’s perspectives. Practically,
I offered recommendations for families, educators, and policymakers, including encouraging
parents to exercise active agency, implementing supportive language practices and strategies, and

developing institutional frameworks to support productive bilingualism.

Looking ahead, understanding and addressing receptive bilingualism is essential to prevent
heritage language loss. Future studies could build on this study’s findings by examining receptive
bilingualism across diverse linguistic and cultural contexts, employing mixed-methods approaches,
and exploring community-level interventions. This forward-looking perspective highlights the need

for sustained, collaborative efforts from academia, families, communities, and policymakers to
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develop effective and supportive strategies to maintain and preserve heritage languages. Upon
reflecting on this research journey, it becomes clear that understanding family language policy and
agency is important to heritage language maintenance. I hope this study inspires further inquiry and

collaborative action to preserve linguistic and cultural heritage for generations to come.
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Appendix D: Parent/Guardian Information Sheet

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a family
language policy lens.

Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
School of Art, Communication and Sciences)

English D Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au

X Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

What is this study about?

We are conducting a research study about using Arabic at home among family members. Our
study aims to understand better receptive bilingualism, where children can understand Arabic
but not speak it. Understanding receptive bilingualism can help educators, researchers, and
families support children's Arabic production skills.

Your child has been invited to take part in our study. Taking part in this study is voluntary.
Please read this sheet carefully and ask questions about anything you don't understand or want

to know more about.

Who is running the study?

The following researchers are carrying out the study:

Zeina Taleb is conducting this study as the basis for the Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
Sciences) degree at The University of Sydney. This will take place under the supervision of
Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor), Discipline of English, School of Art, Communication and
English, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |

Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

Who can take part in the study?

We are seeking families of mums, dads, and children between the ages of 4 and 13 to
participate in our study. Parents need to be able to speak Arabic, and the children need to have
some command of Arabic so we can understand how Arabic is used among parents and

children.
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What will the study involve?

If you and your children decide to take part in this study, the following will be involved:

e Initial contact with you via email to receive written consent from you to allow me to
communicate with you via email,

e Following communication consent via email, I will send you a letter of introduction,
consent forms and this information sheet,

e If you agree to participate, I will then contact you via telephone to introduce myself
and discuss the project,

e A 30-minute interview will be conducted with you to discuss the family's language
use. Interviews need to be face-to-face and at family homes. During the interview, we
will discuss the use of Arabic at home among family members,

e Fifteen minutes of audio-recording of parent-child interactions is required twice a
week for three months, a total of half an hour per week. Recordings could be done
during lunch/dinner table, homework, house chores, or playtime. The parents will do
the recording,

e Once a month, half an hour of observation by the researcher of parent-child
interactions,

e A weekly phone call to discuss how the recording is going or any issues encountered,

e An audio-recorded discussion between the children and the researcher about the
children's heritage language use. This will be done over space mapping drawings or a
game of Lego with the children,

e Once the results are analysed, there will be a follow-up discussion with the parents to
discuss the results,

e Parents can review information generated about them and their children before
publication.

Can we withdraw once we start?

Participation in this study is voluntary; you and your family do not have to participate. Your
decision will be respected and will not affect current or future relationships with the
researchers or anyone else at The University of Sydney. If you and your child participate in
an interview or discussion, you are free to refuse to answer any questions you do not wish to

answer.
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If you and your child decide not to take part in the study and either of you changes your mind,
you can withdraw from the study at any time. You can choose what you want us to do with

the collected information about you and your child up to that point.

Are there any risks or costs?
Aside from giving up time, we do not expect that there will be any risks or costs associated

with taking part in this study for you and your child.

Are there any benefits?
Your participation in our study may help you better understand receptive bilingualism, where

children can understand Arabic but not speak it.

What will happen to the information that is collected?
By providing your consent, you agree to us collecting information about you and your child

for the purposes of this study.

We are planning for the study findings to be published through the researcher's thesis,
seminars, conference presentations and academic publications. By using pseudonym names,
you and your children will not be individually identifiable in these publications. Any
information provided to us will be stored securely, and we will only disclose identifiable

information with your permission unless we are required by law to release information.

We are interested in collecting information from you and your family about how Arabic is
used at home. This will be collected through audio recording. This study involves audio-
recorded parent interviews, children, parent-child interactions, and children's language
discussions with the researcher. These recordings will be used for analysis purposes only.
Electronic and hard copy information will be stored digitally in secured and encrypted files
during the study and can only be accessed by the supervisor and the researcher. After twenty
years, electronic and hard copy information will be destroyed by the researcher and The
University of Sydney. Data collected in the study may be used in future research while

maintaining the family's privacy and confidentiality.

Will I be told the results of the study?
You and your child have a right to receive feedback about the overall results of this study.
This feedback will be in the form of a discussion following data analysis. If you are interested

in receiving feedback, please provide your contact details on the consent form.
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What if I would like further information?
When you have read this information, the following researchers will be available to discuss
it further and answer any questions. If you or your child would like to know more at any stage,

please feel free to contact:

> Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
School of Art, Communication and Sciences)
English B Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

What if I have a complaint or any concerns?
The Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of The University of Sydney, HREC
Approval No..... according to the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research

(2007), approved the ethical aspects of this study.

If you are concerned about the way this study is being conducted, or you wish to make a

complaint to someone independent from the study, please contact the University:

Human Ethics Manager
human.ethics@sydney.edu.au

+61 2 8627 8176

This information sheet is for you to keep.

322



Appendix E — Parents Information Sheet in Arabic
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Appendix F — Child Information
Sheet

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a
family language policy lens.

% Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)

Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
School of Art, Communication and English Sciences)

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |

Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

Hello! My name is Zeina.
My study is about understanding how you use Arabic at home with your parents.

We have asked you to be a part of our study because you could show me how you speak

§ Arabic with your family at home.

You can choose to take part, but you don’t have to. This sheet will tell you more about what
will happen so you can make up your mind.

We will also ask your parents if they are happy for you to be part of this study, but even if
they say yes, you can still choose to say no.

e 8
T e

If you have any questions, you can ask us, or you can talk to someone else who looks after
you. If you want to, you can call us on 9351 7514.

What will happen if I say yes?

If you decide you want to be in our study, this i1s what will happen:

e For 15 minutes, your parents will record you tal@in@fo them twice a week for three months. "
o After three months, I will talk or play a game of with you, or we will draw and colour
together a picture of where you use Arabjgc at hon




When we ask you questions, you can choose if you want to answer. If you don’t want to talk
about something, that’s ok. You can stop talking to us anytime if you don’t want to talk to us
anymore. If you say it’s ok, we would like to record what you say with an audio recorder so
we can remember what we talk about.

What are the good or bad things about the study?

The study will take up some of your time, but we don’t think it will upset you or cost you
anything. You won’t get anything for taking part, but you will be helping us do our study.
Once we have finished the study, we will let you know what we found out.

What are your rights?
Whatever we see today and what you tell us is private. We will write about the things we
learn from you, but we won’t use your name, and we won’t say anything that could tell other
people who you are unless you say its ok to use your name.
If you change your mind, that’s ok. It won’t change how we feel about you. All you have to
do is tell us you don’t want to be part of the study anymore, and we won’t use anything you
tell us. But this needs to happen before we finish the report about the study.
If you have any questions about the study, you can talk to:

e Zeina Taleb or Dr Bronwen Dyson on 9351 7514
What if I am not happy about the study?
If you are not happy with how we are doing the study and want to contact someone else, you
can:

e Call the university on +61 2 8627 8176
¢ Email the manager at human ethics@svdney.edu.au

This sheet is for you to keep.
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Appendix G - Parent/Guardian Consent Form

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a family

language policy lens.

Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
School of Art, Communication and Sciences)

English B9 Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

I agree to take part in this research study. In giving my consent, I confirm that that:

The details of my involvement have been explained to me, and I have been provided
with a written Participant Information Statement to keep.

I understand the purpose of the study is to investigate how Arabic is used at home
among family members

I acknowledge that the risks and benefits of participating in this study have been
explained to me to my satisfaction.

I understand that in this study, I will be required to have an interview with the
researcher, audio record my language interaction with my children and have a discussion
with the researcher about the results.

I understand that my participation may be audio recorded.

I understand that my information may be used in future research, such as the
researcher's thesis, seminars, conference presentations and academic publications
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I am assured that my decision to participate will not have any impact on

relationship with the research team or the University of Sydney.

I understand that I am free to withdraw from this study at any time and that I can
choose to withdraw any information I have already provided (unless the data has already

been de-identified or published).

I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be

protected and will only be used for purposes that I have agreed to. I understand that
information identifying me will only be told to others with my permission, except as

required by law.

I understand that the results of this study may be published and that publications will

not contain my name or any identifiable information about me.

I confirm the following:

I consent to recordings (audio) Yes O
I would like to review my interview transcripts Yes O
I consent to be contacted for future studies Yes O
I consent to my data being used in future research Yes O
I would like feedback on the overall results of this study Yes O

No O

No O

No[O

No O

No O

If you answered yes, please provide your preferred contact details (email/telephone/postal

address):
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I understand that after I sign and return this consent form the researcher will retain it,
and that I may request a copy at any time.

Participant Name

Signature

Date
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Appendix H — Parents Consent Form in Arabic
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Appendix | - Parent/Guardian Consent Form for

their child/children to participate in the study

Research Study: Investigating recepftive bilingualism and its causes through a family

language policy lens.
B Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Student No. 310180309
School of Art, Communication and Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
English Sciences)
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences BA  Email: ztal2711 @uni.sydney.edu.au

Phone: +61 2 9351 7514
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

.................................................................... [parent’s name], consent for my child

................................................................ to participate in the research study: Investigating

receptive bilingualism and its causes through a family language policy lens.

I acknowledge that:

| have read the participant information sheet,

I discussed my child’s participation in the study with the researcher,

I have discussed participation in the study with my child,

| agree for my child to participate in the study,

My child agrees to participate in the study,

I understand my child’s participation is voluntary, and my child may withdraw at any time from
the study,

I understand that my and my child’s identity will not be identified,

Should | have any further questions, | can discuss them with the researcher or supervisor.

| understand that after | sign and return this consent form, the researcher will retain it and that |
may request a copy at any time.

Parent’s Name

Child’s Name

Signature Date:
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Child Consent
Form

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a
family language policy lens.

Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
School of Art, Communication and English Sciences)

/ Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au
/ Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |

Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

Participant Name:

EN

If you are happy to be in this study, please
e Check your name in the space above
e Sign your name at the bottom of the next page

e Provide your contact details if you would like to know what we learn

By saying yes to being in this study, | am saying that:

e | know what | will be asked to do and have been given a Study Information Sheet
to keep.

e | know that this study is about using Arabic at home among family members
e Someone has talked to me about the study and what it means for me.
| know that | will be asked to draw or play a Lego game with the researcher.

| know that | don’t have to be in the stu@ don’t want to.
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e | know that | can choose not to talk about something if | don’t want to.

e | have been asked if it is ok or not ok to record what | say.

e | have been told that | can change my mind if | don’t want to take part anymore.

ik Ml o

e | have been told that if | say yes or no, it won’t change how the study team feel
about me.

e | know that what | say or do in this study is private, and when the study team
write about what they learn, they won’t use my name or anything that could tell
other people who I am.

e | understand that after | sign and return this consent form the researcher will
keep it and that | can ask for a copy at any time.

Your Name

Your Signature
Today’s Date
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Appendix K - Parent Interview Protocol

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a family

language policy lens.
Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and
School of Art, Communication and B social Sciences)
English Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au

Question Purpose (pre-determined Content
themes)
Opening Provide study  details to Thank you so much for being part of my

participants, describe the study’s research and welcoming me into your homes. As

aim and seek permission to record = discussed at our previous meeting, my study

the interview. investigates how families speak and use Arabic at
home. I want to ask you some questions about
how your family uses Arabic at home if that’s ok
with you.

Question 1 To investigate parental agency e Tell me about language use at home ;
what language do the children speak at
home with the adults? What language do
the children use with each other?

e What are your goals/intentions for
preserving Arabic and teaching it to your

children?
Question 2 To investigate the family language e Who decides what language to use at
policy/practices home, the children or the adults?

e How do you plan or encourage the
children to speak Arabic at home? What
methods do you use to encourage that?
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Question 3 To investigate to child agency e What do the children think about
speaking Arabic at home?
e When you talk to the children in
Arabic, do they reply in English or
Arabic?
e If they reply in English, what do you
do?
Do you find it rewarding when your children
speak to you in Arabic, even if it’s not 100% and

why?

Question 4 To investigate receptive = Do your children find Arabic hard to speak? Can
bilingualism you give me some more information or scenarios,

please?

Question 5 To investigate the quality of e How do you encourage and help the use
language  exposure  children of Arabic at home with the children?
receive

o What sort of Arabic books do you read
with your children? Do the children
enjoy reading books with you?

e Do you feel the kids improve in speaking
Arabic after reading books?

e How else are the children exposed to
Arabic?

- Do they attend Arabic schools or
have Arabic programs at school?
- Do they speak with extended family?
Is the family consistent with using Arabic
at home?
Conclusion Before we sum up, what do you hope this

research will offer you and your family?

Is there anything you would like to add to this
topic?
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Appendix L

Children Discussion
Questions

Research Study: Investigating receptive bilingualism and its causes through a family

language policy lens.
f Dr Bronwen Dyson (Supervisor) Miss Zeina Taleb (Student Researcher)
Discipline of English Doctor of Philosophy (Arts and Social
/ School of Art, Communication and English Sciences)
. Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences Email: ztal2711@uni.sydney.edu.au
Phone: +61 2 9351 7514 |
Email: bronwen.dyson@sydney.edu.au
i

Children can answer in English or in Arabic:

¢ Do you like speaking Arabic at home? Why/why not?

¢ When do you speak Arabic at home? when talking to parents, playing, etc...
Who teaches you to speak Arabic?

What happens if you don’t speak Arabic with your parents?

What is the hardest thing about speaking Arabic at home?

Do you read Arabic books at home? What’s your favourite Arabic story, could you tell me
more about it? 3
Who else do you speak Arabic with? Does your Arabic improve when you speak Arabic with '
them?

How was it growing up speaking Arabic at home?
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Parental interview details

Family Parent present during the Interview Durati
interview time (h:m: sec)
A The mother 6.00 pm -7.00 00:33:18
pm
B The mother and the father 6.00 pm -7.00 00:32:46
pm
C The mother and the father 11 am- 12:00 00:33:30
Noon
Audio recording of parent-child interactions
Family No. of parent- Average Total Recording Interaction Types
child Recording Duration emailed to the
recordings Duration (minutes) researcher
(minutes)
A 7 20 140 Fortnightly Mealtimes, homework,
driving home after school.
B 10 15 150 Fortnightly Mealtimes, General Family
discussions.
C 5 20 100 Fortnightly Car rides, going out, house
chores.

Detailed information about the participant's observation.

Family = Observation Time Duration Collected Topic discussed
(minutes) during
1 1:00 pm - 3:00 pm Mealtime Football matches
2 6:30 pm - 8:00 pm 60 minutes Homework Playing Jenga
A 3 10:00 am - 12:00 pm Homework Homework
1 1:00 pm - 3:00 pm Lunchtime Cooking Poultry
2 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Playing Connect Four

. Connect Four
60 minutes

B 3 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Twister = Playing Twister

1 5:00 pm - 7:00 pm Playing Playing Connect Four
Connect Four

2 6:30 pm - 8:40 pm . Playing Smash | Playing the Smash
60 minutes ] ] .
Bros Bros Video game
c 3 10:00 am - 12:00 pm Having desserts = Desserts and tea
and tea
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Informal conversations with the children.

Family  Children Discussion mode Time of Topics Discussion
present conversation discussed Duration
during the (h:m: sec)
discussion
A Muhammad, Face-to-face 11 am Language 00:27:21
David, beliefs,
Ayman practices,
strategies,
agency
B Rose, Sami Face-to-face 11 am Language 00:14:27
beliefs,
practices,
strategies,
agency
C Manal, Face-to-face 11 am Language 00:17:51
Fayrouz, beliefs,
Kawthar, practices,
Ahmad strategies,
agency
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