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 FOREWORD 

The last two decades have witnessed 
global population movements as 
people cross borders, form inter-
lingual and intercultural marriages and 
create multilingual and multi-ethnic 
families. These movements have not 
only intensified the encounters of 
different cultural traditions, social 
values and political ideologies, but 
also enriched the societal linguistic 
and semiotic repertoires, contributing 
to the ‘super-diversity’ of post-modern 
society. Whilst multilingualism 
enhances our globalised connections 
and facilitates social and cognitive 
development of individuals, it presents 
new challenges to many families with 
regard to their language and literacy 
practices and how to raise their 
children in a multilingual environment. 
Family Language Policy (FLP) 
addresses these challenges by 
examining the decision-making 
processes of language choice, 
language maintenance, and language 
development in relation to migration 
histories, linguistic environments, 
cultural conditions, and sociopolitical 
systems. 

 

Funded by the Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) of Great 
Britain, our project Family 
Language Policy: A Multi-Level 
Investigation of Multilingual 
Practices in Transnational Families 
has its central focus on how family 
members make sense of their 
multiple languages, and what 
decisions they make with regard to 
the languages they choose to 
maintain and develop.  

The project adopts a dynamic and 
creative approach to multilingualism 
in the British society with a national 
survey, community profiling, and 
family linguistic ethnographies. As a 
team, we are proud to demonstrate 
how critical languages are in our 
everyday life, how linguistic diversity 
enriches our lives, and how 
multilingualism contributes to social 
cohesion. 
 

Prof. Xiao Lan Curdt-Christiansen, 
Principal Investigator  
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ABOUT THE PROJECT 

 

The project employs a multi-level, 
multi-community and multi-family-type 
design to explore what types of 
Family Language Policy (FLP) exist in 
the UK at the national level, how FLP 
is shaped, established, and 
implemented at the community level, 
and how the actual practices are 
managed at the family level. The 
project has a particular focus on 
families across three ethnolinguistic 
communities - Chinese, Polish and 
Somali. As the first systematic study 
of FLP in the UK, it provides new 
understandings of how sociocultural 
changes, linguistic development and 
migration history combine to impact 
on the decision-making processes of 
FLP. Our research questions include: 
  How do mobility and on-going 
changes in the sociocultural contexts 
impact on family language policies? 
 
How is FLP shaped, established, 
negotiated and enacted in day-to-day 
interactional and digital practices? 
 
What are the similarities and 
differences in FLP across different 
transnational and multilingual 
communities? 
 
The FLP project provides insights 
into what types of FLP promote or 
discourage multilingual development, 
what kind of sociocultural and  

linguistic milieu in communities 
supports social cohesion and 
identity construction, and what 
policies at educational and 
national levels provide conducive 
environments for heritage 
language maintenance and literacy 
development. The outcomes have 
an impact on the public at large 
with regard to the socioeconomic 
value of multilingualism, the 
advantages of protecting linguistic 
and cultural diversity, as well as 
the cultural and emotional 
significance of minority language 
practices in private domains. 
 
We have selected three 
ethnolinguistic communities from 
Asian (Chinese), European 
(Polish) and African (Somali) 
backgrounds for their distinctive 
socio-political contexts of 
migration, demographic character 
and multilingual histories. Through 
community profiling, we have 
explored the different migration 
experiences, linguistic and 
educational backgrounds and 
resettlement patterns that 
influence their attitudes and 
ideologies towards developing the 
different languages in their families 
and communities. 
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THE MULTILINGUAL 
SURVEY 
The survey was distributed across the UK in online and print versions in 
English, Chinese, Polish, and Somali. Of those who took part, 20% were born 
in the UK, while the rest are recent migrants or have lived in the UK for some 
time. Most held university degrees. 70% of their children were born in the UK. 
More than 40 languages and language varieties are recorded. 
 

68% of the parents feel comfortable using their home language in public 
domains after the Brexit vote.   

Most parents report that they changed their language practices after their 
children were born, using more English but mixed with their other languages. 
During activities such as messaging family members or conversing during 
meal-times, the non-English home language(s) play a dominant role in most 
families. 

Non-English (N-E) home language literacy tends to pose a big challenge for 
most of the families. More than half (55%) of the children have limited reading 
and writing skills in the N-E home languages. 

In terms of learning N-E home languages, most of the children from the 
Chinese community attend complementary schools; 63% of Polish children 
attend Polish Saturday schools; no children from the Somali community attend 
Somali complementary schools.  

Our survey also shows that few children use local libraries to borrow N-E 
language books as most local libraries have limited non-English book 
resources.

Most parents view being bilingual/multilingual as having a positive impact on 
their child’s cognition, academic performance, and overall development. 

Most participants do not agree that home language maintenance should be a 
private matter. 
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THE CHINESE 
COMMUNITY 
The past two decades have 
seen a significant change in 
the British Chinese community. 
The Chin ese ethnic group in 
the UK has become more 
diversified in terms of 
geographic origin, life 
trajectories, and post-migration 
settlement. At the same time, it 
has also become more 
homogenous in terms of 
community language use, 
ethnic cultural affiliation, and 
intra-community 
communication. 

At the community level, 
maintaining an ‘ethnic enclave’ 
has been disassociated from 
day-to-day practices in 
Chinese communities. At 
settings such as Chinese 
community centres, weekend 
complementary schools, and 
community supermarkets, well-
established practices of 
hybridity, integration, and 
transformation are 
demonstrated via multilingual 
and multicultural 
communication.  
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The intra-community change is 
demonstrated by an 
overwhelming ongoing language 
shift from Cantonese to 
Mandarin in the UK Chinese 
community. 

Seeking better 
socioeconomic opportunities and 
upward social mobility, Chinese 
parents tend to adopt a flexible 
ideology when dealing with 
family language use. They 
mostly hold a flexible attitude 
towards using English alongside 
their Chinese varieties (dialects) 
for communication inside or/and 
outside of the home domain. It is 
often demonstrated in a freely 
mixed use of English and 
Chinese varieties in most of the 
researched families. 
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  THE POLISH 
COMMUNITY 

With approximately 900 000 (House 
of Commons 2016) individuals, the 
Polish-speaking community has 
become one of the largest in the UK 
within just 15 years. It is also 
heterogeneous in terms of 
geographical distribution (Hall 2016), 
age, education (Okólski and Salt 
2014), occupation (House of 
Commons 2016) and English skills 
(Błasiak 2011). In 2016, 646 000 
were employed, while 100 000 
children and teenagers were living 
and receiving education in British 
schools.  

Although most Polish-
speaking migrants came after the EU 
enlargement (Home Office 2011), 
the Polish settlement in Britain can 
be traced back to the 17thCentury 
with a substantial migration wave 
after WWII of approximately 150 000 
Poles (Burrell 2006). The existing old 
and new diasporic infrastructure 
allows for polysemic representations 
of Polish language and culture to be 
disseminated and different stocks of 
knowledge to circulate between 
groups of migrants in Britain.  

At the level of grassroots 
organisations, the offline and online 
‘Polish’ activities are mediated and 
largely experienced through the 
monoglot ideology of Standard 
Polish, with Polish and English 
 

resources often compartmentalised in 
separate domains despite emerging 
language mixing practices. The 
ideology also mediates understanding 
of bilingualism where the ability to 
speak two languages is evaluated 
positively, but simplistically as an 
ability to use discrete linguistic codes 
assigned to two separate cultures. 

The data suggest that access 
to communicative resources, both 
Polish and English, influences 
participation in ‘Polish’ organised 
activities, especially in offline sites. 
However, a large part of the population 
counted as ‘Polish’ in Britain does not 
actively participate in activities of 
‘Polish’ organizations in the physical 
world. Our linguistic ethnography 
points to flexibility of other ideologies 
and self & collective understandings in 
family and other private interactions 
allowing for complex combinations of 
local British and transnational Polish 
linguistic and cultural resources.  New 
technologies also play an important 
role in language maintenance enabling 
both contact with speakers in Poland 
and providing access to online 
resources.  
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THE SOMALI COMMUNITY 
The Somali community is among 
the largest transnational 
communities in the world. Having 
suffered mass displacements due 
to a devastating civil war and 
unrest in Somalia since 1991, the 
Somalis have resettled around the 
globe in their millions. The UK has, 
since the early 1990s, welcomed 
thousands of Somali refugees. 
London is now home to more than 
65,000 Somali men, women and 
children (2011 census), and thus 
boasts one of the largest thriving 
Somali diasporic communities in 
the ‘West’. A large number of 
these Somali families have 
migrated across many European 
countries before settling in the UK. 
This migration history is evident in 
the use of a range of European 
languages as well as related 
cultural practices in many Somali 
homes.   

        The Somali community 
thrives on social 
events organised by grassroots 
organisations such as Somali 
Week Festival and the Anti-
Tribalism Movement. Most 
of these events are conducted in 
English rather than in Somali, a 
feature that is unique in diasporic 
communities. These community-
based events focus on issues of 
Somali identity in the 

diaspora, celebrating Somali 
culture and heritage, and 
promoting community cohesion, 
both between Somali tribes and 
between Somalis and the wider 
British community. Unlike the 
Chinese and Polish migrant 
communities, the Somali 
community has few Somali 
language schools in the UK. This 
lack of access to Somali language 
and literacy resources has led to 
the prevalence of English use in 
the home and, in particular, among 
the younger generations in 
multigenerational families. 
Moreover, the Somali-led tutoring 
centres that offer after-school 
support in core school subjects 
such as maths, science and 
English, further showcase the 
focus on educational attainment 
and the greater effort placed on 
English literacy and language skills 
over Somali.  
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This multi-level research project has 
provided us with rich and informative data 
about the linguistic configurations of 
different types of families and the linguistic 
environments in communities and families. 
Importantly, the extensive data have 
enabled us to capture the ‘live events’ in 
family interactions, the multilingual literacy 
practices and the digital forms of 
communications between family members. 
 
With focus on the family, the FLP project 
highlights the significance of this important 
social unit in a wider range of social, 
historical, political, cultural and linguistic 
environments. FLP in the three communities 
illustrates that external forces such as 
language status, societal pressures, 
migration history, and public education 
demands, have penetrated into home 
domains and implicitly influenced the 
everyday interactions of family members.    
The FLP project has advanced our 
understanding of the essential interplay 
between macro-, meso- and micro-levels of 
language/literacy practices and policy 
decisions.  
 

10 

SUMMARY 

10



VOICES FROM FAMILIES 

Hodan, 18, a British citizen and born here, does not 
claim her British identity 
Like it’s a weird one for me because I don’t 
speak Somali, init? But I’m Somali yeah, 
but fish and chip Somali, but not British.  
 

Mother whose main language is Polish & who 
attended courses in English. 
nawet nie domowy, do komunikacji z nami, z 
rodziną 
for [her 17 and 20-year old 
children], Polish isn't even a home 
language, it's to communicate with us, 
it's a family language 
When asked about multilingualism: 
dla nas z perspektywy osób, które przyjechały z 
Polski i wybałuszyły oczy i ich angielskie zdanie to 
był ciąg nieznanych słów, których nie było widać 
początku i końca, to po prostu w tej chwili jak 
gdzieś jadę, to się czuję wolna 
for us as those who came from Poland 
and made big eyes and whose English 
sentences were a series of unknown 
words with no beginning and end, then 
now when I go somewhere, I feel free. 
 

Lisa, a restaurant owner & mainland China migrant, 
recently received her British passport. 
When asked about her 10-year-old son 
being educated in an independent school. 
我自己一辈子都是在餐饮行业做工，可我不想让我儿子也
做这行。我希望他能过上更好的生活。只要是我们还能负
担的，我们就想给他最好的。其实也没有那么难啦，我们
总可以在别的地方省钱。 
I'm working in the catering business for my 
life, but I don't want my son to do the 
same. I want him to have a better life. As 
long as we can afford, I want him to have 
the best. It's not that bad though, we can 
save money in other ways. 
 

Marian, 38, mother & recent migrant to the 
UK from the Netherlands. 
Eeg, aniga hadeer waa aniga ku leh, ilmihii 
adoo isku si uu wada koriyey, baa midna 
xiiso badan oo haaya af Somalinimadii iyo 
dhaqankii, midna aa nu rabin oo nu jacleyn. 
(...) Aniga ilmaheyga ugu yar hadeer sikasta 
aa yeelo afka dutchka ma ka goynkari.  
See here, I’ll tell you now, the kids 
you can raise them the same and 
you can get one that is interested in 
the language and culture, and the 
other one isn’t. (...) With 
my youngest kids now 
whatever I do, I can't stop them 
from speaking Dutch (at home).  
 

Two-parent Polish-English-Italian-speaking 
high-income family with two sons and with one 
language-one parent policy and PhD-educated 
parents communicating in English. 
Child:					NO	I	want	to	speak	English	
perché	you	speak	English 
Mother:		no	parliamo	italiano	non	
inglese	[no	speak	Italian	not	English] 
Child:					papà?	papà	[dad?	dad] 
Mother:		e	a	papà	in	polacco	[and	to	dad	
in	Polish] 
Child:					but	you	are	talking	inglese	papà	
[in	English	to	dad] 
 

Sue, a mainland China migrant, PhD. 
Now, even Chinese, I have to loosen 
it a bit, just want them to get English 
properly done. (…) Now she’s going 
to secondary school, too busy, I kind 
of let her Chinese go a bit, cool it a 
bit. (…) After her exams, after she 
gets into secondary school, she’ll 
carry on going to Chinese 
complementary school." 
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02-11-2017 Family Language 
Policy: 
 Project Launch, London. 
https://gtr.ukri.org/project
s?ref=ES%2FN019105%
2F1 

 
27-06-2018 Seminar on Family 

Language Policy for 
local EAL tutors: 
Pittville School, 
Cheltenham. 
Workshop, SW NALDIC 
RiG 
(Regional interest group 
on teaching English as 
an Additional Language). 
 

17-10-2018 Introducing research 
on FLP to Bristol 
minority communities:  
City Hall, Bristol, BAME 
Carers Information Day.  
https://www.carerssuppo
rtcentre.org.uk/reaching-
out-to-minority-ethnic-
carers/    
 

08-11-2018 Multilingual 
Storytelling by 
Children for Children: 
(ESRC Festival of Social 
Science, Bath Central 
Library). 
http://blogs.bath.ac.uk/ed
ucation/2019/02/01/multil
ingual-story-telling-by-
children-and-for-children/ 
 
 

15-11-2018 Somali Language 
Maintenance at 
Home: 
A workshop at the 
Somali Parents’ 
Initiative Centre, 
London. 

 
04-04-2019 Somalinimo iyo afka 

Soomaaliga’ 
Somaliness and the 
Somali Language.  
Public engagement 
event. Chaucer House, 
Luton. 

 
04-06-2019 Raising Bilingual and 

Multilingual Children: 
Workshop for parents, 
King Edward’s Junior 
School, Bath. 
 

06-07-2019 在双语环境下成长
Growing Up in More 
Than One Language: 
Public engagement at 
the Bristol and Avon 
Chinese School. 
 

09-07-2019  Bringing kids up 
multilingually: 
Workshop for Polish-
speaking parents 
on benefits and 
challenges of 
multilingual 
development.  
Haringey London.  
 

 

PUBLIC ENGAGMENT 
EVENT HIGHLIGHTS  
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 THE TEAM 

The FLP project is led by Professors Xiao Lan Curdt-Christiansen 
(University of Bath), Zhu Hua (Birkbeck, University of London), and LI 
Wei (UCL Institute of Education, University College London). Dr Jing 
Huang (University of Bath), Dr Kinga Kozminska (Birkbeck, University 
of London) and Miss Sahra Abdullahi (UCL Institute of Education, 
University College London) are research associates who have 
conducted the fieldwork in each community. 
  
For more information, please visit our website at: 
https://familylanguagepoli.wixsite.com/familylanguagepolicy 
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