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Abstract

The one-parent-one-language (OPOL) approach has traditionally been considered a widely
recommended strategy for heritage-language (HL) maintenance in bilingual families. How-
ever, alternative strategies, such as both parents consistently speaking the HL, may be
equally or more effective. This study examines families” self-reported language policies and
their perceived effectiveness in HL maintenance in Australia, where minority languages
often hold lower status than English and receive minimal institutional support beyond
the home. Using data from a nationwide survey of 280 families, we analyzed parents’
language-use patterns and their perceived impact on HL transmission. Most mothers,
who more often identified as primary caregivers, reported speaking a HL with their chil-
dren, while secondary caregivers’ self-reported language use was varied. Families were
categorized into four language-use approaches: OPOL, mixed-language use from one or
both caregivers, HL-only from both caregivers, and single-caregiver only. Comparisons
across these categories revealed that families following the HL-only and OPOL approaches
reported significantly greater success in maintaining the HL than the other two groups,
which showed no significant differences. Follow-up analyses showed that Mixed-language
families who reported high HL use percieved success comparable to that of HL-only and
OPOL families. Our findings suggest that language input may be a central, but not ex-
clusive, contributor to HL transmission. Families who reported higher perceived success
showed strong commitment to HL. maintenance, with caregivers likely reinforcing each
other’s efforts beyond direct language input. This study contributes to discussions on
bilingual parenting and family language policy, providing empirical insights to inform HL
maintenance strategies in diverse linguistic settings.

Keywords: heritage language maintenance; language family policies; Australia; multilingualism

1. Introduction

Australia is home to over 300 languages, making it one of the most linguistically di-
verse nations in the world (ABS, 2022). While this figure includes a wide variety of heritage
or home languages (HLs), English dominates as the primary language in education, media,
and social life (Sawir, 2005). A HL is an ancestral, indigenous, or immigrant language that
holds personal significance, often motivating individuals to maintain or reconnect with it,
and is closely tied to one’s cultural background (Cho et al., 1997; He, 2010; Liddicoat, 2017).
HLs in Australia are mostly confined to the home, making families the primary agents of
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HL transmission, and largely responsible for maintaining bilingualism in their children
(Shen & Jiang, 2023). HL maintenance in Australia is particularly challenged by limited
institutional support in educational settings (Escudero et al., 2025a, but see Escudero et al.
2025b, under review a for HL support in preschool settings), declining intergenerational
transmission (Karidakis & Arunachalam, 2016), and a marked preference for English from
a very young age due to social and economic pressures (Grasso, 2024; Walker et al., 2024).
However, HL maintenance is deeply connected with identity and emotional well-being
(Tang & Calafato, 2024). While families often prioritize their HL to preserve their ethnic
identity, culture, family cohesion, and intergenerational communication, the loss of a HL
can create emotional distance and feelings of shame and depression (Y. Wang et al., 2023).
Our goal is to explore the agency and practices of Australian families in contemporary
society, identifying successful strategies and approaches for achieving intergenerational
HL maintenance.

1.1. Home Language Policy: Type of Approach and Maintenance Level

Parents may intentionally or unintentionally develop a set of strategies, practices, and
routine management to integrate their HL into family life, aiming to preserve and transmit
it to their children. This gives rise to a family language policy (FLP), which includes implicit
or explicit language use and practices between family members (Curdt-Christiansen &
Palviainen, 2023; King et al., 2008; Spolsky, 2012). One recognized approach to bilingual
language maintenance is the One-Parent-One-Language (OPOL) approach, referring to a
choice in multilingual households for each parent to consistently speak in one of the family’s
languages to their children (Barron-Hauwaert, 2004, pp. 1-22). In most cases, each parent
chooses to speak their native language or the societal language (Venables et al., 2014).

OPOL has been extensively promoted in bilingual education and parenting literature,
as it facilitates balanced bilingualism through consistent exposure, enabling children to
acquire both languages with similar proficiency levels, while receiving structured division
between the two languages that arguably reduces confusion and mixing (Barron-Hauwaert,
2004). The OPOL approach may effectively contribute to fostering minority language
development and maintenance, especially when the majority language parent also works
towards HL maintenance by encouraging children to have maximum interaction with
the HL parent exclusively in the HL. Additional support can be provided by the major-
ity language parent to repair communication problems in comprehension and use or to
address HL avoidance between the HL parent and their children (Venables et al., 2014).
OPOL’s success, however, may depend on the community linguistic environment. Families
who actively engage with HL-speaking communities are more successful in maintaining
bilingualism, as children see more real-world value for their HL (Fishman, 1991). OPOL
success may also depend on the quantity and quality of HL parental input, as inconsistent
language use leads to reduced HL fluency (De Houwer, 2007, 2011; Hoff & Core, 2013).

Consequently, while OPOL is recognized as a successful strategy for HL maintenance
and the fostering of simultaneous bilingualism, rigid adherence to this strategy may not be
as effective in English-dominant societies like Australia, where little to no support for HLs
is provided outside of the home (Escudero et al., 2025a). Other factors also come into play,
such as the fact that speakers of certain HLs may be subject to racism and discrimination
(see Piller et al., 2024) and may avoid speaking HLs outside of the home. This can contribute
to discourses around HL maintenance that frame HLs as a covert practice to be hidden
from public view (Escudero et al., 2025a, p. 454).

English dominance outside the home encourages language shift, making it difficult for
children to see the practical value of their HL as they become aware that most interlocutors
use the majority language (Clyne, 2004), especially when books, media, and literacy mate-
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rials are in English and much less in the HL (Pauwels, 2016). In communities where HLs
are not supported, HL use becomes limited to occasional intergenerational communication
with grandparents and family members, ultimately leading to HL loss (Pauwels, 2005).
Recent studies advocate for adaptive- and context-based strategies to maintain bilingualism
(Lanza & Gomes, 2020), including tailor-made language policies based on each family’s
specific needs and circumstances (Eisenchlas & Schalley, 2017). Children’s preference plays
a strong role, suggesting that parents should ensure that HL use remains natural and en-
gaging rather than forced (De Houwer, 2020), however parental attitudes are often reflected
in children’s preferences (Humeau et al., 2025). Considering that higher HL exposure leads
to better bilingual outcomes, while inconsistent HL input may result in HL attrition (De
Houwer, 2007, 2017, 2020), maximizing HL use at home might lead to better maintenance
results, especially if one of the languages is English.

Two common alternative FLPs to OPOL for language use in multilingual families are
(a) mixed-language-practice (referring to caregiver input) or (b) HL-only use. Currently the
field of FLP is moving away from viewing OPOL as a default ideal, with the viability of
mixed-language practices as effective strategies for HL transmission (e.g., Koelewijn et al.,
2023). In mixed-language use, parents speak to their children in a language depending
on the context, interlocutor, or topic, e.g., English for school, extracurricular activities, or
academic topics, and HL for home, cultural events, emotional discussions, and extended
family members (Barron-Hauwaert, 2004, pp. 163-191). Mixed-language practice can
be effective when children receive enough HL input, but they require active parental
management to prevent English or another majority language from taking over (Lanza,
2007). However, inconsistency may lead to reduced HL proficiency, as children may prefer
the majority language over time, particularly if they perceive the HL as less valuable in
their daily lives (De Houwer, 2007; Humeau et al., 2025). In contrast, the HL-only approach
ensures children receive maximum exposure to the HL or minority language (Pearson, 2008;
Verhagen et al., 2022), helping counteract a potential language shift to the majority language.
An HL-only practice enhances HL proficiency, particularly when supplemented by literacy
activities and community support (Pearson, 2008), and increases children’s confidence and
their likelihood of engaging in interactions in the HL with other HL speakers. However, the
HL-only approach can be difficult to sustain, especially when children resist using the HL
due to peer influences or when they connect the majority language with academic success
and social integration, resulting in HL use being considered restrictive rather than natural.
It can be even harder to sustain when children start mainstream school, as children use the
majority language most of the day, resulting in increased use in the home.

One often overlooked factor in HL. maintenance research is the implicit yet significant
role of secondary caregivers. Traditional perspectives on bilingual upbringing have pre-
dominantly centered on mothers as the primary agents of HL transmission, largely due to
their role as the main caregivers in many households (Torsh, 2022). However, emerging
research highlights the influence of fathers in fostering HL development. Fathers who
actively engage in HL interaction, whether through play, storytelling, or routine conversa-
tions, enhance their children’s HL proficiency and overall linguistic competence (Kim &
Starks, 2010; Romanowski, 2022). Moreover, contemporary family structures are increas-
ingly diverse, encompassing single-parent households, same-sex parents, and co-parenting
arrangements, yet they can still share a common aspiration to support their children’s HL
development (De Houwer, 2020; Tannenbaum & Berkovich, 2005; Tannenbaum & Howie,
2002). Regardless of family composition, recognizing how caregivers contribute to HL
transmission within different family models is not only important for developing strategies,
but also for understanding the effectiveness of language-maintenance strategies.
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1.2. Practical Difficulty in Defining Home Language Policy

Despite efforts to define home language policy, families’ circumstances and actual
practices are diverse, resulting in multiple definitions and classifications across studies
that are in need of a unified framework (H. Wang & Hatoss, 2024). Additionally, the
reliance on self-reports in research often requires parents to rationalize their language
choices (e.g., What FLP or approach does your family use?) rather than objectively reflect
on their linguistic practices. This can lead to discrepancies between their stated policy
and their actual language use (Romanowski, 2021). To address these inconsistencies, some
studies categorize FLPs based on the observed language practice, such as the proportion
of interaction time in the HL (Koelewijn et al., 2023; Verhagen et al., 2022). Capturing
real-time family interactions remains complex, as linguistic environments are dynamic and
influenced by multiple contextual factors. Previous FLP research indicates that success is
inherently subjective, and can manifest in diverse ways, including children’s active HL use,
communicative competence, and the achievement of family language goals, all shaped by
interactional dynamics, ideologies, and supportive environments (Schwartz & Verschik,
2013). Given that parents’ self-reported beliefs and attitudes toward their HL correlate with
children’s HL proficiency (Cangelosi et al., 2024), this challenge can be addressed, at least
in part, by developing robust classification criteria that integrate both parental language
use and broader environmental interactions influencing bilingual development.

Verhagen et al. (2022) and Koelewijn et al. (2023) employed complementary ap-
proaches to categorizing FLPs from parental self-reports of language use in the home.
Verhagen et al. (2022) adopted a framework aligned with De Houwer’s (2007) classification,
assessing family language patterns by measuring the proportion of Dutch (the majority
language) and the minority language used by each caregiver. A threshold of 5% was set to
distinguish between monolingual and bilingual parental input from the non-HL parent,
ensuring that incidental language use (e.g., occasional words or phrases in a secondary
language) did not misclassify predominantly monolingual inputs. This approach enabled a
nuanced classification of family language environments into HL-only, OPOL, and Mixed
languages, incorporating input distribution, with findings suggesting that reports of FLPs
were not as important as input measures.

Koelewijn et al. (2023), in contrast, focused on distinguishing between OPOL and
mixed-language FLPs. Families were classified as OPOL if each parent spoke a single
language at least 95% of the time, while in mixed-language families, where one or both
parents used two or more languages, no single language exceeded 80%. The authors found
that OPOL families tended to be more prepared and deliberate in their HL use with their
children compared to mixed-language families. Moreover, parents in mixed-language
households reported greater challenges than OPOL parents when raising their multilingual
children. This may suggest that deliberate language management in child-rearing may
make HL transmission more consistent and less stressful than relying on spontaneous,
situational usage of the language. Nonetheless, this pattern may not apply universally, as
some mixed-language families with a high use of the HL, or those using only an HL at
home, may experience similar outcomes to OPOL families. In sum, accurately defining
FLPs remains challenging, as families reported practices rarely align perfectly with their
real-life interactions and contextual dynamics.

1.3. The Present Study

We aimed at demonstrating the relative success of different language-use practices in
multilingual families in Australia. We used data from a nationwide survey, which included
questions on language practices in multilingual Australian families (Escudero et al., 2025b).
We examined both first- and secondary-caregiver involvement in HL. maintenance, includ-
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ing families with a single caregiver, as it is not known how this may impact HL transmission.
We categorized the different FLPs that families reportedly adopted and tested whether
their specific practice or strategy resulted in higher levels of self-reported success in HL
maintenance. Building on previous research on HL strategies and outcomes (De Houwer,
2007, 2017, 2020), we predicted that HL maintenance would be most successful when both
caregivers adopted a HL-only FLP. This strategy was expected to be more effective than
other FLPs, such as OPOL or mixed-language, due to cumulative exposure to the HL (De
Houwer, 2007, 2017). We also predicted that single parents who implemented a HL-only
FLP would achieve similar success rates to those following OPOL, where only one parent
consistently speaks the HL. This aligns with findings suggesting that family structure does
not inherently shape linguistic outcomes (Tannenbaum & Berkovich, 2005); rather, the key
determinant of HL maintenance is the quantity of HL input (De Houwer, 2007). Finally,
as self-perceived success is shaped by parental values and goals, we acknowledge that
self-reports may vary depending on respondents’ views and expectations, which in some
cases may extend beyond language skills to encompass cultural identity and connection
(Tang & Calafato, 2025; Y. Wang et al., 2023).

2. Materials and Methods

This study examines a subset of the data collected using a large-scale online survey
on HL maintenance in Australia first reported in Escudero et al. (2025a). The survey
was approved by the Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee
(H11022), with participants providing voluntary consent for their anonymous responses to
be recorded and used for research purposes (Escudero et al., 2025a). The survey included 71
questions on HL speakers’ perceptions, challenges, and needs related to the transmission
of their HL to their children, with five questions on the availability and needs of HL
community support reported in Escudero et al. (2025a). Here, we analyze responses to
eleven questions concerning primary and secondary caregivers’ relationships with their
children, their language use, and their self-rated success in raising multilingual children,
all based on self-reported survey data. (See Appendix A).

Participants

The HL survey first reported in Escudero et al. (2025a) noted that respondents” most
frequently reported home languages other than English were Spanish (18.37%), Viethamese
(5.10%), French (4.76%), and Mandarin Chinese (4.08%). Additionally, 11.9% of respondents
listed a mix of languages or multilingual backgrounds (e.g., “English-Greek,” “English—
Farsi,” “Bosnian—-Croatian—Serbian”). The survey also reports that from respondents who
included their postcode (n = 244), the majority were from New South Wales (73%), followed
by Victoria (16%), Queensland (5.7%), Western Australia (3.3%), South Australia (1.2%),
and the Northern Territory (0.8%).

To be eligible to take part in the survey, respondents needed to be (1) parents of at least
one child; (2) living in a household where languages other than English were spoken; and
(3) residing in Australia at the time of filling out the survey. Respondents reported between
one and five children, with a median of two, totaling 534 children. The majority (141) had
two children, while 108 had one, 37 had three, 7 had four, and 1 respondent reported five
children. Age data were available for 512 children, with an average age of 6.72 years (SD =
5.83, range = 0.1-36 years). Of these, 292 were preschool-aged (M = 2.89 years, SD = 1.52,
range = 0.1-5 years), 187 were school-aged (M = 10.01 years, SD = 3.29, range = 6-17 years),
and 33 were adults (M = 21.94 years, SD = 4.79, range = 18-36 years). For a more detailed
demographic analysis, refer to Escudero et al. (2025a).
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We excluded respondents who did not reside in Australia (16), did not have children
(88), or did not complete survey questions on children (42), HL maintenance (48), or HL
transmission success (14). The final sample thus included 280 multilingual Australian-
based respondents who were raising children and self-rated their success at transmitting
their HL to their children.

3. Results

Responses were analyzed using the JASP statistical analysis software (JASP Team,
2024). To address our first aim, we used responses to questions 1 to 10, which asked about
the caregivers’ relationship with their children (whether they were primary vs. secondary
caregivers), and time spent with them (Table 1), as well as the amount of time a caregiver
spent speaking the HL to their children (Table 2). The tables include 37 respondents that
were sole caregivers for their children, which we grouped in a new category of households
with No Secondary Carer (No-SC), including 31 mothers, 5 fathers, and 1 foster carer. The
tables show that the mother was the primary carer (PC) in most households, spending most
of her time with the children and speaking the HL the most with them. Fathers who were
primary carers and No-SC carers reported similar percentages of HL use with children.
Fathers were the secondary caregivers (S5Cs) in most households, reporting higher HL use
with children than mothers who were secondary caregivers.

Table 1. Percentage of time primary and secondary caregivers spent with their children.

Primary " % Secondary . %
Carer Carer
Mother 247 88.21 Father 198 70.71
Father 32 11.43 Mother 25 8.93
Other 1 0.36 Other 20 7.14
No-SC 37 13.21
Total 280 100.00 Total 280 100.00

Note: Other Secondary carers included grandparents (1 = 14), aunts (n = 2), uncles (n = 2), close friends (n = 1)
and foster carers (1 = 1). The one Other for Primary caregivers was a foster carer (1 = 1). No-SC = no secondary
carer reported.

Table 2. Percentage of time that the primary carer (PC) and secondary carer (SC) spend with their
children and speaking their HL to their children on a regular day, averaged over the week (1 = 100%).

Relationship with % Time Spent with % Time Speaking HL

. Children to Children
Children (n) M (SD) M (SD)
Mother (n = 216) 0.63 (0.24) 0.66 (0.37)
PC Father (n = 27) 0.43 (0.18) 0.60 (0.41)
Single Carer (n = 37) 0.57 (0.29) 0.59 (0.38)
Mother (n = 25) 0.48 (0.20) 0.58 (0.43)
SC Father (n = 198) 0.43 (0.20) 0.46 (0.44)
Other (n = 20) 0.44 (0.26) 0.51 (0.48)

For our second aim regarding the relationship between HL-maintenance success and
type of FLP, we first used the data in Table 2 to classify the FLPs according to the proportion
of HL used by the PC and SC, as summarized in Table 3. Our classification thresholds
were guided by prior studies that similarly categorized caregivers’ self-reports to define
FLPs such as OPOL or Mixed (Koelewijn et al., 2023; Verhagen et al., 2022) and adapted
to better accommodate the full range of language-use situations reported by participating
families. While these cut-offs are not absolute, they are assigned to capture ecologically



Languages 2025, 10, 290

7 of 15

meaningful usage patterns as reported by participants in comparable FLP contexts (See
Barron-Hauwaert, 2004 for a detailed analysis). We classified families as OPOL when one
parent reported speaking the HL 95-100% of the time, while the other parent used it less
than 5%, consistent with the 95% cut-offs used by Koelewijn et al. (2023), based on earlier
methodological precedent (Verhagen et al., 2022). Families were classified as HL-only if all
caregivers used the HL 95-100% of the time, and as Mixed FLP if one or more caregivers
used both English and the HL in proportions that did not meet the OPOL or HL-only
criteria (i.e., HL between 5% and 95% from at least one caregiver). Nineteen families were
classified as ENG-Only, as they included carers who spoke to their children exclusively in
English (n = 10) or more than 95% of the time in English (n = 9), despite one or both of them
having HL proficiency. Families were classified as having an OPOL FLP if (1) the PC spoke
the HL at least 95% of the time while the SC spoke only English (n = 32) or (2) the PC spoke
only English and the SC spoke the HL at least 95% of the time (n = 1). Families who used a
combination of English and the HL in varying proportions (where the HL was spoken more
than 5% of the time by one or two caregivers) were classified as having a mixed-language
FLP (MIXED, n = 133). Finally, families who exclusively spoke in the HL to their children (n
= 60) and those who spoke the HL at least 95% of the time (1 = 2) were classified as HL-only
(n = 62). Importantly, within the OPOL families, HL input was predominantly provided by
PCs (>95% of the time), whereas SCs generally used English with their children, with only
one exception in which the SC spoke to their children in the HL (see Table 3). Thirty three
out of thirty seven single carers also spoke in their HL to their children almost 60% of the
time.

Table 3. Proportion of HL use by the primary caregiver (PC) and secondary caregiver (SC) with
children from each family language policy (FLP).

OPOL ENG-Only No-SC MIXED HL-Only
n=33 n=19 n=33 n =133 n=62
PC SC PC SC PC SC PC SC PC SC
Mean 0.96 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.66 - 0.54 0.38 1.00 1.00
SD 0.17 0.31 0.02 0.01 0.34 0.31 0.36 0.01 0.00
Min 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.95 1.00
Max 1.00 1.00 0.05 0.05 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Note: Six SC-MIXED did not specify relative proportion and were therefore excluded from subsequent analysis.

We used the classification data in Table 3 to examine which FLP yielded higher self-
perceived HL transmission success, which was measured in question 11 (“How would
you rate your success in transferring and maintaining your home languages and raising
your children multilingually?”) with results summarized in Table 4. Figure 1 shows the
self-rated HL transmission success per FLP.

Table 4. Self-rated HL maintenance and transmission success outcome.

Success Level n %
4 Very successful 103 36.79
3 Moderately successful 79 28.21
2 Somewhat successful 74 26.43
1 Not successful 24 8.57

Total 280 100
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Figure 1. Success outcome by FLP.

To test whether the differences across the categories in Figure 1 were statistically
significant, we used a Kruskal-Wallis test with success levels (Table 4) as the dependent
variable and FLP categories (Table 3) as the independent variable. This non-parametric
test was chosen as an alternative to a one-way ANOVA, suitable for comparing more than
two groups (in this case, five categories) without assuming normality. The analysis yielded
a significant effect of FLP, H(4) = 46.517, p < 0.001, €2 = 0.17. Table 5 shows the results
of Dunn’s post hoc comparisons, which corroborated the visual differences in Figure 1,
where ENG-Only exhibited the lowest success scores, while HL-only and the OPOL FLP
had the highest success scores, significantly outperforming the other categories (i.e., Mixed,
Single carer, and Only English). No significant differences were found between MIXED
and No-SC groups.

Table 5. Dunn’s post hoc comparisons for FLP.

Comparison z W; W; T4 p Poonf
OPOL-MIXED 3.26 173.08 12491 0.36 0.001 0.011
OPOL-ENG-only 5.42 173.08  55.05 0.79 <0.001  <0.001
OPOL-HL-only 0.06 173.08 172.07 0.02 0.951 1
OPOL-No-SC 2.16 173.08 132.89 0.29 0.031 0.308
MIXED-ENG-only 3.76 12491  55.05 0.55 <0.001 0.002
MIXED-HL-only —4.03 12491 172.07 0.35 <0.001  <0.001
MIXED-No-SC —054 12491 132.89 0.05 0.589 1
ENG-only-HL-only —-590 55.05 172.07 0.81 <0.001  <0.001
ENG-only-No-5C —3.58 55.05 132.89 0.59 <0.001 0.003
HL-only-No-SC 241 172.07 132.89 0.29 0.016 0.162

Note. Rank-biserial correlation based on individual Mann-Whitney tests with Bonferroni corrections.
z = standardized test statistic, W; and WJ = rank sums; r,;, = rank-biserial correlation; p = statistical significance
before correction; pbonf = Bonferroni-adjusted p-value for multiple comparisons. Bolded text depicts significance.

Considering the wide variation in input patterns within the Mixed-language group
(ranging from 0% to 100% HL use by one caregiver, while the other uses the HL either less
than 95% or more than 5%), we further sub-divided the mixed languages category using a
20-80% threshold into three subgroups: (1) Mixed-High HL (Mixed-H) when at least one
caregiver used the HL more than 80% of the time with their children, (2) Mixed-Mid HL
(Mixed-M) when at least one caregiver spoke the HL between 20% and 80% of the time,
and (3) Mixed-Low HL (Mixed-L) when both caregivers spoke the HL less than 20% of the
time. Table 6 shows the input patterns across these subgroups.
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We then included the sub-classification into a new Kruskal-Wallis test with success
level as the dependent variable and all FLP categories, including the Mixed-language
subgroups (Table 6), as the independent variable. The analysis yielded a significant effect
of FLP, H(6) = 58.877, p < 0.001, ¢2 = 0.216. Table 7 shows the results of Dunn’s post hoc
comparisons and visual differences in Figure 2, where Eng-Only and Mixed-L exhibited
similar lowest success scores, while the HL-only and OPOL FLPs had the highest success
scores, closely followed by Mixed-H, significantly outperforming Single-carer and Mixed-
M. No significant differences were found between English-only and Mixed-L nor between
OPOL, HL-only, and Mixed-H groups.

Table 6. Proportion of HL use by PC and SC with children within the Mixed FLP.

MIXED-H MIXED-M MIXED-L
n=>59 n=>54 n=14
PC SC PC SC PC SC
Mean 0.75 0.56 0.38 0.27 0.10 0.05
SD 0.23 0.40 0.19 0.25 0.05 0.05
Min 0.1 0 0 0 0.01 0
Max 1 1 0.75 0.75 0.2 0.13

Table 7. Dunn’s post hoc comparisons for FLPs including Mixed-language sub-classification.

Comparison z W; W; T4 p Poonf
ENG-Only-HL-only —-590 55.056 172.07 0.81 <0.001  <0.001
ENG-Only-MIXED-H —453  55.05 145.28 0.68 <0.001  <0.001
ENG-Only-OPOL —5.42  55.05 173.08 0.79 <0.001  <0.001
ENG-Only-No-SC —3.58 55.05 132.89 0.59 <0.001 0.007
ENG-Only-MIXED-M —-3.07 55.05 116.98 0.51 0.002 0.045
ENG-Only-MIXED-L —0.55  55.05 69.64 0.12 0.584 1
MIXED-L-MIXED-M —2.09 69.64 11698 0.40 0.037 0.773
MIXED-L-OPOL —429 69.64 173.08 0.69 <0.001  <0.001
MIXED-L-No-SC —2.62 69.64 132.89 0.48 0.009 0.183
MIXED-M-OPOL —3.36 11698 173.08 0.42 <0.001 0.016
MIXED-M-No-SC —095 11698 132.89 0.11 0.341 1
MIXED-H-MIXED-L 3.37 145.28  69.64 0.57 <0.001 0.016
MIXED-H-MIXED-M 1.99 145.28 116.98 0.22 0.047 0.984
MIXED-H-OPOL —1.69 14528 173.08 0.22 0.091 1
MIXED-H-No-SC 0.75 14528 132.89 0.10 0.451 1
HL-only-OPOL —0.06 172.07 173.08 0.02 0.951 1
HL-only-MIXED-H 1.95 172.07  145.28 0.21 0.051 1
HL-only-MIXED-M 3.92 172.07 116.98 0.42 <0.001 0.002
HL-only-MIXED-L 4.58 172.07  69.64 0.72 <0.001  <0.001
HL-only-No-5C 241 172.07 132.89 0.29 0.016 0.34
OPOL-No-SC 2.16 173.08 132.89 0.29 0.031 0.648

Note. Rank-biserial correlation based on individual Mann-Whitney tests with Bonferroni corrections.
z = standardized test statistic, W; and W; = rank sums; r;, = rank-biserial correlation; p = statistical significance
before correction; pbonf = Bonferroni-adjusted p-value. Bolded text depicts significance.

Finally, as a follow-up exploratory analysis, we performed a linear regression with
HL transmission success as the dependent variable, including the number of children, age
of the first child, and language policy subtype (including subtype classification for Mixed
language from Tables 6 and 7) as predictors. In our sample, families had between one and
five children, with the mode and median both at two children. For consistency, we used
the age of the first child in our analyses. First child’s age distribution showed that 47.4%
(n = 130) were 2 years or younger, 44.22% (n = 121) were between 5 and 17 years, and 6.6%
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(n = 18) were 18 years or older. Meanwhile, age data for the first child were missing in
1.8% of cases (1 = 5) due to incorrect reporting. The overall model significantly predicted
self-perceived HL transmission success (R2 =0.243, p < 0.001). Child age was a modest but
significant positive predictor (8 = 0.144, p = 0.017), indicating that parents of older children
tended to report slightly higher HL success. However, the number of children was not
a significant predictor (p = 0.841), suggesting that family size did not impact perceived
HL transmission success. Language policy subtype remained a strong predictor, and all
FLP subtypes, other than Mixed-Low, predicted significantly higher HL success than the
reference group (English-Only), consistent with Figure 2 and Table 7.
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Figure 2. Success outcome by FLP with Mixed subgroups.

4. Discussion

This study examined the perceived effectiveness of different family language strate-
gies for HL maintenance and transmission in multilingual Australian households, using
previously unexamined data from a nationwide survey. We assessed the impact of various
self-reported language practices, focusing on primary and secondary caregiver involvement
as well as on families with a single caregiver, to determine their relative success in HL
transmission. Results revealed that the HL-only and OPOL strategies were most successful,
significantly outperforming Mixed, Single-carer, and English-only strategies. Contrary
to our prediction, HL-only (M Input: PC =1, SC = 1) and OPOL (M Input: PC = 0.96,
SC = 0.03) did not differ statistically in outcomes, suggesting that consistent HL use by at
least one caregiver could be as effective.

Our further division of Mixed families revealed that consistent HL input influenced
HL transmission outcomes, as the MIXED-H subgroup (PC = 0.75, SC = 0.56) perceived
higher success than the Mixed-M and Mixed-L groups. As expected, English-only families
reported the lowest success, aligning with evidence that minimal HL exposure may have
compromised HL maintenance (De Houwer, 2007; Hoff & Core, 2013; Verhagen et al,,
2022). Importantly, single-caregiver households with consistent self-reported HL use (M
input = 0.66) achieved similar success to MIXED-M families, reinforcing the central role of
sustained HL exposure.

Findings indicate that OPOL families typically had HL-speaking PCs (M input = 0.96),
while SCs reportedly contributed minimally. Despite this asymmetry, OPOL outcomes
matched those of HL-only households, possibly due to deliberate language planning and
high HL commitment (Koelewijn et al., 2023; Verhagen et al., 2022). The high HL input
reportedly provided by the PC suggests that the non-HL-speaking parent may be sup-
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portive of HL use, potentially contributing indirectly through encouragement, cultural
reinforcement, or passive exposure (Venables et al., 2014). Moreover, it is plausible that
OPOL families were more intentional in their language planning and demonstrated a
heightened awareness of HL maintenance goals (Koelewijn et al., 2023), compensating for
input asymmetries through deliberate and sustained efforts to foster bilingual develop-
ment. Our findings suggest that OPOL, when consistently implemented, can effectively
support HL maintenance, even in English-dominant contexts like Australia (Escudero
et al., 2025a). Similarly, families adopting an HL-only FLP (Pearson, 2008; Verhagen et al.,
2022) in our sample reported the highest level of success in HL transmission (although
not significantly different from OPOL families). These findings align with prior research
indicating that sustained HL-only exposure strongly supports outcomes, particularly when
families maintain frequent, naturalistic interactions in the HL (De Houwer, 2007; Verhagen
et al., 2022), and that continuous input maximizes HL maintenance (De Houwer, 2007). Our
results emphasize the effectiveness of HL-only practices in supporting HL development
and fostering high levels of linguistic and cultural identity (Schalley & Eisenchlas, 2022).

The Mixed-language FLPs offer flexibility, allowing families to adapt their language
use to different contexts (Lanza, 2007). However, without careful management, this flexibil-
ity may lead to a gradual shift toward English dominance, as we could observe from the
diverse levels of HL input among the Mixed-language sub-categories. Parents often vary
language use by context (e.g., using the HL at home and English in public settings), which
may inadvertently favor English. However, when HL input remains high (MIXED-H),
these strategies can still support strong HL outcomes. Traditionally, mothers have been
regarded as the primary agents of HL transmission; however, emerging research highlights
the significant role of fathers and SCs in HL maintenance (Torsh, 2022; Torsh & Lising, 2022).
We extended our perspective to include a broad spectrum of SCs, such as grandparents,
other family members, foster carers, and even close family friends who spend substantial
time with children as crucial support of HL maintenance.

Among the most decisive factors for lack of HL transmission success was insufficient
HL input from both caregivers, as observed in the English-only and MIXED-L groups.
Consistent with prior research (De Houwer, 2007, 2011; Hoff & Core, 2013), low HL expo-
sure drastically reduces the likelihood of maintenance, particularly in English-dominant
environments (Montrul & Silva-Corvalan, 2019).

Our exploratory analysis revealed that number of children did not affect self-perceived
HL transmission success, possibly because most families in our sample had two children,
potentially limiting variability in the data. In contrast, children’s age had a small but
significant effect, with families with older children reporting higher perceived success.
One possible explanation is that there were a good number of families with children
aged two or younger (n = 46), and children at this stage typically have limited speaking
proficiency; therefore, parents of young children may perceive HL transmission as less
successful. Conversely, a notable number of respondents had adult children who may have
reconnected with their HL later in life, further contributing to higher reported success.

Overall, our findings suggest that HL input patterns are reflected and embedded in
FLPs, determining outcomes of perceived HL transmission success, regardless of family
structure. Although positive, these results should be taken with caution, as the survey
relied on self-reported estimates of language input and outcomes that do not fully capture
language-use patterns in daily interactions. As we stated above, self-reports are subjective
and vary among families (Schwartz & Verschik, 2013). It is worth mentioning that because
most respondents were from the state of New South Wales (73%), the findings may not
generalize to all of Australia. However, other states had some representation and the
experiences in New South Wales may be similar to those in other states. Future research
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could apply the same survey more widely in Australia and worldwide. Additionally, the
survey did not request specific HL input sources in different contexts such as through
community programs, extended family, or digital media, which may have contributed to
the perceived outcomes.

Australia’s linguistic landscape remains overwhelmingly English-dominant, with
limited institutional support for HLs in education and media, creating additional chal-
lenges for families striving to maintain their HLs. Parental beliefs about multilingualism
strongly shape FLP practices and are closely linked to identity and belonging. Families
that value the HL to preserve ethnic identity, strengthen family cohesion, and maintain
intergenerational communication are more likely to implement FLPs (Tang & Calafato,
2025). Although identity was beyond the scope of this study, parents often aim to foster
cultural and emotional ties to the HL (Tang & Calafato, 2025; Y. Wang et al., 2023). Broader
societal ideologies can also hinder HL transmission (Diskin-Holdaway & Escudero, under
review), highlighting the needs of community-based initiatives to support HL maintenance
(Escudero et al., under review b). Together, these factors highlight the complex interplay
between external constraints and parental values that shape FLP and HL outcomes.

Our results challenge OPOL’s long-held position in the field as the ideal FLP and
show that many families reportedly foster HL transmission through diverse, adaptive
approaches. Future research should explore targeted interventions that provide greater
institutional and community support for HL maintenance in multilingual families such as
the interventions reported in Escudero et al. (2025b, under review a).

5. Conclusions

Using the results of a large-scale parental survey, the present study demonstrates
that HL input provided through a variety of FLPs can support successful reported HL
transmission in multilingual households. Specifically, the FLPs with HL-only, OPOL or
Mixed-High-HL lead to higher perceived success than Mixed-Mid, Mixed-Low or predomi-
nantly English approaches, underscoring the importance of sustained and purposeful HL
language use. Importantly, Mixed-language FLPs were perceived to be effective only when
HL input remained high, reaffirming the central role of caregiver consistency and engage-
ment. These findings extend previous evidence on bilingual development by showing
that even in an English-dominant context such Australia, HL maintenance can be achiev-
able when families adopt intentional and context-sensitive strategies. Supporting families
through institutional and community initiatives, such as those reported in Escudero et al.
(2025b, under review a, under review b), remains essential to strengthen HL use across
generations and ensure that multilingualism continues to thrive.
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Appendix A

Table Al. Questions analyzed in the present study.

Questions Used for Analyses

If Respondent Was the Primary
Caregiver

If Respondent Was the Secondary
Caregiver

1. Caregiver role

2. Relationship to children

3. Time spent with children on a regular
day, averaged over the week

4. Languages spoken with children

5. Percentage of time speaking each
language to children; the total should not
exceed 100 percent

6. Presence of another caregiver

7. Relationship of other caregiver
to children

8. Time the other caregiver spends with
children on a regular day, averaged over
the week

9. Languages spoken by other caregiver
with children

10. Percentage of time other caregiver
speaks these languages to children; the
total should not exceed 100 percent

11. Perceived success in raising children
multilingually

Are you their primary caregiver?

O Yes—I am the primary caregiver

O No—I am the secondary caregiver

O Mother

O Father

O Grandmother

O Grandfather

0O Foster carer

O Other—please specify

0 0%

0 25%

0 50%

0 75%

0 100%

(Dropdown of respondent’s previously
selected language(s) to select)
(Dropdown with language(s) chosen in
previous question and percentage section
to fill in)

Do your children have a secondary
caregiver?

O Yes

O No

How is your children’s secondary
caregiver related to them?

O Mother

O Father

O Grandmother

O Grandfather

O Foster carer

O Other—please specify

0 0%

0 25%

0 50%

0 75%

0 100%

(Dropdown of previously indicated
languages for secondary caregiver)
(Dropdown with language(s) chosen in
previous question and percentage section
to fill in)

How would you rate your success in
transferring and maintaining your home
languages and raising your children
multilingually?

Are you their primary caregiver?

0O Yes—I am the primary caregiver

0O No—I am the secondary caregiver

O Mother

0O Father

0 Grandmother

0O Grandfather

O Foster carer

0O Other—please specify

00%

0 25%

0 50%

0 75%

0 100%

(Dropdown of respondent’s previously
selected language(s) to select)
(Dropdown with language(s) chosen in
previous question and percentage section
to fill in)

--—-Not applicable---

How is your children’s primary caregiver
related to them?

0O Mother

0O Father

0O Grandmother

0O Grandfather

O Foster carer

0O Other—please specify

00%

025%

0 50%

0 75%

0 100%

(Dropdown of previously indicated
languages for primary caregiver)
(Dropdown with language(s) chosen in
previous question and percentage section
to fill in)

How would you rate your success in
transferring and maintaining your home
languages and raising your children
multilingually?
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