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Abstract: Multilingualism has become the norm in families all over the world. These families need
to juggle their children’s linguistic identity and integration in their contexts. They may also need
professional advice about which language(s) they should use at home, especially when children
present with developmental disorders. There is a dearth of studies addressing the role parental views
play in home-language maintenance with children with developmental disorders. This study is
conducted in Spain, where Spanish is the national language, along with local languages in certain
regions, as well as foreign languages. This qualitative study aimed to deepen our understanding
of the views about language choice of multilingual families whose children have either typical
language development or a developmental disorder in Spain. We recruited 26 parents of multilingual
children aged between 5 and 10 years, from different linguistic backgrounds. Semi-structured online
interviews were conducted. The data were analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis. The findings
illustrate the complexity and nuance of parents’ views and decisions regarding language choice in
their contexts. The themes included identity and belonging, as well as the influences of external
advice on parental decisions. It is important that professionals such as speech-language therapists
understand these views to enable them to deliver family-centered care.

Keywords: multilingualism; heritage languages; language maintenance; cultural identity; profes-
sional advice; developmental disorders

1. Introduction

The current state of multilingualism around the globe is that there are more individuals
who speak two or more languages than there are monolinguals. More than 7000 languages
are spoken in the world, so it is natural to find countries with more than one official
language. Some countries recognize nearly 40 languages (e.g., Bolivia); however, only a
handful of them would be considered lingua francas (Singh et al. 2012). In recent years,
there has been a growth in migration, which has led to cultural intermixing, contributing to
the multilingual world we now live in (Paradowski and Bator 2018). In Spain, specifically,
the National Institute of Statistics (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica 2023) reports that 11.4%
of its population originates from a different country, making it the country in the European
Union with the second highest migration rate. As a result, more children are now born into
multicultural and multilingual households, and people learn additional languages out of
necessity, as well as for pleasure.

In this context, defining multilingualism can be somewhat complex. Researchers share
multiple definitions, depending on the number of languages known, the age and manner
of acquisition, proficiency, functional or contextual use of languages, linguistic identity,
language switching, etc. (Grech and McLeod 2012; Marian and Hayakawa 2021; Surrain
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and Luk 2019). Grech and McLeod (2012) explain that each definition of multilingualism
can be organized from the most to the least conservative. In the current study, we opt for
a less conservative approach, where we understand multilingualism as a continuum that
would include any person who can be functional in two or more languages, with different
levels of objective or subjective proficiency.

1.1. Linguistic Context in Spain

To facilitate a better understanding of the setting where this research is carried out,
we provide a summary of its linguistic context. Spain is a multilingual country where
there are several official and non-official local languages, as well as speakers of foreign
languages. In this context, Spanish (referring to the Iberian variant of the language) is
the national language, along with a few recognized languages that are co-official in their
respective regions or autonomous communities: Galician (galego), which is official in the
community of Galicia; Basque (euskara), spoken in the Basque Country and Navarra; and
Catalan (catala), official in the community of Catalonia, along with its variations in the
Valencian Community (Valencian language) and the Balearic Islands (Balearic Catalan).
The multicultural nature of the country adds another layer to decisions parents make about
the potential use of languages in multilingual family settings.

The language policies concerning the use and status of the regional languages in Spain
have changed over the last century. At present, even though some of the regional languages
are co-official and their instruction is obligatory in schools in their respective regions, the
social perception and the value assigned to these languages are often subjects of debate.
This situation leaves the regional languages in a state of vulnerability, calling for measures
to prevent their disappearance (Ramallo 2022). One of the challenges faced by institutions
when developing language policies is the lack of intergenerational use of the languages.
Nevertheless, there is now a generation of neohablantes or new speakers (Ramallo 2012; Soler
and Zabrodskaja 2017), who learned Spanish as their first language but also make active
efforts to learn and use the regional languages and cultural traditions to pass them on to
the following generations (Nandi 2019). The use of regional languages represents a symbol
for transmitting the identity of the community (Lasagabaster 2007).

Considering that languages can be linked to politics, the authors aim to provide the
reader with a general overview of the situation without taking sides, except to declare that
all languages serve a purpose and are “equally important from a linguistic and anthropo-
logical point of view” (Moreno-Fernandez 2015, p. 2). Therefore, in this study we explore
parental choices in relation to which language(s) they chose when raising their children, as
these choices may be influenced by the experiences and attitudes of families, depending on
the sociolinguistic context where they live.

1.2. Language Maintenance and Identity

In a context where there is a growth in intercultural families, the concept of language
maintenance arises in relation to the decisions parents make in relation to language use and
transmission to the following generations (Schalley and Eisenchlas 2020). Those decisions
can be influenced by different factors, such as the family’s attachment to their cultural
identity (Gharibi and Seals 2020) and/or the perceived usefulness and value of their
language(s) (Curdt-Christiansen and Wang 2018), as well as external factors (e.g., language
regulations, institutional support, societal ideologies) (Mirvahedi 2021). On this basis, the
family’s background, current environment, and their future plans and expectations would
play a role in shaping their views and priorities regarding language choice (Akgiil et al.
2019; Fuentes 2020; Seo 2021).

The relationship between language and identity is somewhat complex. In the current
study, identity is encompassed within Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) interpretation, where
a person constructs and modifies their identities in interaction with others to distance
themselves from or associate with a group. In some cases, parents may pass on their
languages to their children to create familial bonds (Jung 2022) and transmit a sense of
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belonging (Berardi-Wiltshire 2017), thereby building a shared linguistic identity that would
create a bridge, connecting their present to their roots. For example, Lee (2013) found that
Korean American parents may choose to expose their children to their heritage language to
transmit a “positive ethnic identity”. However, Mirvahedi and Jafari (2021) found that the
historical stigmatization of the Azerbaijani language and culture in Iran might lead parents
to feel conflicted about their ethnic language and identity, and they may choose to expose
their children to Farsi over Azerbaijani.

Some researchers have reported that parents may worry about losing their linguistic
and cultural identity to the majority language and culture (Kwon 2017; Wang and Gao
2021), and as a result, they make efforts to transmit their heritage to their children through
passing on their home language. However, even though children can learn the customs and
language from their parents, they might also develop a bicultural identity by undergoing a
“selective acculturation” that allows them to adapt to the environment while preserving
elements of the culture of origin (Rodriguez-Garcia et al. 2021).

1.3. Parental Concerns and Professional Advice

With globalization and the increase of multilingual populations, there has been a
proliferation of multilingual children who present with developmental disorders (e.g.,
autism spectrum disorder, developmental language disorder), who require services such as
speech and language therapy. Some researchers have found that parents may be concerned
about the language development of multilingual children (Kostoulas and Motsiou 2022),
and whether a multilingual education could be stressful for their child when they present
developmental disorders (Howard et al. 2021). However, there is evidence that multilin-
gualism does not cause developmental disorders (Moore and Pérez-Méndez 2006; Pefia
et al. 2023). Multilingualism may be linked with cognitive and social benefits in children
with communication difficulties (Peristeri et al. 2021).

To date, there have been few studies exploring the decisions parents make in relation to
which language(s) to use when raising multilingual children with developmental disorders.
Those studies usually include small sample sizes [n < 35] or are case studies, including
mainly families of children with autism spectrum disorder (Hampton et al. 2017; Howard
etal. 2021; [jalba 2016; Sher et al. 2022), families of children with language delays (Mirvahedi
and Hosseini 2023) and children ‘labeled as disabled’ (Cioe-Pefia 2021, p. 1). These studies
show that parents often share similar views, priorities and concerns as families of typically
developing children in terms of transmitting their home language and identity. However,
there is an additional concern of multilingualism amplifying the limitations inherent to
the disorder (Hampton et al. 2017), which may influence parents’ choices about language
transmission (Cioe-Pena 2021).

One of the current paradigms in healthcare and education is family-centered practice,
where the professional (e.g., speech-language therapist, teacher, etc.) would include the
family members as active agents in education and healthcare practice. This includes
consideration of their background and current environment, as well as their personal needs,
desires and concerns (Klatte et al. 2023). Therefore, it is important to understand parental
views and concerns about the language(s) that they choose when raising their children
(typically developing and those with developmental disorders), so that practitioners can
tailor their approach to the needs of the families.

There is evidence to suggest that adjusting professional practices to the cultural and
linguistic needs of multilingual families is one of the challenges faced by practitioners
(Pefia 2016). In a survey study conducted by Nieva et al. (2020), professionals reported
feeling overwhelmed by the lack of available resources to provide tailored services to
multilingual families. These professionals reported that they had limited knowledge about
the acquisition and development of more than one language. Further evidence indicates
that multilingual families may be encouraged to drop one or more languages, which might
differ from the parents’ preferences (Bezcioglu-Goktolga and Yagmur 2018; Mirvahedi and
Hosseini 2023). In addition, researchers suggest that restricting the home language might
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have lasting effects on family dynamics, the child’s identity construction and their social—-
emotional development and well-being (Cox et al. 2021; Kohnert et al. 2021). Researchers
have found that these recommendations have been provided to parents of both typically de-
veloping children (Bezcioglu-Goktolga and Yagmur 2018) and those with a developmental
disorder (Hampton et al. 2017). Practitioners may make these recommendations based on
the assumption that learning more than one language might be confusing for the child and
hinder their language development. However, these recommendations might be rooted in
a monolingual ideology that bolsters the further “marginalization” of multilinguals (Pefia
etal. 2023, p. 2).

Professionals hold implicit or explicit attitudes towards multilingualism that can
influence their practices and recommendations (ljalba 2016), which in turn might impact
parents’ choice of language(s) in the home setting (Bezcioglu-Goktolga and Yagmur 2018;
Cioe-Penia 2021). Therefore, it is important that practitioners such as speech-language
therapists, teachers or doctors recognize that they hold positions of power, and with this
power comes responsibility. Therefore, given that more than half of the world’s population
is multilingual (Akgtil et al. 2019), providing professional advice from a monolingual lens
could potentially be more harmful than helpful for the child, considering that family ties
and identities can be constructed through a shared language (Tseng 2020).

1.4. Aims and Objectives

The overall aim of this study was to examine parental views about language choice and
home language maintenance when raising their children who were typically developing
or presenting with developmental disorders. There were two objectives: to explore the
views of parents about their preferences and priorities in relation to language choice and to
explore the views of parents about what external factors influenced their decisions about
language choice when raising their children. This study sought to answer the following
research questions:

1.  What influences language choice in multilingual families?

2. What priorities in relation to choices about language do parents have with regards to
their children’s language acquisition?

3. How do parents juggle languages in the contexts where they live?

4. How are parents’ views influenced by external advice?

2. Materials and Methods

Given that the aims and objectives of this study are oriented towards exploring what,
why and where questions (Sandelowski 2000), we opted for a qualitative approach because
it would enable us to explore the phenomena in depth and capture the heterogeneity in
the participants’ data. The research follows an experiential framework, with a relativist
approach (Braun and Clarke 2022), where the aim is to explore the participants’ views and
perspectives about a topic.

To ensure integrity (Holmlund et al. 2020), this study was approved by the ethics
committee from the Faculty of Psychology of the Complutense University of Madrid. The
participants were informed about the research and their rights regarding the participa-
tion and were requested to provide consent. After they agreed to participate, they were
requested to complete a survey that included demographic information about themselves
and their children, as well as the languages spoken by all the family members. All the data
were stored securely to protect their privacy and were pseudonymized in accordance with
the Spanish Data Protection Act 3/2018. To enhance rigor in this study, we used the COREQ
checklist (Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research) (Tong et al. 2007).

2.1. Participants

The inclusion criteria were parents who were raising their children in a multilingual
environment, who were living in Spain, either in a bilingual or a monolingual autonomous
community. The children were aged between 5 and 10 years and could present either
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M of
participants

N =26
participants

typical development or a developmental disorder. We wanted to explore the parental views
of both of these groups to help us to contextualize the perspectives of parents who seek
professional help for their children. The families could be from different linguistic and
cultural backgrounds, including parents who spoke one or more of the regional languages
of Spain, foreign languages, or parents who spoke Spanish but chose to expose their
children to an additional language.

Since we aimed for maximum variation in the sample to capture a range of perspec-
tives, we recruited participants who met the following inclusion criteria: the place of
residence of the families (bilingual vs. monolingual autonomous communities in Spain'),
the main language the child was exposed to besides Spanish (foreign vs. regional languages)
and the presence or absence of developmental disorders. Figure 1 presents a distribution of
the participants of this study according to the previous criteria.

Child's language

Place of Language
residence of exposure development
Lo i Typical development ] N=4!
il Foreign 1 i

Language

Bilingual Developmental disorder l
Autonomous

Communities

N=5

o Typical development l

Regional
Language

Developmental disorder l

N=10

— Typical development

Foreign
Language

Monolingual
Autonomous
Communities

Developmental disorder

N=10

e = Typical development l

Regional
Language

Developmental disorder

N=1

Figure 1. Distribution of participants according to inclusion criteria.

In relation to Figure 1, we made the assumption that the families who lived in bilin-
gual communities were considered to have a natural exposure to the regional languages
(even though they might not always use it actively), so the parents whose children were
regularly exposed to a foreign language and lived in a bilingual community were placed
in the ‘Bilingual Autonomous Community --> Foreign Languages” branch. Apart from
that, parents who reported that their children presented a language delay that eventually
stabilized were placed in the “Typical development’ section.

The families were recruited using snowball sampling through the researchers’ personal
contacts (acquaintances who might fit the inclusion criteria), academics and/or clinicians
specialized in linguistics and speech—language therapy, as well as by asking the families
who enrolled in this study to contact other families similar to them. Schools, associations
and speech—language therapy practitioners in different regions of Spain were also asked
to distribute information leaflets. Additionally, a website with information about this
study and how to participate was created and distributed among the stakeholders listed,
and it was also shared on social media platforms (i.e., LinkedIn and Facebook groups
about multilingual families in Spain). Information about this study and its website were
also emailed to the administrators of blogs, forums and Instagram accounts that shared
information about raising multilingual children in Spain.
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We recruited 26 parents (Table 1). Only one parent in each family participated in this
study. The number of participants was initially determined based on the guidance of Terry
et al. (2017) for a project of this size. With regards to the language development of the
children, as reported by the participating families, 35% of them had at least one child with
a developmental disorder. Among those families, 4 parents declared that their child was
formally diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 3 with developmental language
disorder and 2 with dyslexia (one of them comorbid with attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder). The rest of the families (65%) did not declare any diagnosis in relation to the
development of their children.

Table 1. Profiles of families according to the place of residence, languages spoken and the children’s

language development.

Family Languages

Type of
Family L1 Parents Children’s D;a)v.elo%melrgal Place of Residence Autonomous
(M: Mother; Laneuages 2 1sorder Community
F: Father) guas
M: Spanish . . Valencian e
F1 F: Spanish Spanish, Valencian No Community Bilingual
F2 M: Bulgaltlan Spanish, En glish, No Madrid Monolingual
F: Bulgarian Bulgarian
M: Spanish = Galician . . . s

F3 F: Spanish = Galician Spanish, Galician No Galicia Bilingual

F4 I\l:[ SGp ?ﬁ:ﬁl Spanish, German No Aragon Monolingual

F5 1\12[5 }l: ;Iif}}: Catalan, Spanish No Catalonia Bilingual

M: Valencian . . . Valencian .

F6 F: Valencian Valencian, Spanish Dyslexia Community Bilingual

F7 E/I 81}:31:1?1(;}}11 Spanish, French No Castille and Leon Monolingual

F8 F: Basque Basque, Spanish No Basque Countr Bilingual

M: Basque = Spanish que =p 4 y &

F9 1\12[ gg?;;? Catalan = Spanish No Catalonia Bilingual
F10 l\i%ﬁ‘cﬁh Spam]?)}:; tfgghSh’ ASD Madrid Monolingual
F11 M: Gall:1. C;:;;S}li’ anish Spanish, Galician No Madrid Monolingual
F12 o Dutch Galician, Spanish No Galicia Bilingual

F: Spanish Mandarin Chinese, . .
F13 M: Mandarin Chinese Spanish bLD Madrid Monolingual
F14 ll\z/lslgzr;zﬁ Spanish, Danish No Madrid Monolingual
F15 M: Romar1.1an Spanish, Epghsh, ASD Madrid Monolingual
F: Romanian Romanian
Fl6 1\/}[: ?Fa?ir;lrslh Spanish, Italian DLD Madrid Monolingual
M: Galician = Spanish Galician, Spanish, .. .
F17 Mandarin Chinese ASD Galicia Bilingual

F: Spanish
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Table 1. Cont.
Family Languages i . Type of
Family L1 Parents Children’s evelopmeniia Place of Residence Autonomous
(M: Mother; > Disorder Communit
’ Languages y
F: Father)
M: Serbian . . . .
F18 F: Spanish Spanish, English No Madrid Monolingual
M: Galician . .. .. o
F19 F: Galician Spanish, Galician ASD Galicia Bilingual
M: Icelandic Spanish, Catalan, . . .
F20 F: Spanish English, Icelandic Dyslexia, ADHD Catalonia Bilingual
M: Catalan
F21 F: Balearic Catalan, Spanish No Balearic Islands Bilingual
Catalan = Spanish
F22 M: Balearic Catalan Balearic Catalan, No Balearic Islands Bilingual
F: Spanish Spanish
F: German Basque, Spanish, e
F23 M: Basque German No Basque Country Bilingual
M: Spanish . . . .
F24 F: Spanish Spanish, English DLD Madrid Monolingual
M: Italian Spanish, Italian, . .
F25 F: Spanish Catalan No Catalonia Bilingual
. 1 English, Spanish,
F26 M: Brazilian Portuguese Portuguese, No Galicia Bilingual

F: English

Danish, Galician

! The presence or absence of a disorder was determined by a professional and reported by parents during the inter-
views. 2 Children’s languages are displayed from higher to lower proficiency, according to parents’ views. 3 DLD
(developmental language disorder); ASD (autism spectrum disorder); ADHD (attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder).

2.2. Data Collection

The data were collected using semi-structured online interviews. These were con-
ducted by the first author via video-call to facilitate the participation of parents based in
geographically dispersed areas (Archibald et al. 2019). The interviews were conducted
in Spanish, as it was the common language between the families and the researcher. The
interviewer asked the participants to self-assess their language skills through screening
questions (e.g., “Do you feel comfortable in all the languages you speak?”) (Premji et al.
2020). To address any potential linguistic barriers, the participants were encouraged to
code-switch and take time to answer.

A topic guide was designed, which included open-ended questions to obtain in-depth
information about each one of the families. First, there were questions exploring the
parents’ own sociolinguistic background and linguistic dynamics in their community con-
text, followed by questions about the children’s language exposure and development as
multilinguals. The section about the children was divided into four parts: the parent’s
views, experiences and priorities when raising multilingual children, and the languages
that children were exposed to in their setting; possible concerns about the children’s lan-
guage development; advice received from professionals (e.g., speech-language therapists,
teachers, school counselors, psychologists, etc.); and views about and experiences in the
children’s past and current school settings. The interview ended with a summary of the
topics discussed. The interviewer followed an iterative approach by taking notes during
the interview about issues brought up by parents that were not in the original topic guide.
These issues were included in the topic guide for subsequent interviews. The mean length
of the interviews was 1 h 32 min [55'-2h13’]. The interviews were recorded in audio and
video (Archibald et al. 2019), and were transcribed in two steps: first, we used Sonix.ai to
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go through the audio and convert it into text, and then we edited the text generated by the
program in collaboration with speech-language therapy students who volunteered. The
analysis of the interviews was carried out during and after the transcription process.

2.3. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2022).
The aim of the analysis was to identify patterns across the dataset, leading to the genera-
tion of themes that would represent the data in an interpretative manner. The interviews
were analyzed in the original language to prevent misrepresenting the participants’ experi-
ences during the analysis (Al-Amer et al. 2015). Excerpts were translated into English for
this paper.

The analysis was conducted by the first author by working through the six-phase
process for reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2022). During phase 1 (famil-
iarization with the data), the researcher revised the notes taken during the interviews and
read the transcriptions several times. In phase 2 (coding the data), the researcher inductively
coded segments related to the research questions. In phase 3 (generating initial themes), the
researcher identified shared patterns across the dataset, adding a descriptive name. The
first and third authors worked collaboratively from the 4th phase (developing and reviewing
themes) to assess whether the themes were grounded in the dataset and making modifi-
cations. In phase 5 (refining, defining and naming themes), the themes were re-evaluated to
provide an interpretation that told a story about the data. The researchers went back and
forth between the 4th and 5th phases several times. The last phase (writing up) began in
parallel with phase 4, when the three authors collaborated to find consensus about the
analytic narrative.

Reflexivity in the Context of This Research

Reflexive thematic analysis inherently calls for self-reflection, placing the researcher as
an active agent during the analysis by interacting with the data and being aware of their
own subjectivity and influence on the research. For that reason, we opted to use the first
person in this section.

In this study, the authors” perspectives are framed as insider/outsider (Lyons et al.
2022, p. 282). All of the authors are speech and language therapists who share an interest
in multilingualism. In this case, the first author was an insider, as she is originally from
Galicia (one of the bilingual regions of Spain) and identifies as a multilingual. This may
have helped in bonding with some participants during the interviews but might have also
biased some responses because participants may have assumed that the researcher was
already familiar with the issues discussed. The second author was also from Spain but
was born and raised in Madrid, which is a monolingual yet culturally diverse region. The
third author would be considered an outsider, as she is from Galway (Ireland). To address
our potential biases, when designing the topic guide, we formulated open questions. In
the interviews, the first author assured the participants that there were no right or wrong
answers and encouraged them to share views that might align or deviate from those of the
interviewer. In the analysis, we checked our interpretations with each other and ensured
that the themes were grounded in the data.

3. Results

We identified two themes: complexities regarding identity and belonging and balanc-
ing the power of advice and parental agency. These themes illustrated that each family
presented with a unique set of circumstances and experiences that shaped their preferences
and language choices for their specific family context.

3.1. Theme 1: Complexities Regarding Identity and Belonging

The data highlighted the complexity of what being multilingual meant, living in
Spain; for example, some parents were born in a different country and were now living in
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Spain, where they had to juggle their heritage language along with the dominant language
(Spanish) and/or a regional language (e.g., Catalan), depending on where they lived. There
were other families where the parents were from Spain and had to make decisions about
their children learning the dominant language in addition to another language, which
could be a foreign and/or regional language. The complexity was also illustrated by the
range of choices that families made in relation to language choice in the context of having
children with typical development or developmental disorders.

This theme represented the parents’ views about language choice in relation to their
children’s identity and sense of belonging in their multicultural context. This theme was
separated into two subthemes to represent the complexity of family contexts and the range
of experiences: finding balance between the local and heritage language(s) and culture(s)
and awareness of stigma and opportunities.

3.1.1. Subtheme 1: Finding Balance between the Local and Heritage Language(s)
and Culture(s)

This subtheme included the range of preferences reported by parents of children with
and without developmental disorders in terms of identity construction, considering the
maintenance of their heritage language and culture in the place where they lived.

We identified different patterns in their choices. In some cases, parents prioritized the
dominant language over their heritage language to achieve a sense of belonging in their
community. For example, a Serbian mother had made the decision for her child to learn the
dominant language (Spanish) over her heritage language, so that the child (and herself)
would fit better into their local community. For this parent, transmitting her language
was challenging in a context where, in her view, there was not enough support of the
Serbian language.

‘I need to make an effort [in Serbian], I have to think beforehand what I want to say. [...]
[in Serbia] I would be in contact with people who also speak the language. But here, in an
environment where everyone speaks Spanish, I couldn’t do it. [. . .] Sure, in a hypothetical
situation where they could only speak one language for the rest of their lives, [I would
choose] the one of the country where they are born. Because they would not be able to
communicate otherwise’. (F18)

In other cases, some parents chose to use the regional language(s) with their children
to preserve the local identity. This included families who were living both in bilingual
and monolingual autonomous communities, and it was especially seen in families from
Galicia. For example, a mother had learned Dutch as her childhood language but switched
to Galician as her dominant language. She made the decision for her child to learn the
language of the region because she had lived in numerous places throughout her life and
wanted her children to have a connection to Galicia. She also tried to transmit part of her
Dutch identity to her children through cultural traditions and foods, with less emphasis on
the language, as she did not feel comfortable enough to do so.

‘We celebrate Dutch traditions, we also cook what my mother used to make [...] to
maintain as much contact with the Dutch culture and language as possible considering. . .
my limitations for not speaking it 100%. [...] [the Galician language] was important
for me, maybe because I've never had “my childhood place” and I was a bit jealous of. . .
people who belonged to one place. [. . .] I like that my kids have. . . the feeling of belonging
to a place, and I believe that the language is essential there’. (F12)

A Galician mother, who was raising her child in Madrid, decided to speak to her child
in Galician, as she had a strong sense of identity with her roots and wanted to transmit this
sense of belonging to her child.

‘It was obvious to me that no matter where I lived, I would speak to my daughter in
Galician. [...] So she can understand, well, the language and culture of. .. where she
comes from, where I come from. . . and share an emotional bond with each other. . . through
that language’. (F11)
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Additionally, some parents made efforts to transmit both the dominant and the her-
itage languages to their children. They were aware of the importance of their children
fitting in their local context while also maintaining a sense of belonging to their roots. For
example, there was a mother, also from Galicia, who had adopted a child from China
who was subsequently diagnosed with ASD. The mother subconsciously started to speak
Galician to him because it is the language she felt most attached to. However, she also
chose to enroll her child in Mandarin Chinese lessons to provide continuity for him in
terms of exposure to his heritage language and culture.

‘Let’s see, I went to China to pick up my child—he was adopted in China. When I arrived
there, it was something unconscious, I mean, 1 wasn’t thinking about it, but I started
to speak to him in Galician because it’s. . . it's my emotional language. [...] We, well,
when he left China, in order to not make it too abrupt for him, we continued to play
Chinese music, we took him to Mandarin lessons... Everything was like “there’s no
breakage”, well there would be anyway, right? But kinder. We wanted to make it as easy
as possible’. (F17)

Some parents reported that they did not feel comfortable about their identity and
heritage language due to negative experiences in their country of origin. In this case, a
mother of a child with ASD decided not to use her heritage language (Romanian) with her
child and speak in English to him, as she developed a stronger attachment to that language
over the years.

‘English has become like my mother tongue. [. . .] I feel it closer to my heart than Romanian.
[...] So when my child was born I started to speak to him in Romanian and I was not
comfortable, [. . .] so after three months I dropped it and started to speak in English’. (F15)

In contrast, a father from Germany explained he was not comfortable with his Ger-
man identity because of generational traumas but chose to maintain that language with
his children.

‘Now we continue speaking in German, and they even speak in German between them.
I like that. I like it so much when they speak in German between them, because it’s
like a complicity that nobody but them can share. [...] Actually, I wanted to “de-
Germanize” myself, like other compatriots. [...] There are family constellations and
generational traumas about Nazism and so on. [. . .] Yes, and everyone processes it their
own way’. (F23)

These data illustrate the complexities regarding language choice, identity and belong-
ing, and the unique circumstances and experiences that shaped the parents’ preferences
and language choices.

3.1.2. Subtheme 2: Awareness of Stigma and Opportunities

This subtheme included data about how parents, consciously or unconsciously, wanted
their children and themselves to be perceived, depending on the language that they used.
They were aware of the prestige and stigma associated with language choice, which shaped
their views towards which languages they considered would provide better opportunities
for their children’s future in terms of thriving in social, academic or occupational domains.

For example, a mother from Bulgaria, whose child was exposed to Bulgarian, Spanish
and English, said she would choose English over Bulgarian because it would bring more
advantages to her child, even though that decision would hurt her because Bulgarian was
part of her identity.

‘I give way more value to English because it opens you many doors nowadays. Wherever
you go you'll need English. Spanish too, because nowadays, if you speak English or
Spanish, the world is yours. [...] So I don’t give much value to Bulgarian. It hurts me
that my son doesn’t speak Bulgarian because it's my mother tongue. I'm Bulgarian, but I
don’t give much value to it. Why? Because workwise and at personal levels, it won't help
him much’. (F2)
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In contrast, a mother from Germany had an experience related to the social praise of
some languages over others, where she received compliments for speaking German with
her child. She disagreed with the stigma associated with languages of perceived lower
prestige.

‘I used to feel like people looked at me with disapproval. That was my perception. [...]
I had an odd experience once: I was talking to my child in German, [. . .] and someone
told me “Where are you from?” “Germany” “Oh Germany, that’s great” they’d say, “I
thought you were Romanian”. So for me that was. .. [...] maybe they were thinking
“How bad they're speaking Romanian”. Do you know what I mean? [...] They don’t give
value to it. But when it's a German. . . [they do] and I think that’s a bit sad’. (F4)

This same mother was hopeful that her child might not have to experience discrimina-
tion for his language (German), which may have been the case if she spoke a language that
was perceived as less valued.

‘But I am grateful that I'm not Romanian in terms of. .. well, I haven’t suffered. . . you
know? It would be more difficult, and I put myself in the shoes of parents from other
nationalities that may not be as valued, and implementing bilingualism must be very
difficult’. (F4)

Some parents considered that multilingualism would be useful and allow their chil-
dren to travel and integrate in different milieus regardless of the languages spoken. For
example, a mother from Mallorca (Balearic Islands) discussed the advantages and disad-
vantages of speaking several languages.

‘The disadvantages would be its great limitations, and the advantages would be that there
are no limits. [...] The more languages you have, the more doors will open for you to
the world, both in work and leisure contexts. But if you have less languages, you will be
limited. If you only speak Balearic Catalan, you won’t move from here’. (F22)

In summary, this subtheme illustrated how parents’ decisions about language choice
were shaped by their perceptions about the status of languages and their wish for their
children to have opportunities now and in the future.

3.2. Theme 2: Balancing the Power of Advice and Parental Agency

This theme included data related to how advice received influenced parents” decisions
about language choice. In some instances, parents accepted this advice, and in other cases,
they exercised agency by not adhering to the advice. Not all the families received explicit
advice.

This theme included the different recommendations that parents received from pro-
fessionals, and how that advice influenced language choices in their household. In this
context, the term professionals referred to teachers, headmasters, healthcare professionals,
psychologists and speech-language therapists. In some cases, professionals recommended
dropping one language to prevent children from experiencing language delays or wors-
ening their developmental disorders. In some instances, they followed the advice, and
although the parents perceived these professionals as holding power, in other cases they
exercised agency by not adhering to it.

For example, a Bulgarian parent who lived in Madrid followed a professional’s advice.
She had been advised by the child’s nursery teacher and headmaster to drop Bulgarian to
enable the child to catch up with Spanish, and she was also advised to enroll her child in
the bilingual English-Spanish group. She had some concerns about the child’s language
development and followed the advice to drop Bulgarian and start the English classes. She
later regretted this decision because she had subsequently studied speech-language therapy
and was now aware that being multilingual does not hinder children’s development.

“The thing is that our son was very young when he started kindergarten. He was 3 months
old. So when he was one. .. he wouldn’t respond to what he was said, right? He wouldn’t
obey. So I was worried and asked the kindergarten teacher. [...] She commented that
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the child “does always obey” and said we should try to speak in Spanish and hold our
language back. [. . .] So we as a family decided to speak to him in Spanish only so he could
catch up with his peers. [...] Then the teacher suggested we enroll him in a bilingual
English-Spanish class, and we did. [. . .] I think our mistake was that, instead of enrolling
him in that English class, we should have started to introduce Bulgarian again’. (F2)

On other occasions, parents exercised agency by not following the advice of dropping
a language. For instance, one mother of a child with developmental language disorder,
who lived in Madrid, reported that she was advised by healthcare professionals to only
use the dominant language to avoid confusing her child; she was not convinced about
this advice.

‘[ think that in most of the places we visited we were told “no, no, of course. You have to
speak only in Spanish, because otherwise your son will be even more confused”. Um. .. I
don’t know. .. I have my doubts about that. [...] We consider that he can receive both
languages without a problem’. (F16)

Nonetheless, some professionals encouraged parents to use the heritage language
at home. For example, a Galician parent, who lived in Madrid, reported that she always
received positive comments from professionals about raising her child as a multilingual.

‘The teacher was supportive about the book in Galician [. . .] that I should speak in Galician
to him. [. . .] In our case, full support. [...] I mean, I never had a negative experience like
“no, don't talk to him [in Galician] because you will interfere”. Not at all. [...] It is an
environment that cares a lot’. (F11)

There were nuances regarding professional advice, depending on where the family
lived. Some parents considered that attitudes towards a multilingual upbringing might be
more positive in the bilingual communities, as speaking several languages is the norm in
those regions. For example, a Catalan mother of a typically developing child talked about
the normalization of multilingualism in those communities.

‘Here it's super normal that children have one parent who speaks Catalan and the other
speaks Spanish. It is the most. . . it’s very common. So I think that it’s not, like it's not
a weird thing or something that would make a difference. It’s not something like “oh,
you speak two languages, so I recommend you do this and that”, no, because it’s very
common’. (F5)

This theme captured the influence that advice might have on parental choices about
which language(s) to use when rearing their children, and the ways in which the parents
responded to this advice.

4. Discussion

This study explored the language views and priorities of parents of multilingual
children, including those whose language was typically developing and those with a
developmental disorder, in terms of language choice and use in their household. In this
qualitative study, we used online semi-structured interviews. The data were analyzed
using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2019). We identified two themes:
complexities regarding identity and belonging and balancing the power of advice and
parental agency. We also identified two subthemes within the first theme: finding balance
between the local and heritage language(s) and culture(s) and awareness of stigma and
opportunities.

The findings will be discussed in relation to the themes, this study’s limitations, future
research and implications.

The overall findings in this study accentuate the complexities of a multilingual rearing,
illustrating possible challenges parents might face regarding decisions about language
choice in their households. Our findings suggest that choices regarding language use and
maintenance might be influenced by parents’ own views and external influences. Our
findings align with previous studies discussing the complexities of language ideologies
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in Greek-speaking families in relation to the preservation of their linguistic and ethnic
identities (Kostoulas and Motsiou 2022), especially when there is a clash between parents’
views and the ideologies of the locals in the country of residence (Kirsch 2012).

Regarding the first theme, ‘complexities regarding identity and belonging’, our find-
ings illustrate the relationship between language and identity, in relation to the choice of
languages in multilingual households. Identity is negotiated through the language, culture
and values parents want to associate with, as well as through their actions in terms of
how they want to present themselves and their children to meet their goals (Fuentes 2020).
The results suggest that parents have an overall appreciation for their home languages,
cultural practices, and multilingualism in general, reporting positive views regarding the
role of languages in their children’s identity construction and sense of belonging, regardless
of the presence or absence of a developmental disorder. This relates to the findings of
Hampton et al. (2017), who discussed the parental attachment to their heritage language(s)
and culture(s) in multilingual families of children with and without autism spectrum
disorder. Similarly, Berardi-Wiltshire (2017) reported that Spanish-speaking parents in
New Zealand highlighted the affective value assigned to the Spanish language, which
resonates with our findings in relation to the home language providing a sense of self,
meaningful family ties and overall well-being. However, our findings present a range
of language choices at home when parents needed to balance the home and dominant
languages in their respective locations. Previous research has shown similar findings,
where parents with different linguistic backgrounds reported having an attachment to their
languages, but their practices may not always align with those views (Gharibi and Seals
2020; Kwon 2017). In our study, parents sometimes prioritized the development of the
dominant language over the heritage language(s). This finding aligns with the results of
Akgiil et al. (2019), suggesting that parents consider that a “native-like” competence in the
dominant language is necessary to better adapt to the country. Our findings also suggest
that the choice of languages might also be linked to the status and prestige associated
with them. This resonates with the findings of Berardi-Wiltshire (2017), who described
how Chinese-born and Spanish-speaking parents might choose the languages spoken at
home according to their value as international languages. The parents in our study were
aware of the stigma and opportunities associated with some languages over others, which
might have influenced their determination to transmit their languages and identities to
their children. Researchers have also documented the relationship between stigma and
language maintenance in different linguistic contexts; for example, through the clashes
between the Persian and Azerbaijani languages in Iran (Mirvahedi 2021), the status of the
English language in Korea (Seo 2021) or the influence that language hierarchy may have in
the choice of languages in China (Curdt-Christiansen and Wang 2018).

In relation to the second theme, ‘balancing the power of advice and parental agency’,
the results highlighted the power that explicit advice from a professional could have on
families” choice of languages, leading to parents reflecting about their priorities. Our find-
ings are consistent with previous research, which showed that advice from professionals
such as teachers and speech-language therapists can influence parents’ beliefs and deci-
sions regarding multilingualism and home language maintenance (Bezcioglu-Goktolga
and Yagmur 2018; Mirvahedi and Hosseini 2023). Other researchers have also discussed
the impact of advice from others (non-professionals). For example, some argue that atti-
tudes from friends, family and the local community may play a role in home language
maintenance (Gharibi and Seals 2020). Nakamura (2019) argued that parents’ confidence in
their decisions is strengthened or weakened, based on their support system. The manner
in which parents adhered to or opposed the advice reflects their empowerment regarding
decision-making in educational/clinical contexts. Parents’ empowerment and confidence
could be enhanced through family-centered practices (Nachshen 2005). The views of our
participants in relation to the advice received suggest that the place of residence might play
a role in the attitudes people hold towards languages and multilingualism. These views
could be related to the language education and policies in bilingual autonomous commu-
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nities in Spain. Researchers such as Lasagabaster (2005) discussed relationships between
attitudes towards the languages of exposure and education, depending on the sociolinguis-
tic context and the speakers’ language competence. However, even though the residents of
those communities might be used to multilingualism, there is still a linguistic prejudice
associated with members of visible minority groups (Rodriguez-Garcia et al. 2021).

Our findings indicate that even though there is a diversity in parental choices and
the advice received, there seems to be remaining traces of the misconceptions around
multilingualism, especially when children present with developmental disorders (Cioe-
Pefia 2021; Moore and Pérez-Méndez 2006), and the stigma associated with languages
perceived as having lower status (Schroedler et al. 2022).

4.1. Strengths and Limitations

It is important that the findings of this study be interpreted in the context of its
strengths and limitations.

One of the strengths of this research is that it included participants from different
linguistic and cultural backgrounds. This helped understand the different views and expe-
riences of families who were raising children, with and without developmental disorders,
in a multilingual context in Spain. However, there was a lack of representation of families
from non-European countries. In addition, there was a lack of heterogeneity in the socioe-
conomic profiles of the participants due to the recruitment method used, which limited the
access to families of different socioeconomic backgrounds.

Secondly, we used semi-structured online interviews to gather in-depth data. The
duration of the recordings totaled 39 h 52 min across the 26 interviews, providing rich data.
Nonetheless, the length of the interviews might have influenced the willingness of parents
to participate, as some of them reported having a busy schedule. Having three authors
involved in the analysis enhanced the rigor of this study.

Additionally, we interviewed only one parent per family. However, it would be
of interest to reflect the views of both parents to have a deeper understanding of their
perspectives and decisions regarding language choice in the household.

A limitation of this study was that the interviews were conducted only in Spanish,
which may have influenced the quality of the answers provided by the parents whose first
language was not Spanish (Squires et al. 2020). These language constraints also restricted
which parents could participate in this study. However, it was not possible to interview
all parents in their first language with the resources available at the time of the interviews.
In addition, translating the interviews might have compromised the richness of the data
(Lopez et al. 2008). Therefore, the authors kept the interviews in Spanish until the analysis
was finished and only translated them to provide excerpts for this paper.

On a final note, we consider the range of insider/outsider perspectives of the authors
(Lyons et al. 2022) as a strength, as it enabled us to challenge assumptions and ensure that
the analysis was grounded in the data.

4.2. Future Research and Implications

Further research is needed that includes families from a wider range of linguistic,
cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds to facilitate a deeper understanding of their
perspectives. It would also be of interest to include the views of all the family members
that may play a role in the language dynamics and choices within the household.

Finally, this study has clinical implications. The themes identified illustrate the com-
plex situations parents face when rearing multilingual children. First, this qualitative study
illustrates the variability in parents’ views regarding the transmission of their linguistic
and cultural identities to their children. We believe that speech-language therapists and
other stakeholders would benefit from understanding these complex and nuanced per-
spectives. These findings highlight the importance of listening to parents and tailoring
practices to the needs of each unique family. For example, for some families, the use of
certain languages might not be among the priorities of parents, for different reasons. It is
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important that professionals listen to parents and respect their wishes. This research also
highlights the importance of culturally responsive practices that prioritize inclusion and
embrace diversity.

5. Conclusions

The findings of this study illustrate the complexities involving decisions about lan-
guage choice in multilingual families in the linguistic context of Spain. The parents in our
study seem to prioritize the languages to use with their children depending on their own
views, along with the influence of external attitudes. This is consistent with Bucholtz and
Hall’s (2005) inter-relational concept of identity, where a person builds and negotiates their
identity through interaction in different contexts.

This research highlights the importance of a person-centered approach that is culturally
responsive, where the professional takes into consideration the cultural and linguistic
context, needs and priorities of multilingual families.
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Note

! In this study we considered the status of co-officiality of languages to determine the classification of autonomous communities

into bilingual or monolingual.
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