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Introduction

One of the long-held beliefs about bilingual
families is that they are full of stress and that
family members are required to make much
greater effort to maintain their family unit
than monolingual families. Romaine (1989)
has claimed that negative and erroneous ideas
about children’s language development
became ‘received wisdom’ in educational
circles and were passed on uncritically.
However, there still exists a strong claim that
bilingualism is most likely to cause intellectu-
al confusion in bilingual children and that
raising well-balanced bilingual children is
rarely successful. It requires enormous effort
by the parents and the children themselves.
Therefore, when I decided to visit a bilingual
family to gather data and heard from the
parents that their children had acquired
balanced language skills in English and
Japanese, I assumed that their success as
bilinguals was strongly supported by their
parents’ strenuous effort to help them acquire
two languages. This belief was further
strengthened by the fact that the father was a
monolingual speaker of English, which I
thought created an extra burden for the bilin-
gual mother and children in communicating
with him.
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The purpose of this study is to investigate
how two languages (English and Japanese)
mutually influence the socialization process
of children in a bilingual family, i.e. it investi-
gates the role of the language in bilingual
socialization.

Method

To investigate the role of language in bilin-
gual socialization, a bilingual family living in
Tokyo was chosen as participants. This family
consisted of a monolingual British father, a
bilingual Japanese mother, a bilingual 5-year-
old daughter and a bilingual 3-year-old son.
Research hypotheses formulated are (1) given
the apparent challenge presented by a family
in which conversation is conducted in two
languages, the parents would be more
concerned about the children’s language
fluency while at home and socialization
would take a back seat in conversations; (2)
the parents stated that they employed a ‘one
parent-one language’ policy at home and
given the reported prevalence, the mother
would use only Japanese with the children
and the father would use only English with
the children; and (3) in a family in which one
self-professed monolingual member did not



appear to speak the dominant language in the
community, a greater burden of communica-
tion would be placed on the other bilingual
members. Six video-taped and audio-taped
Sunday dinner conversations were collected

and analyzed.

Data Analysis

The dynamics of dinner talk are examined
focusing on adherence to a ‘one parent-one
language’ principle and code-switching
between English and Japanese. The total
numbers of English and Japanese words
spoken by each family member were calculat-
ed in order to investigate the dynamics of
dinner talk. The x* test showed that there
were significant differences between the total
number of English words spoken by the
father and those by the mother at 0.01 level in
each of all the conversations. There were also
significant differences between the total
number of Japanese words spoken by the
father and those by the mother at 0.01 level.
Overall total words (both English and
Japanese words) uttered by the father and
those by the mother were almost the same.
The mother dominated Japanese conversa-
tions but she spoke in Japanese predominant-
ly with the children, but not with the father.
To the contrary, the father dominated English
conversations which all the family members
participated in. The x* test also showed that
there was significant difference between the
frequency with which the mother spoke to the
father in English and that with which the
mother spoke to the children in Japanese.
The mother employed a significantly different
strategy to the father and to the children; she

spoke English with the father and Japanese
with the children. The x* test showed that the
father did not differentiate the strategy to the
mother and to the children. He spoke exclu-
sively English both with the mother and the
children. The x* test also showed that there
was significant difference between the
frequency with which the daughter spoke
English with the father and the frequency
with which she spoke Japanese with the
mother. The daughter used a significantly
different strategy to the father and to the
mother. She spoke predominantly English
with the father and Japanese with the mother.
The test showed that there was no significant
difference between the frequency with which
the daughter spoke English with the son and
the frequency with which she spoke Japanese
with him and no significant difference
between the frequency with which the son
used English with his sister and the frequency
with which he used Japanese with his sister.
There seemed to be no fixed pattern in
language choice between the daughter and the
son. As for the dynamics of dinner talk, I can
conclude that the family members follow a
‘one parent-one language’ principle for the
most part of the conversation.

Next, I investigated when and to whom the
bilingual members (the mother and the chil-
dren) code-switched from Japanese to English
or vice versa in the conversation. The data
analysis indicated that the mother predomi-
nantly code-switched to Japanese when talk-
ing with the children and responding to them
throughout the entire conversations except a
few occasions. The children also code-
switched to Japanese when talking with the
mother and responding to her. The children
code-switched to English when they spoke to

Educational Studies 44 | 238

International Christian University



and responded to the father. Data analysis of
code-switching also indicated that the family
members followed a one parent-one language
principle. However, closer analysis revealed
that there are some occasions the mother or
the children do not follow the one parent-one
language principle. In the mother’s case, she
sometimes spoke English with the children
and responded to them when she was
involved in conversation with family
members. The mother code-switched to
Japanese when she wanted to express strong
emotions such as anger to the children, espe-
cially to the son. |
Thirdly, conversational data were analyzed
in terms of socialization taking place during
the meal. There were two types of socializa-
tion taking place at the table. The first is
parent-determined socialization, such as
telling the children to eat properly, and when
and what to say properly. I term this kind of
socialization as ‘non-embedded socialization’
because the parents’ socialization goals are
explicit. For example, instructing the chil-
dren how to eat properly or how to converse
appropriately are routines conducted by the
parents with clear socialization goals intended
to raise their children as competent members
of a society (societies) and is defined as non-
embedded socialization. The second type of
socialization involves the parents displaying
to the children or co-constructing values with
the children without conscious awareness. I
label the type of socialization as embedded
socialization. For example, languages can be
chosen by the parents to raise their children
bilingually (non-embedded socialization),
but at the same time, there is a bilingual style
which is peculiar to a family and which is
realized through the quotidian rituals of the
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family (embedded socialization). This pecu-
liar bilingual style becomes one of the impor-
tant resources in claiming membership in the
family. Through such bilingual practices,
family members negotiate their social identi-
ties within the family unit. In other words,
non-embedded socialization is defined as
socialization of norms. Embedded socializa-
tion is defined as socialization of values. The
parents may not be consciously aware that
they are supporting the latter socialization.
However, the parents’ regard for their culture
and their language is being transmitted to the
children.

Discussion

My findings are as follows. Firstly, the
canonical ‘one parent-one language’ policy is
indeed as an approach or even a ‘policy; but it
is not rigorously adhered to in this family
interaction. The data analysis indicated that
family members adhere to a ‘one parent-one
language’ policy for the most part but priori-
tize good conversation (i.e., fluent, unre-
strained) as a family unit over the policy.
Also, there is implicit recognition that a rigor-
ous policy would in fact inhibit the father’s
participation. Secondly, bilingualism is
indeed pursued not only by the bilingual
mother but also by the monolingual father
who accepts the importance of bilingualism
in the family. It may be said that bilingualism
is somehow perceived as a ‘first language’ by
the children in this family-echoing the classic
description put forward by Swain in 1972.
Thirdly, family members having dinner
together co-construct bilingual conversations

using two languages and, through these



conversations and jointly co-constructed
actions, form their bilingual identity.
Fourthly, the primary focus of the dinner
conversation appears to be socialization, not
teaching a language per se. This seems to
embody the ecology of the family; that is, the
good balance of the whole family is priori-
tized with communication as a family unit
being more important than bilingual acquisi-
tion.

The data analysis indicated that the parents
predominantly employed a one parent-one
language policy but by no means exclusively.
In this respect, the initial hypothesis (2) was
not supported. As long as the flow of the
conversation runs smoothly and everyone
seems to understand the conversation, no one
in the family seems to care which language is
used. Everyone’s participation in the conver-
sation is prioritized over language choice.

Since the father speaks little Japanese, the
rest of the family members who are bilingual
need to adapt themselves to the father’s
language ability. Therefore, the mother and
the children sometimes use English with one
another. When a family includes a monolin-
gual member, smooth conversation as a fami-
ly unit is more valued than a one parent-one
language policy. In this respect, the initial
hypothesis (3) was supported.

For the bilingual children, English is an
icon of the father’s culture and, likewise,
Japanese is an icon of the mother’s culture.
Therefore, both embody the same value.
Moreover, through a jointly constructed
bilingual conversation, the children learn the
importance and fun of code-switching. We
can also say that for those children who are
using two languages, bilingualism is their
‘first language’ (Swain 1972).

The findings indicate that the most impor-
tant goal of this bilingual family is to socialize
the children into the family unit, not to foster
bilingual ability. In this respect, the initial
hypothesis (1) was not supported. In other
words, family socialization (socialization as a
unit) is more highly valued than linguistic
socialization. The ecology of the whole fami-
ly is more important. In that sense, |
conclude that the bilingual family is drawn on
similar lines to a monolingual family. The
parents in this bilingual family are socializing
their children in a similar way as the parents
of a monolingual family. The difference is
that the parents in this family have dual

language availability, not just one.

Final Remarks

Given the case study on which this investi-
gation is based, further research is clearly
necessary to provide in-depth and detailed
analysis of bilingual socialization. In addi-
tion, further research on bilingual socializa-
tion in other bilingual families is necessary to
clarify which findings are specific to this

family’s bilingual socialization.
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