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Abstract: The growing field of family language policies (FLPs), defined as overt and explicit planning
in relation to language use among family members, has garnered increasing interest. FLPs influence
child–caretaker interactions and are closely linked to child language development and acquisition.
This study investigates the impact of FLPs on children’s proficiency in their heritage language (HL).
Employing a multi-method approach, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 53 multilingual
parents to explore their beliefs, ideologies, and language management within the family context.
Concurrently, their children were administered standardized tasks in their heritage language (HL) to
assess receptive vocabulary skills and morphosyntactic comprehension. Our findings indicate that
parents’ perceived value of the HL significantly correlates with their children’s language performance,
going beyond the influence of reported domestic language usage.

Keywords: family language policy; heritage speakers; language development; language acquisition;
multilingual children

1. Introduction

Maintaining a heritage language amid a dominant societal language presents chal-
lenges for migrant families. Many factors might intervene in shaping language trajectories
and language choice. The present study, based on a multi-method approach, focused on
the interplay between family language policies (FLPs) and children’s linguistic competence
in heritage language (HL).

King et al. (2008, p. 907) defined FLPs as the “overt [. . .] and explicit planning
[. . .] in relation to language use within the home among family members”. According
to Spolsky (2004), FLPs are related to beliefs and ideologies (e.g., regarding the social
importance of the HL), practices (including the adoption of code-switching), and language
management (any attempt to direct language use and learning, e.g., the employment of
teaching strategies to sustain the children’s HL maintenance) (see also Curdt-Christiansen
2009; Curdt-Christiansen 2018; Hollebeke et al. 2023; King et al. 2008). The field of FLPs
is disclosing much of how families manage their languages (practices), also as a result of
larger social influences (ideologies), which impact their convictions (beliefs) and agency
towards domestic language uses (management). However, a few empirical studies have
investigated, through objective measures (Schwartz 2010), the impact of FLPs on specific
features of children’s early language development. For example, Schwartz (2008) reported
that FLP explained a large portion of the variance in children’s proficiency and children’s
motivation towards their HL (Schwartz 2008).

Therefore, more research is needed to understand how children’s competence in HL
relates to the FLPs they are exposed to and participate in. Gaining a better awareness of
these dynamics is not only valuable per se; it represents a crucial first step to promoting the
plurilingual repertoire of children with migrant backgrounds as well as plurilingualism in
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general (e.g., Council of Europe 2016, 2020). Since it is primarily up to the family to provide
the necessary conditions for the youngsters to maintain their HL (e.g., Curdt-Christiansen
2022), understanding these conditions and how they relate to each other is pivotal.

1.1. Family Language Policies and HL Maintenance

The kind of choice a family makes about their language usage, e.g., to use it at home
and take measures to hand down a heritage or minority language to children, largely depends
on the perceived value of the language considered by the speaker per se (in terms of beliefs),
which in turn can be influenced by broader societal attitudes and ideologies (Schroedler
et al. 2022).

In the present study, we will adopt the terms “heritage” and “minority language”
mostly as synonyms. Both expressions, although questioned by García (2005) and Pedley
and Viaut (2019), emphasize how the status of a language depends largely on its power
relations with other languages spoken in the same territory. A main consequence of
power relations among languages is that people tend to displace the minority (or heritage)
languages and shift to societal language(s) (e.g., Suarez 2002; Montrul and Polinsky 2021).
This aspect has a profound impact since languages, as communication tools, also serve as
carriers of cultural identity (Templin et al. 2016).

Family language policy is important for HL language maintenance because it sets the
frame for child–caretaker interactions and is intrinsically connected with child language
development and acquisition (King et al. 2008). Yet, FLP outcomes on children’s language
proficiency vary based on family-specific factors and the importance assigned to HL main-
tenance. For example, Altinkamis and Simon (2020) conducted a study about the effect of
family background (i.e., the parents’ linguistic background and their socioeconomic status)
and language exposure/usage within the home context on the linguistic development of
Turkish/Dutch bilingual children, in both the heritage and the majority languages. Their
findings revealed that family background impacted children’s scores, especially in their
Dutch. Language exposure/usage at home played a role in both languages, showing
that input quantity, as expected, is a key variable in HL development. However, other
factors—namely, how family members value the HL—play a main role too. Schwartz and
colleagues (2008) tested vocabulary knowledge among second-generation Russian–Jewish
immigrants in Israel. Results suggested that children’s learning was influenced by the
family’s efforts towards HL maintenance through family and non-formal teaching and
the children’s positive approach toward home language acquisition. Studies on trilingual
children showed that heritage languages can positively affect the development of the ma-
jority language. Such effects may support positive attitudes towards heritage languages in
countries with one majority language (Scalise et al. 2021).

1.2. Children’s Linguistic Trajectories in Plurilingual Contexts

Children’s linguistic trajectories might vary according to a complex interaction be-
tween familiar, societal, and individual factors when growing up in plurilingual contexts. A
model proposed by Paradis (2023) describes some of the main factors influencing bilingual
children’s language acquisition. These factors are of three types: child-internal (i.e., age
of first exposure to the majority language, cognitive abilities, and socioemotional well-
being), distal external (i.e., HL literacy and education, family SES), and proximal external (i.e.,
quantity of input in the heritage and the majority languages, amount of HL use at home).

In this category, input quantity in the domestic environment emerges as a crucial
variable. Indeed, the quantity of input is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to measure.
Input quantity is rarely balanced within families, with one language usually prevailing.
Understanding patterns of linguistic interaction within families is crucial for researching
home language use and its impact on bilingual development in heritage speakers. Do family
interactions predominantly occur in the HL, in L2, or involve language mixing? Some
authors suggest that larger HL exposure at home is associated with children’s higher scores
in HL (e.g., He et al. 2020; Hoff 2018). However, other researchers doubt that unbalanced



Languages 2024, 9, 80 3 of 15

input quantity is the key factor, suggesting that even a minor exposure might ensure HL
(Arnaus Gil et al. 2021; Quay 2008). Caloi and Torregrossa (2021) rather introduce the
importance of “consistency”, i.e., using the same strategy of home language use over the
years and “continuity”, i.e., exposure to HL between home and school.

Furthermore, the impact of language choices may vary according to the persons with
whom these interactions happen (e.g., Hammer et al. 2012; Rojas et al. 2016). Indeed,
differential effects have been found when the heritage and the majority language are
spoken with the mother, father, or siblings. Soto-Corominas et al. (2022) found that
for Syrian refugee children, exposure to English as a second language with siblings was
positively related to L2 competence but did not affect the performance in HL Arabic;
instead, cumulative exposure rather than current input in the HL by parents influence HL.

Another important aspect to consider is the quality of input children receive (Arnaus
Gil et al. 2021; Pearson et al. 1997). As for the HL, input quality refers to the diversity and
complexity of a child’s language experience through specific activities and interactions
at home (e.g., interactive book sharing, language games, and maternal responses during
these activities) (Paradis 2023) and in the social environment (Barnes 2011; Dewaele 2000;
Dewaele 2007; Hoffmann 1985; Maneva 2004; Quay 2001). Even if quality cannot be
wholly separated from quantity because good interactions which occur rarely have reduced
impact (e.g., De Houwer 2018), it has been proved that language richness positively affects
bilingualism and emergent literacy development in preschoolers (e.g., Hammer et al. 2009;
Unsworth et al. 2019). In sum, input quality at home is vital in determining HL acquisition
(e.g., He et al. 2020) as much as input quantity.

As for both quantity and quality, parent proficiency and parental discourse style
in the HL can explain children’s degree and type of language knowledge (Chevalier
2015; Quay 2011). Input from less proficient parents is different from that provided by
proficient parents. Also, further intervening variables in multilingual families are related to
socioeconomic status (SES) and the status (prestige or disregard) of the languages involved
in the immediate environment (Barron-Hauwaert 2000; Faingold 1999, 2017; Hoffmann and
Stavans 2007; Wang 2008).

More generally, Kupisch and Rothman (2018) argue that heritage grammars, unlike
those of monolinguals (i.e., L1 speakers of the heritage language), differ because heritage
speakers are primarily exposed to the heritage language within their home environment.
This influences both input quantity and quality because the HL is often in competition
with the majority language in daily uses (reduced input quantity) and possibly spoken by
family members who themselves have limited exposure to their L1 and are experiencing
phenomena of (local) language loss (‘diverse’ input quality).

Finally, several studies have underlined how a more positive attitude towards multi-
lingualism is associated with higher input rates and better input quality (e.g., Pérez-Leroux
et al. 2011; Altman et al. 2014). On the counterpart, it has been shown that parents’ anxiety
related to “monolingual mindset”, that is, the perception that monolingualism is the social
norm, can be prevalent in multilingual, transcultural families due to ‘fixed monolingual
mindsets’, negatively influencing multilingual language practices in and outside the family
(Sevinç 2022).

To better grasp the parents’ attitudes and how they impact HL development, specific
methodological choices are needed to grasp how opinions and perceptions influence FLPs—
and possibly the young generations’ HL maintenance. Questionnaires to parents are
usually the way through which FLPs have been explored. However, the investigation of
the complex social and individual factors (ideologies, beliefs, etc.) that influence FLPs may
benefit from a more personal and dialogical approach, able to capture better the specificities
of every individual point of view (e.g., Cychosz et al. 2021).

1.3. The Present Study

The main aim of the present study is to explore the effects of FLPs on children’s
heritage language skills in multilingual children exposed to Italian as a societal language.
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Specifically, we examine how parents’ language choices and beliefs about multilingualism
influence children’s HL proficiency, focusing on receptive vocabulary and morphosyntac-
tic comprehension.

We hypothesized that family language practices and management (i.e., two of the
three factors which shape FLPs) influence these dimensions (e.g., King et al. 2008). More in
detail, we expected that speaking the HL alone or simultaneously with Italian may have
resulted in higher scores for children in their HL concerning receptive vocabulary skills
and morphosyntactic comprehension. Secondly, we hypothesized that parents’ valuing of
HL (i.e., the third dimension influencing FLPs) influences their children’s HL development
through beliefs and ideologies (e.g., Curdt-Christiansen and Wang 2018). Finally, measures
assessing both language exposure and perceived value will allow disentangling the dif-
ferential role of these variables. Given the paucity of evidence in previous literature that
included both language use and perceived value, this is considered an exploratory aim.

Most studies focused on the impact of FLPs on multilingual children’s L2, while
results concerning the impact of FLPs on children’s HL are multifaceted and need further
exploration (Paradis 2023; Caloi and Torregrossa 2021). To disambiguate the role that FLPs
play in HL, we used a multi-method approach that combines qualitative and quantitative
analysis from both the linguistics and psychological methodologies. Considering both
perspectives may help address the complexity of multilingualism, not only in terms of
proficiency levels but also in its broader social context (as in Altinkamis and Simon 2020).

2. Method
2.1. Participants

At first, 450 families of 4–5-year-old children (M = 4.71, ds = 0.56) attending 20 infancy
schools in Bologna (Italy) were involved. They compiled an Italian version of the Language
and Social Background Questionnaire (LSBQ, Anderson et al. 2018) to collect information
about their sociolinguistic background.

Based on the LSBQ results, we selected 81 multilingual families that were involved
in semi-structured interviews aimed at deepening their family language policies (8% of
participants spoke Tagalog as their HL, 2% Trigrine, 2% Ukraine, 3% Urdu, 10% Albanian,
11% Arabian, 2% Bambara, 14% Bengali, 1% Chinese, 2% Creole, 1% Farsi, 2% French,
2% Greek, 3% English, 6% Moldovan, 2% Portuguese, 17% Romanian, 5% Russian, 1% Slovak,
and 8% Spanish).

As a third phase, we administered their children individual tasks to quantify their
proficiency in their HL. Fifty-three parents and their children were part of our final sample,
based on the availability of the HLs within the BaBIL battery (Contento et al. 2013), which
includes receptive vocabulary and morphosyntactic comprehension tasks in HLs (see below
for tasks description). We opted for this task because it has been used in previous research
on the evaluation of linguistic skills in heritage language, showing good discriminant
validity between bilingual children with and without Developmental Language Disorder
(Bonifacci et al. 2020). Other available instruments, such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary
test (Dunn and Dunn 1981), do not include morphosyntactic comprehension and might
be culturally and linguistically biased for vocabulary assessment in heritage language
multilingual speakers (Goriot et al. 2021). Also, parents’ reports, such as the MacArthur–
Bates Communicative Development Inventories (CDI, Fenson et al. 2006) available in many
of the languages included in this study, were excluded because the CDI is suggested for
parents of children who are not older than 37 months. Further, the CDI is an indirect
measure, whereas in the present study, we wanted to combine parents’ interviews with a
direct assessment of children’s linguistic skills in their HL.
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2.2. Materials and Procedure
2.2.1. Parents

Semi-structured interviews. Parents were administered semi-structured interviews
to explore their FLPs (beliefs, ideologies, practices, and language management) and their
emotional perception of languages, linguistic usages and learning contexts. Each interview
lasted approximately 30 min and was held online via the Teams platform. If present, both
parents were involved contemporarily. Italian has been chosen as a preferential language,
but experimenters were also available to speak in English, French or Spanish if necessary.

The interview transcripts were analyzed thematically (Braun and Clarke 2006) using
NVivo (Dhakal 2022). At first, the so-called ‘Grounded Theory Method’ was used (e.g.,
Bryant and Charmaz 2007), so that—apart from the inevitable influence of the aims of this
study—it was the systematic analysis of the participants’ words—rather than the need to
test a given hypothesis—to lead to the definition of specific conceptual categories. The
parents’ statements were coded through several rounds of analysis by one of the authors
and an additional annotator, regardless of the specific question participants were answering.
We reported as “0” when a specific issue was not present within the discourses of the family
and “1” when it was addressed at least once. This bottom-up approach paved the way for
a more focused analysis, as the interviewees’ accounts about HL were merged to identify
general trends within and across families. This concerned both the HL perceived value
(conceived as beliefs and ideologies potentially shaping FLPs) and the amount of HL use in
the domestic context, including actions undertaken to influence HL maintenance (these
two corresponding to FLP language practices and management). To this end, we summed
issues based on the bottom-up categorization in macro-categories, which helped grasp
each family’s overall relationship with their HL (see Table 1 for a list of the categories
extracted from the parental interviews and related examples, and Table 1b for number of
occurrences for each micro-category). Scores higher than 1 were possible if parents reported
the same issue on more than one thematic unit. An example of occurrences that compose
one of the micro-categories, namely Parents with positive relation with HL, is: the importance
of the HL comparable to Italian and English + HL associated with cultural enrichment
and open-mindedness + HL associated with future because of work environment and
internationalization + positive role of HL in general + HL promotes cognitive development
+ HL as an advantage to learn other languages.

Table 1. (a) Categories extracted from the parental interviews.1 (b) Occurrences for every micro-
category extracted from the parental interviews.

(a)

Variables Macro-Categories Micro-Categories

Usage choices Usage of HL

HL usage in contexts and affection
Ex. 27GLRV. M: right now I feel more comfortable speaking Spanish
((laughs)) because working in Spanish anyway, thinking maybe in
Spanish, at home speaking Spanish, sometimes, I would say, yes, I

would say that in my brain I am set right now on Spanish.

Cultural consumption in HL
Ex. 170GP. M: the films we all watch on weekends in Russian.

HL usage with children
Ex. 92IP. M: [. . .] it was spontaneous, it wasn’t that we discussed what
to teach him if Albanian or Italian. It was that we speak Albanian, so it

is a normal thing, in short.
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Table 1. Cont.

(a)

Variables Macro-Categories Micro-Categories

Usage choices

Usage of Italian

Italian usage in contexts and affection
Ex. 3AK. M: [. . .] if I want to tell someone to go to hell, it’s easier for
me to say it in Italian, whether I’m ashamed or not [. . .] I f I want to

curse, I say it in Italian, I don’t know why, but it comes to me like that.
Then, if I have to pay a compliment, the same eh! Not only for swearing!

Cultural consumption Italian
Ex. 10GD. M: So, television. When we watch it, obviously in Italian.

So, often. [. . .] In Albanian almost nothing.

Italian usage with children
Ex. 83RS. M: I speak in Italian with the girls, they ask me to speak in

Italian because they probably feel more comfortable too.

Usage of both languages

Multiling. usage in contexts and affection
Ex. 105SB. F: we makes homework, do your homework together, that is
to learn them to understand things, to speak in Italian. And then the
questions, ‘when did you do at school?’ ‘What did the teacher say?’.
And you only speak in Italian when you talk about school. And then,
and end this discussion of school, yes, you come back [to Tigrinya].

Multiling. cultural consumption
Ex. 39NH. M: [. . .] he watches the same cartoon, and then he tells me
to put it [. . .] in English, in Russian, Italian, so he wants to see the same
cartoon in three languages. Ukrainian I don’t know, we have exposed

him little cartoons in Ukrainian.

Multiling. practices at home and with children
Ex. 10CD. M: [. . .] when I cuddle [son’s name] especially, both phrases
come to me. Like to say ‘you’re mummy’s love’, I often say it in Italian,

but I also say it in Albanian, and he now knows, I mean, he knows I
associate mummy’s love also in Albanian and it comes very

spontaneously to me, I have to say 50/50.

HL value

Positive evaluation of HL

Positive evaluation perceived from the social context
Ex. 40EDSP. F: A teachers once told me that it was important to teach

the mother tongue.

Parents with a positive relationship with HL
Ex. 5CN. M: Russian, even ok now the country is very divided, but it’s
a language anyway that gave me a lot, also at the working level [. . .] I
continue with Russian because it’s a language I understand very well.

How to say it, grammatically and to write and to read. Moreover I
like it.

Misevaluation about HL

Negative evaluation perceived from the social context
Ex. 20AKK. M: It is totally useless, in the sense that most people don’t

even know it exists. They think I’m Arab and speak Arabic,
so ((laughs)).

School forces Italian usage
Ex. 24ERA. M: There the teacher [. . .] used to say ‘no, you have to

speak Italian to him, you’ll ruin this child’.
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Table 1. Cont.

(b)

Micro-Categories Families That Mentioned the
Topic (n Tot = 53) Occurrences

HL usage in contexts
and affection 29 (context) + 26 (affection) 40 + 38

Cultural consumption
in HL 28 30

HL usage with children 6 7

Italian usage in contexts
and affection 40 (context) + 13 (affection) 51 + 19

Cultural consumption
Italian 41 47

Italian usage with children 12 13

Multiling. cultural
consumption 28 38

Multiling. practices at
home and with children 11 (home) + 28 (children) 14 + 39

Positive evaluation
perceived from the

social context
37 59

Parents with a positive
relationship with HL 49 172

Negative evaluation
perceived from the

social context
34 47

School forces Italian usage 37 41

2.2.2. Children

The BaBIL battery (Contento et al. 2013; see Bonifacci et al. 2020 for a more in-depth
task description). The BaBIL battery provides information on bilingual profiles via four
receptive tasks given in both L1 and L2. For the present study—only the version in L1 of
vocabulary and morphosyntactic tasks were administered. Every child has been involved
in an individual session within school time. The whole session lasted approximately 30 min,
including a short break between tasks. Both tasks were administered through a MacBook
laptop (13-inch screen). Every child and the experimenter were sitting in a comfortable
and silent room provided by the school. For each task, each item was scored 1 for correct
response and 0 for incorrect responses. The task was developed in Italian and in many
different minority (for the Italian context) languages (e.g., Arabic, Albanian, Twi, Tagalog,
Romanian, Bengali, and Chinese). The adaptation into different languages was conducted
through the involvement of native speakers who translated the stimuli and gave their
contributions regarding the cultural and linguistic adjustments needed. For example, in
the Arabic (Moroccan) version, the item with the word “basket” ( �éÊ�) was replaced with

“bucket” (ñËX) because it has been suggested that basket in Arabic was longer and less
frequent compared to the second. There was, however, a limited number of linguistic
adjustments (0 to 3 changes for each language on the entire task). Cronbach’s alpha for the
whole test is 0.86, as reported in the test manual.

• Receptive vocabulary task. Children were asked to carefully listen to 20 words in their
HL, one at a time. After every word, they were presented with four images and had
to decide which represented the word they listened to by pointing it on the screen.
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For example, the child listens to the word “feather” (in the HL) and sees four images
(a feather, a puma, a duvet, a bird) on the computer screen. The choice of words, which
includes objects and animals (e.g., drum, shark), was based on an age of acquisition
below 4.5 years for Italian (Burani et al. 2001). On the score sheet, the examiner notes
down the answer given by the child and checks if it is correct. The score on this task
was obtained by summing up the correct responses (M score = 9.16, ds = 3.89).

• Morphosyntactic comprehension task. Children were asked to carefully listen to
20 sentences in their HL, one at a time. The task includes the assessment of diverse
grammar structures: articles, pronouns, prepositions, adverbs, adjectives, and verb
agreement. Some examples are “Show me the image that shows more pens” and
“There are no apples in the basket”. After every sentence, they were presented with
four images and had to decide which represented the sentence they listened to by
pointing it on the screen. The score on this task was obtained by summing up the
correct responses (M score = 10.51, ds = 4.88).

3. Results
3.1. Data Planning

The analyses were run through RStudio (RStudio Team 2020, Version 2023.09.1+494).
Correlation analysis (Hmisc package, Harrell 2023).
At first, we ran a correlation analysis to select the variables to be inserted in our model

to control for multicollinearity (as in Kraha et al. 2012).
Multivariate regression analysis (lme4 package, Bates et al. 2015).
As a main analysis, we ran a multivariate regression analysis to explore the effect of

FLPs on children’s HL skills. The receptive vocabulary and morphosyntactic comprehen-
sion tasks were inserted as dependent variables. The families’ prevailing use of HL, Italian,
or a combination of HL and Italian at home were inserted as main predictors, together with
their overall positive vs. negative attitudes and perceived values towards multilingualism.

3.2. Main Results

Concerning receptive vocabulary as the dependent variable, the families’ positive eval-
uation of multilingualism resulted significantly in determining children’s scores (p < 0.05),
with a positive estimate (β = 0.639), meaning that the more positive values associated with
HL and multilingual uses, the better children develop their vocabulary skills in HL (see
Figure 1). On the contrary, the prevalent use of the HL in the domestic context per se does
not seem to affect children’s receptive vocabulary performance (p = 0.711) (see Table 2 for
extensive results concerning receptive vocabulary task as dependent variable).

Table 2. Receptive vocabulary task as the dependent variable.

Regression Statistics

Multiple R-Squared 0.14
Adjusted R Square 0.05

Standard Error 3.82
Observations 53

ANOVA df SS MS F Significance F

53 5 53 1.58 0.18

Regression β Std. Error t Value p Value

Intercept 7.99 2.27 3.523 <0.001 *

Usage of HL 0.10 0.26 0.37 0.71
Usage of Italian 0.13 0.26 0.51 0.61

Usage of both languages −0.32 0.35 −0.92 0.36

Positive evaluation of HL 0.64 0.31 2.07 0.04 *
Misevaluation of HL −0.69 0.57 −1.21 0.23



Languages 2024, 9, 80 9 of 15

Languages 2024, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 15 
 

 
Figure 1. Role of parents’ positive evaluation of heritage language (HL) on children’s receptive vo-
cabulary scores. 

Concerning morphosyntactic comprehension as dependent variable, the misevalua-
tion of multilingualism resulted in a trend towards significance (p = 0.06), with a negative 
estimate (β = −1.30344), meaning that the worse idea parents have about their being mul-
tilingual, the worse children perform in terms of morphosyntactic comprehension in their 
HL (see Figure 2). Moreover, the language choices held by the parents do not seem to 
affect children’s morphosyntactic comprehension skills (usage of HL: p = 0.338; usage of 
Italian: p = 0.453; usage of both languages: p = 0.954) (see Table 3 for extensive results con-
cerning morphosyntactic comprehension as dependent variable). 

Table 3. Morphosyntactic comprehension task as dependent variable. 

Regression Statistics  
Multiple R-Squared  0.12  
Adjusted R Square  0.03 

Standard Error  4.77  
Observations  53  

 
ANOVA  df  SS  MS  F  Significance F  

 53  5  53  1.359  0.2564  
Regression   β  Std. Error  t Value  p Value  

Intercept  14.02  2.83  4.95  <.001* 
Usage of HL  −0.31 0.32  −0.97 0.34 

Usage of Italian  −0.24  0.32  −0.76 0.45 
Usage of both languages  −0.03 0.44 −0.06  0.95  
Positive evaluation of HL  0.36 0.39 0.93  0.36 

Misevaluation of HL  −1.30 0.71  −1.83 0.06  

Figure 1. Role of parents’ positive evaluation of heritage language (HL) on children’s receptive
vocabulary scores.

Concerning morphosyntactic comprehension as dependent variable, the misevaluation
of multilingualism resulted in a trend towards significance (p = 0.06), with a negative
estimate (β = −1.30344), meaning that the worse idea parents have about their being
multilingual, the worse children perform in terms of morphosyntactic comprehension in
their HL (see Figure 2). Moreover, the language choices held by the parents do not seem
to affect children’s morphosyntactic comprehension skills (usage of HL: p = 0.338; usage
of Italian: p = 0.453; usage of both languages: p = 0.954) (see Table 3 for extensive results
concerning morphosyntactic comprehension as dependent variable).
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Table 3. Morphosyntactic comprehension task as dependent variable.

Regression Statistics

Multiple R-Squared 0.12
Adjusted R Square 0.03

Standard Error 4.77
Observations 53

ANOVA df SS MS F Significance F

53 5 53 1.359 0.2564

Regression β Std. Error t Value p Value

Intercept 14.02 2.83 4.95 <0.001 *

Usage of HL −0.31 0.32 −0.97 0.34
Usage of Italian −0.24 0.32 −0.76 0.45

Usage of both languages −0.03 0.44 −0.06 0.95

Positive evaluation of HL 0.36 0.39 0.93 0.36
Misevaluation of HL −1.30 0.71 −1.83 0.06

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate how family language practices (FLPs) affect
children’s language acquisition. More specifically, we aimed to address how parents’ lan-
guage choices, beliefs and ideologies concerning multilingualism may influence children’s
mastery of their HL.

To achieve this, parents participated in semi-structured interviews to discuss their
FLPs. Two broad dimensions were considered and extracted from the interviews as FLPs,
namely the linguistic usage at home (i.e., if parents speak the HL, if they speak Italian
or both the languages) and the value attributed to multilingualism (i.e., positive attitude
towards multilingualism or misevaluation about multilingualism).

The children completed two tasks in their HL: one to enhance their receptive vocabu-
lary skills and the other to assess their morphosyntactic comprehension.

Our first hypothesis was that family language practices may impact these dimensions.
Specifically, we hypothesized that children from families with greater reported HL usage
would demonstrate stronger vocabulary and morphosyntactic comprehension skills in HL.
However, our results suggest that HL usage, as reported by parents in interviews, does
not significantly affect children’s HL skills, including vocabulary and morphosyntactic
comprehension. These results contrast with previous studies that reported a positive
association between HL exposure in the family context and children’s linguistic skills (for
an overview, see Paradis 2023). For example, Pham and Tipton (2018) found that parental
use of Vietnamese contributed to children’s Vietnamese vocabulary. However, Bello et al.
(2023) reported that children’s HL expressive vocabulary was mainly predicted by the
child’s output (active usage of HL in responding to parents) rather than by parental input
(parents spoke to the child in HL) and by the parental use of interactive practice (e.g.,
listening to songs and telling stories). In addition, Lindgren and Bohnacker (2022) did not
find an effect of language exposure on Swedish-German bilingual preschoolers’ narrative
skills. Other researchers highlighted that in plurilingual families even a minor exposure
might ensure HL maintenance (Arnaus Gil et al. 2021; Quay 2008)

As De Houwer (2018) pointed out, language input in bilingual families varies dy-
namically. Different parameters can be adopted, including the timing of exposure, the
cumulative and absolute frequency of language input, the quality of input (e.g., parental
competence), who gives the input (parents, sibling, formal instruction), as well as interac-
tions in the social environment (Barnes 2011; Dewaele 2000, 2007; Hoffmann 1985; Maneva
2004; Quay 2001). Also, different collection tools are reported in the literature, including
parent questionnaires, interviews, and diaries or direct observation of input quantity and
quality in everyday life through various types of interactional analysis. In this regard, some
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authors reported discrepancies between parental-reported language choice in speaking to
their children and parents’ observed input (Goodz 1989; De Houwer and Bornstein 2016;
Marchman et al. 2016).

The study results should be interpreted within the context of the methodology used:
parental interviews focused on self-reported FLPs. This methodology was meant to grasp
how parents manage language choices within the family as well as how they make sense of
such choices. As for the former, we analyzed how often they refer to language usage in
everyday life considering HL, Italian and both languages. While this type of data cannot
be directly compared to more structured parent reports or direct observations, they might
be informative in the way they suggest that language usage per se, according to parents’
interviews, is not predictive of children’s skills in HL. Concerning the latter, the perceived
positive value of HL, interestingly, unlike language usage, it proved to be significantly
related to effective children’s HL acquisition. More in detail, a positive value attributed to
HL within the family context proved to significantly impact children’s receptive vocabulary
skills in their HL.

Furthermore, the parents’ perception that their HL is misevaluated in the societal
context has a negative impact on children’s morphosyntactic comprehension skills. These
results seem to be in line with what was reported by (Sevinç 2022) regarding the negative
effects on children’s HL of parents’ anxiety due to ‘fixed monolingual mindsets’ influenced
by societal factors.

We want to highlight that the two broad FLP dimensions considered differ, i.e., positive
evaluation of HL and misevaluation of HL. The first is a mix of parental attribution to other’s
opinions and their own opinions. On the contrary, the misevaluation variable encompasses
the parents’ perception of HL usage by the school and the context in which they live. Even
if these attributions partially differ and may shed light on slightly different aspects, they all
refer to parents’ ideologies and beliefs and seem more powerful in determining children’s
HL skills than usage per se.

These results underscore the psychological and social implications of language devel-
opment and acquisition for bilinguals. Indeed, how people experience being bilinguals is
deeply shaped by the system in which the individual is enclosed, that is, his or her family
in principle. In turn, this family is deeply rooted and shaped by an idea about what the
society they live in may think about their multilingualism. We can speculate that parents
who perceive a positive value regarding their HL, either at an individual level or in the
societal context, can transmit higher motivation and ease in using that language to their
children. This, in turn, might positively affect their HL maintenance and competence. This
was particularly the case of increased vocabulary in HL, possibly related to an increased
attitude by parents and children in naming activities in HL.

On the counterpart, those who speak HL in everyday life but perceive a misevaluation
of this language by society (e.g., teachers suggest not to use HL at home) may convey a
negative feeling towards this language, and the child might be less prone to HL usage.
We did not address the evaluation of children’s perspectives, but it might be that chil-
dren themselves perceive negative feedback from the societal context regarding their HL.
We found specific effects on morphosyntactic comprehension, which may suggest that a
misevaluation of HL might make linguistic interactions less rich in syntactic complexity.
However, further studies should better investigate the effects of perceived language value
on different domains of language competence.

5. Conclusions

This study provides insights into how parents’ attitudes toward HL shape their chil-
dren’s linguistic development in HL. As suggested by De Houwer (2018), language usage
is strictly connected with the specific sociocultural power constellations in the society
where children and their families live. Also, as Paradis (2023) suggested, emotional and
motivational factors (i.e., socioemotional well-being according to her model) and parents’
attitudes need to be considered in research addressing bilingual development. Therefore,
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the present study can be framed within a more holistic approach to language input that,
according to De Houwer (2018), needs to consider language-related power issues.

This study has some limitations that need to be accounted for and might limit the
generalization of the results. First, as already mentioned, measures of language usage are
partially different from those used in other studies and derive from qualitative and quan-
titative analyses of parents’ interviews. These results could, therefore, be expanded with
direct measurements of the quality and quantity of the language input. Also, comparisons
between parents’ accounts and their language behaviors are necessary in future studies.
Secondly, interviews were coded based on a bottom-up approach that led to identifying
macro-categories. A different coding approach based on top-down extraction of thematic
units which isolate the intended phenomena might be a promising approach in future
research. For example, clustering the parents’ accounts according to the FLP dimensions
(practices, beliefs and ideologies, management) from the beginning and, for each cate-
gory, assuming a pre-established annotation schema (e.g., for beliefs and ideologies, a
scale going from “HL valuing” to “HL devaluing”). Finally, a more detailed analysis of
contextual factors not directly addressed in the present study (i.e., socioeconomic status,
parental activities in the home context, such as shared book reading, etc.) would allow us
to understand better the complex interaction between environmental factors and bilingual
language development.

Despite these limitations, the evidence of the role of perceived language value in
relation to children’s HL skills represents an original contribution with respect to previous
literature and might represent an intriguing perspective for future research. The present
study might also have implications for educational policies, reinforcing the idea that
a positive attitude towards HL might help children (and their families) in the active
maintenance of HL and this, in turn, as suggested by (Scalise et al. 2021) might have
positive effects on later language learning at school.
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Notes
1 Each example provided in Table 1 is anticipated by the family code (e.g., 27GLRV) and the speaker (‘M’ = ‘mother’; ‘F’ = ‘father’).

A word needs to be said about the translation of the extracts selected for inclusion in the present article. The transcriptions were
analyzed in the original language(s) participants used. This was mostly Italian, with occasional switch to English. The participants’
level of Italian was varied, with some being relatively proficient, while others struggled to make themselves understood. Once
the extracts to be quoted were selected, we translated them into English. However, this procedure required a number of choices.
For example, the morpho-syntactic mistakes made by the parents did not always have an equivalent in English, in which case
similar types of errors were chosen in order to convey an analogous level of language proficiency.
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