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“Chinese Czechs? No, I prefer Wenzhou Czechs.”
The Dynamic Evolution of Family Language Policies
in a Chinese Diaspora Family

Kai Zhu and Jiri{ Nekvapil

Abstract

This study employs a multi-method qualitative approach, incorporating interview-
based language biographies and eight months of field observation, to document the
dynamic evolution of the family language policy (FLP) of a Chinese diaspora family in
the Czech Republic, including how the family members envisage future policies. Uti-
lizing Language Management Theory (LMT) instead of Spolsky’s tripartite model, the
research integrates perspectives from both parents and children. By combining retro-
spective reflections on the family’s LP, anticipatory perspectives influenced by marital
patterns, and participant observations of current language practices, the study offers
a comprehensive, dynamic, and cyclical understanding of the FLP development pro-
cess. In contrast to the typical shift from Fangyan to Putonghua observed in mainland
China, we reveal a reversed language shift, from Putonghua to Fangyan, within the
diasporic context. Moreover, our results highlight the agency of children in navigating
and addressing language-related challenges, as well as the vulnerabilities and difficul-
ties faced by Chinese diaspora families in maintaining Fangyan rather than Putonghua
as their heritage language. From a practical perspective, this research provided the
family with an opportunity to critically reflect on the formulation, implementation,
and adjustment of their FLP, which they had previously overlooked, while fostering a
heightened awareness of the importance of planning for future FLP development.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over recent decades, researchers have devoted an increasing amount of atten-
tion to Family Language Policy (FLP). FLP refers to explicit and overt planning
in relation to language use among family members within the home' ? *, The
family is one of the critical domains that shape how people choose which lan-
guage to use’, which may lead to family conflicts and disharmony®. Therefore,
the family assumes a pivotal role in our understanding of the broad sociolin-
guistic processes of language maintenance and language shift during migra-
tion, urbanization, and integration®. Furthermore, FLP plays a critical role not
only in shaping children’s linguistic and social developmental trajectories’ but
also in influencing bi/multilingual children’s identity and their sense of cul-
tural belonging®.

Spolsky’s®'® tripartite model is one of the most widely recognized frame-
works in FLP studies'. According to Gu et al.’s'? systematic review of FLP re-
search since 2008, among the 92 instruments examined, Spolsky’s language pol-
icy model emerged as the most frequently adopted theoretical foundation, be-
ing employed in 34 cases. This model consists of three interrelated components:
language ideology, language practices, and language management. Accord-
ing to Spolsky, language management refers to “direct efforts to manipulate
language situations,” while language practices concern individuals’ language
choices from their linguistic repertoire in interactional contexts. Language ide-
ologies encompass individuals’ beliefs about language and its use, shaping their
practices and management strategies. Similarly, Curdt-Christiansen® further
explains that language practices are often implicit, covert and unintentional
“as a consequence of ideological beliefs,” while language management is the
deliberate and observable effort made by adults through their conscious in-
volvement and investment in providing linguistic conditions and contexts for
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language learning and literacy development'. In his model of language policy,
Spolsky* highlights the agentive role of parents as managers of children’s lan-
guage behavior, and he believes that parents normally assume their roles as
agents who “have or claim authority” over their children at home so that they
can change or influence the children’s language practices or beliefs. Therefore,
this theoretical model places greater emphasis on the perspectives of parents
and sometimes grandparents, thereby underestimating or overlooking the
agency of children in shaping family language policies. In contrast, Rose, Ar-
mon-Lotem, and Altman'® propose to include “child variables” in their concept
of “FLP planning style.” Wilson'” also calls for the incorporation of children’s
perspectives into FLP research, arguing that a more integrative approach to
FLP research, including children’s views, is essential in order to understand
the ramifications of parental language planning. Accordingly, Duff'® recognizes
children’s own agency and creativity in the socialization and negotiation pro-
cess as they exert their preferences for language use, language/code choice,
and other cultural behaviors and dispositions. Altinkamis® also argues that FLP
relies heavily on children as active agents of FLP and that children become the
main determinant in family language practices through their language prefer-
ence, requiring extra attention.

Considering the limits of Spolsky’s framework, this study applies Language
Management Theory (LMT) to explore the language practices and policies of a
Chinese family who have lived in the Czech Republic for nearly two decades.
The research employs multiple methods, including interview-based language
biographies and long-term field observation, with the aim of gaining a com-
prehensive understanding of the family’s language management. The language
biographies provide a retrospective view of the family’s past language practices
and policies, informed by the perspectives of both parents and children. Semi-
structured interviews enable the family members to reflect on potential future
adjustments to their language policies and to analyze both real and imagined
interactional spaces. This provides insights into their prospective language
planning practices and offers a window into how parents envision their (grand)
children’s linguistic futures®. The long-term field observations represent a
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third-person perspective, validating the family’s language practices and pro-
viding an overview of the family’s current linguistic situation.

In addition to our goal of providing new directions for future FLP studies,
we intended, through our research, to assist the family in their future language
planning and adjustments, potentially enhancing family cohesion and reducing
conflict?, Therefore, the study not only contributes to academic research but
also offers practical guidance for the family in managing their language prac-
tices within a diaspora context.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 LANGUAGE MANAGEMENT THEORY

In this study, we employ Language Management Theory (LMT) as a theoreti-
cal framework to investigate the language policies within the family from the
reciprocal perspectives of both parents and children. LMT, initially outlined by
Jiti V. Neustupny and Bjorn H. Jernudd?, provides a framework for addressing
language phenomena and issues across different levels. LMT explains the lan-
guage management that occurs in everyday interactions, and this kind of man-
agement is referred to as “simple language management.” Management taking
place in institutions of varying complexity and performed through them is con-
ceptualized as “organized language management.” This latter form of language
management often involves public or semi-public discussions among a wide
range of participants, including specialists, operating within complex networks
and not uncommonly referencing various theories or ideologies®. By contrast,
simple language management pertains to individuals paying attention to their
language during specific interactions or, in other words, engaging in a “simple
correction process in discourse” that occurs “without any theoretical compo-
nents”%. Furthermore, language management research investigates the inter-
connection between language, communication, and sociocultural/socioeco-
nomic phenomena. LMT posits that certain aspects of language and its use can
only be adjusted if the “external” social conditions permit such modifications®.

In LMT, language management is conceptualized as a process comprising
several stages. The classic process model of language management is as fol-
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lows? #’: (1) Noting a deviation from the norm; (2) Evaluation; (3) Adjustment
design; (4) Implementation. This model begins with the noting of a deviation
from the norm (or expectation) and concludes with the implementation of cor-
rective measures. However, not all stages are necessarily present in the lan-
guage management process.

LMT'’s specific focus on norms, or expectations about language use, as the
prerequisite step at the beginning of a language management process, reminds
the researcher to trace each noted deviation back to what the participants
themselves considered to be appropriate language behavior?. This is crucial, as
there may be a profound difference between what is understood as a problem
by linguists and what everyday users consider a problem?.

Moreover, the language management model operates as a cyclical rather than
a linear process, encompassing two interrelated cycles: the micro-macro cycle
and the process cycle® *. This cyclical nature reflects how individuals metacogni-
tively reprocess past management processes, leading to re-evaluations of previ-
ously noted deviations. Additionally, over time, certain deviations may no longer
be recognized as such due to the establishment of new norms or expectations® *.

Another key concept in LMT is “pre-interaction management,” defined as a
process that involves identifying deviations from linguistic norms, evaluating
these deviations, and implementing adjustments in anticipation of challenges
in forthcoming interactions*. This form of management may focus on specific
future interactions or be generalized to address a range of similar situations.
In contrast, post-interaction management occurs after an interaction has tak-
en place, focusing on addressing the outcomes of that interaction. While its
primary focus is not on future encounters, post-interaction management still
indirectly informs decisions for subsequent interactions. Essentially, pre-inter-
action management is forward-looking and centered on preparing for future
interactions, whereas post-interaction management is concerned with reflect-
ing on and addressing the consequences of previous interactions.

In the work of Spolsky®, the term language management is used inter-
changeably with “language planning,” reflecting the variability in terminology
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commonly found in his research®. Spolsky initially defines language manage-
ment as “any specific efforts to modify or influence language practice”. How-
ever, in his later work®, he refines this definition by shifting the focus from the
community to the domain and redefines language management as “the explicit
and observable effort by someone or some group that has or claims authority
over the participants in the domain to modify their practices or beliefs.”

In the family domain, Spolsky*® emphasizes the agentive role of parents in
shaping their children’s language behavior, positioning them as the primary
language managers who modify or influence their children’s language practices
and beliefs. This perspective leads to an underestimation of children’s agency
in shaping family language policies. By contrast, LMT conceptualizes “manage-
ment” as an ongoing aspect of language practice*, encompassing all levels and
agents of management®, from the individual to the institutional. At the family
level, LMT asserts that parents, as organized management agents, establish lan-
guage policies or “norms” to influence children’s language practices. However,
in the approaches informed by LMT, children are not merely passive recipients;
they actively engage with linguistic situations, develop language ideologies,
and construct their own identities through their language practices. This dual
recognition of parental authority and children’s agency offers a more nuanced
understanding of FLP.

2.2 THE CHINESE RESEARCH

Overall, research on FLP in China emerged later than its international coun-
terpart, and the existing body of work remains relatively limited. Moreover,
whether published in Chinese or English journals, studies focusing on trans-
national or immigrant Chinese families and those examining Chinese families
within the domestic context reveal markedly distinct findings.

In the Chinese context, research on FLP frequently examines the relation-
ships among Mandarin/Putonghua, English, and regional dialects/Fangyan.
Notably, recent years have witnessed a growing scholarly interest in this field,
with particular attention devoted to families from diverse regions of mainland
China and various ethnic minority groups. In China, where nearly 2,000 variet-
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ies of Fangyan—regional spoken languages—are used*, a language shift from
Fangyan to Putonghua has been observed alongside the intensification of in-
ternal migration®. Consequently, the relationships among dialects, Mandarin,
and minority languages, as well as language shifts, have received significant
attention. For instance, Wang and Curdt-Christiansen® investigate the role of
parents in intergenerational language transmission in Wuhan using data col-
lected from the everyday communication practices of thirteen families, includ-
ing dinner table conversations, homework tutoring, and children’s playtime
interactions. Their findings reveal that parents act as “medium translators”
in the process of intergenerational transmission, a crucial factor contributing
to the decline of Fangyan when transmitted from grandparents to children.
Similarly, Zhang and Shao* explore parental attitudes and behaviors toward
Putonghua, Fangyan, and foreign languages (English) in Jining, Shandong Prov-
ince, using a questionnaire-based approach. Their findings highlight Putong-
hua as the language with the strongest growth trajectory, whereas Fangyan is
projected to decline across generations. In contrast, the trajectory of foreign
languages (English) follows an inverse pattern to that of Fangyan. Yang and
Curdt-Christiansen® explore the interaction between rural migrant workers’
language ideologies, linguistic identities, and family language planning activi-
ties. Their study, based on data from eight families who migrated from rural
to urban areas, employed home observation, recorded family conversations,
and semi-structured interviews. The findings reveal that rural migrant workers
navigate conflicting identities reflected in their language choices and practices,
as they often face the challenge of choosing between Putonghua, hometown
varieties of Fangyan, and local varieties of Fangyan to manage daily interac-
tions. Consequently, the language preferences of both parents and their chil-
dren demonstrate a shift from Fangyan to Putonghua.

In addition to Putonghua and Fangyan, some scholars have also begun to
explore the interaction between minority languages and Putonghua in ethnic
minority families in China. Yin and Li* explore the language attitudes of 148
Sibe youths and their parents from the Charbuchar Sibe Autonomous County
of Xinjiang, Northwestern China using data collected through language atti-
tude questionnaires. Their findings reveal that Sibe youths are more pessimis-
tic than their parents regarding the solidarity and vitality of the Sibe language,
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while both groups share optimistic views about its status. Cui and Zheng" in-
vestigate how ethnic identity, linguistic ideology, and family capital interact
to shape multilingual planning in Korean-Chinese migrant families originating
from Northeast China, amidst China’s rapid urbanization and internal migra-
tion. Their study combines a questionnaire survey of 30 Korean-Chinese bi-
lingual families in Shanghai with semi-structured interviews and home visits
involving six focal families over four months. The findings reveal a shift toward
Chinese and English alongside the discontinuation of Korean language learning
within these families. Furthermore, when confronted with ideological conflicts
and structural constraints, the parents sought to decouple language from eth-
nic identity, asserting that ethnicity resides in one’s heritage rather than in
language use. Wang®® conducted a study on the family language policy of 814
Miao residents in Taijiang County, Guizhou Province, using questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews. The findings reveal that Putonghua and Miao are
the primary languages used in the household domain, with Putonghua being
more frequently spoken than Miao. The natural intergenerational transmission
of Miao is on a declining trajectory. Furthermore, Wang argues that recogniz-
ing the practical value of Miao within a broader social context is essential for
fostering greater awareness of its preservation among the people of Taijiang
and mitigating its decline.

Overall, it can be observed that, in the Chinese context, both Fangyan variet-
ies and minority languages are often devalued or even stigmatized by the wider
community, official language policies, and, eventually, by family members them-
selves, in the face of dominant national or global languages such as Putonghua
(Mandarin) and English. As a result, they often succumb to market forces, surviv-
al instincts, social momentum, and opportunism, and their speakers ultimately
shift to dominant languages, despite any reservations they may have®.

However, when shifting focus to contexts outside China, particularly among
transnational/diaspora Chinese families, scholarly research has primarily con-
centrated on how these families navigate and manage language practices be-
tween the local language(s) and Putonghua (Mandarin). For instance, Curdt-
Christiansen® examines how family language policies are planned and developed
in ten Chinese immigrant families in Quebec, Canada, with regard to their chil-
dren’s language and literacy education in three languages: Chinese, English, and
French. The findings suggest that parents’ educational backgrounds, immigra-
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tion experiences, and cultural dispositions shaped by Confucian thinking signifi-
cantly contribute to parental expectations and aspirations, thereby influencing
family language policies. Huang and Liao™ investigate how four Chinese-English
interlingual families in Australia maintain the minority language of Chinese with
their pre-teen children, adopting an integrative approach to explore both par-
ents’ and children’s perspectives on language development. Their findings re-
veal that successful language maintenance in interlingual families is influenced
by various interacting factors, including language practices, attitudes, parental
support, language status, and the role of community schools. Additionally, they
highlight the increasing role pre-teens play in the maintenance of a minority
heritage language. Liu, Guo, and Gao* examine how Chinese parents from the di-
aspora community in Limerick, Ireland, have responded to the educational policy
shift following the 2017 Irish Foreign Language Strategy, which added Chinese to
the official curriculum. Their study reveals that identity preservation and main-
taining connections with extended family are the primary reasons parents seek
to cultivate their children’s proficiency in Chinese, while prioritizing English and
Irish over Chinese. They also highlight the disparity between macro- and micro-
level language policies, noting that parents are disempowered from fully partici-
pating in the implementation of this national language shift due to limited access
to social, cultural, and economic capital.

Overall, it can be seen that existing research on language practices in di-
aspora families has primarily focused on the transmission of Putonghua as a
heritage language, while the preservation of Fangyan has received compara-
tively less attention. Our study addresses this gap by investigating the language
practices and management of a Chinese family in Prague, focusing on their use
of Putonghua, Fangyan, Czech, and English within a broader European context,
where English is commonly used as a lingua franca®.

3. METHODOLOGY

The participating family has lived and worked in Prague for nearly two de-
cades, operating a Chinese restaurant as their primary source of income. Prior
to the research, we frequently visited the family-owned restaurant as custom-
ers, gradually establishing a rapport with the family. With the family’s consent,
the first author conducted eight months of fieldwork (June 2024-January 2025),

' Huang, and Liao 2023: 360-73.
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working as an unpaid waiter on weekends. This involved tasks such as serving
dishes, clearing tables, and managing the restaurant during quieter hours. In
exchange, we were able to carry out fieldwork, conduct interviews with the
family, make extensive observations, and share work meals, effectively becom-
ing “insiders” within the family’s operations.

The study employs a combination of qualitative research methods to ad-
dress three research questions.

(1) How have this family’s language policies been formulated, implemented,
and dynamically adjusted over the past 20 years?

(2) How do they perceive their identities through the dynamically evolving lan-
guage policies and practices within their family?

(3) What expectations do the dynamically adjusted family language policies and
practices establish for the family’s future language policies?

To explore Research Question 1, the researchers employed language bio-
graphical research, specifically through narrative interviews, which allowed
participants to provide uninterrupted personal accounts. These accounts were
utilized to gain insight into the life stories of individuals, wherein the respon-
dents themselves determined what was and was not relevant to their stories*.
This method is particularly valuable for diachronic studies and offers insights
into the development of language policies over time®. Importantly, the study
incorporates the perspectives of both parents and their two sons, aiming to
construct a dynamic account of the family’s evolving language policies. To ad-
dress Research Questions 2 and 3, we also employed semi-structured interviews
and field observations. Semi-structured interviews allowed the entire family
to engage in collaborative conversation and storytelling regarding the future
formulation, implementation, and adjustment of their language policies.

All interviews were conducted in Putonghua and audio-recorded for sub-
sequent transcription, decoding, and re-coding. The field observations were
primarily documented through note-taking, focusing on the family’s daily lan-
guage practices within their restaurant. As will be shown, the restaurant serves
as an extension of their family space, so direct access to it allowed us to obtain
valuable naturally occurring data. Our analysis was based on all the original
data, but for the purposes of this study we have translated selected examples
into English.

*  Nekvapil 2000: 37-54.
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All names used in this study are pseudonyms to ensure the family’s privacy,
and the name of the restaurant remains confidential. However, with the fam-
ily’s consent, the name of their hometown in China is disclosed to highlight the
study’s focus on particular language choices and practices. Ethical consider-
ations were rigorously adhered to throughout the study.

4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

4.1 THE FAMILY’S PROFILE AND LANGUAGE USE

The family’s profile is presented in Table 1, including their respective educa-
tional levels and linguistic repertoires.

Table 1. Family members’ profile

Family members Educational level Linguistic repertoire

Father Middle school Wenzhou Fangyan
Czech*

Putonghua

Mother Middle school Wenzhou Fangyan

Czech

Putonghua

English*

Son 1 Master’s student Wenzhou Fangyan
English
Czech*

Putonghua

Son 2 University student Wenzhou Fangyan

Czech
English
Putonghua

The profile information of family members is drawn from their respective
language biographies, which will be detailed in the following section. Note that
the linguistic repertoires of the family members reflect individual perspec-
tives shaped by frequency of use, personal preferences, and the cultural or
identity-related significance of each language, resulting in distinct linguistic
hierarchies. All members prioritize Wenzhou Fangyan,*® with Putonghua rank-

—r
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Wenzhou, the southern prefecture of Zhejiang, China.
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ing lowest in their linguistic repertoires, except for the mother. However, the
relative positions of English and Czech vary among the family members. This
variation underscores unique language practices and attitudes, aligning with
findings from prior research®. An asterisk (*) for some languages indicates
a basic knowledge that corresponds to level A1 according to CEFR standards.
Therefore, this table further indicates the different linguistic competences of
family members®.

Our field notes based on observations of restaurant interactions reveal some
discrepancies between the reported features of the language biographies and
actual language use. The specific ranking of language use frequency based on
the field observations capturing the real-time linguistic practices of family
members is presented below (see Table 2).

Table 2. Language use frequency of the family members

Family members Ranking of frequency of language use

Father Wenzhou Fangyan
Czech*
Putonghua
Mother Czech
Putonghua
Wenzhou Fangyan
English*

Son 2 Czech
Putonghua
Wenzhou Fangyan
English

Note that Son 1 is omitted from this table, as he typically returns home
only once every 1-2 months (he is now pursuing his master’s degree), so his
language use was nearly impossible to observe. Furthermore, all frequency re-
cords exclude interactions between family members and the first researcher in
order to minimize the influence of the researcher’s presence on the frequency
of Putonghua use among family members.

By comparing the results of Table 1 and Table 2, it can be observed that
only the father’s linguistic repertoire ranking aligns with his actual language
use. This consistency primarily stems from his role as a chef in the restaurant,
which confines his interactions to the kitchen and limits his engagement with

57 King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry 2008: 907-22.
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diverse linguistic environments. Typically, the mother or Son 2 takes customer
orders and relays them to the father, making this the most frequent linguistic
interaction for him—one that is conducted entirely in Wenzhou Fangyan.

In contrast, the mother and Son 2 share nearly identical responsibilities, in-
cluding taking orders, serving dishes, and handling payments, which results in
similar language usage patterns. Since the restaurant is not situated in Prague’s
historic or tourist district, the majority of customers are either Czech speak-
ers or Chinese speakers. Consequently, Czech emerges as the most frequently
used language for both the mother and Son 2, followed by Putonghua. Consid-
ering the frequency of Wenzhou Fangyan, Putonghua is primarily used with
Chinese-speaking customers, while Wenzhou Fangyan is mainly reserved for
family interactions and communication with relatives (for example, via video
calls). Consequently, Putonghua is used more frequently than Wenzhou Fang-
yan, given the broader contexts of its use and the number of people involved in
these interactions. Regarding this phenomenon, the mother reported:

We spend all day together, but there’s not much to talk about. When we finally
have some free time, we just play on our phones. I can’t talk too much with my
son either—if I do, he thinks I'm nagging. I might as well watch some videos and
take a break.

From the mother’s testimony, we can identify several factors that limit the
frequency of use of Wenzhou Fangyan, including exhaustion from work, fatigue
from contact with customers, and limited communication between parents and
children. Together, these elements restrict the use of Wenzhou Fangyan in dai-
ly contact, even though it holds the highest significance within the family.

The discrepancy between self-reported linguistic hierarchies and actual
language use was also noted by Curdt-Christiansen®, who demonstrates how
conflicting ideologies and contradictory practices coexist within families. In
our study, multiple external factors shape the hierarchy of language practices,
including work-related interactions, limited parent-child conversational topics
(as noted by the mother), and the broader sociopolitical and cultural environ-
ment in which the family operates. These factors all contribute to a divergence
from participants’ self-reported linguistic hierarchies. Furthermore, since the
order of each family member’s language repertoire is derived from information
in their individual language biographies, it reflects a self-assessed hierarchy
based on factors such as frequency of use, personal preference, and cultural
values. In this sense, it represents how they experience their linguistic real-

®  Curdt-Christiansen 2015: 694-709.
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ity; in other words, it is their “reality of the subject”®. Similarly, Blomberg®
emphasizes the need for “a focus on what people actually do, not simply on
their accounts of their behaviour,” arguing that “it is critical that the things
people say about their own activities and about the activities of others be sup-
plemented with firsthand observations of behaviour in the setting in which
these habitually occur”®. This perspective reinforces the importance of com-
bining self-reported narratives with direct observational data to obtain a more
comprehensive understanding of family language practices.
The mother reported in a follow-up interview:

It’s not that we don’t want to speak [Wenzhou Fangyan], it’s just that there aren’t
many opportunities in reality. Besides our family members, there are some oth-
er Wenzhou people here [in Prague], but otherwise, when would we use it? If you
insist on speaking it, but others don’t understand, it’s pointless.

This account reinforces our argument that the absence of a conducive inter-
active context for Wenzhou Fangyan results in its relatively low use frequency.
It also clarifies why imposing a strict “Wenzhou Fangyan only” rule is impracti-
cal, despite the family’s prioritization of this language in their linguistic hier-
archy. In response, the family has actively sought ways to create more oppor-
tunities for using Wenzhou Fangyan to maintain proficiency, such as making
regular visits to their hometown or inviting relatives to Prague (as outlined
in the following language biographies). Moreover, the mother’s choice of the
expression “Wenzhou people here (in Prague) [{EiX L3/ N]” rather than
“Chinese people from Wenzhou [ il MK ¥ 71 [E] N ]” is particularly notewor-
thy. This subtle linguistic distinction suggests that their identity leans more to-
ward being Wenzhou-origin Czech residents rather than Chinese-origin Czech
residents, highlighting the complexity of identity negotiation within the dias-
pora experience.

4.2 LANGUAGE BIOGRAPHIES
An analysis reveals that, despite efforts to maintain familial cohesion, individ-

ual language choices and competence reflect the specific linguistic challenges
encountered by each family member. These choices not only influence the indi-

. Nekvapil 2003: 63-83.
62 Blomberg 1995: 175.
6 Ibid.: 176-7.
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vidual linguistic hierarchies of family members but also highlight the interplay
between collective family practices and personal language use. The subsequent
sections further explore these dynamics, focusing on how language practices
adapt to personal and contextual factors over time.

4.2.1 “My job limits my language practices”

The intersection of work and family life is characteristic of the family’s opera-
tion of a Chinese restaurant in Prague. Central to this dynamic is the father,
who, as the chef, embodies a blend of professional and familial roles in his daily
routine. Upon their arrival in Prague two decades ago, financial constraints ini-
tially necessitated the father’s employment at another Chinese restaurant. The
establishment of their own business represented a pivotal transition, trans-
forming the workplace into an extension of their domestic environment. Their
daily routine reflects this integration, beginning with preparations at 9 a.m.
and often concluding after 9 p.m. The father predominantly remains in the
kitchen, largely limiting his interactions to family members. This restricted so-
cial engagement has an impact on his language use, as he primarily communi-
cates in Wenzhou Fangyan and has only minimal proficiency in Czech (A1 lev-
el). Consequently, the restaurant embodies the convergence of the home and
work spheres, while also shaping his linguistic practices and social interactions.

Excerpt 1:

I didn’t really have a choice; I just took the job and stayed in the kitchen cooking
every day. Now that the children are at university, I mostly just talk to their
mother and occasionally video call with relatives. I don’t have much time or
opportunity to interact with other people. The only time I interact with people
is when I go to buy groceries, but they’re all Chinese, so speaking Putonghua is
enough. There’s no real chance to practice Czech, and honestly, even if T had
the chance, I wouldn’t have much use for it. (...) When I first came to the Czech
Republic, I remember being motivated to learn, but over time, with my work in
the kitchen, it didn’t seem necessary. Now, after nearly twenty years, my Czech
is still limited to the most basic phrases, haha. (...)

The father’s account testifies that despite his initial motivation to learn
Czech, his proficiency remains at a basic level even after nearly two decades
in the Czech Republic. His limited engagement with the language, shaped by
his role as a chef predominantly confined to the kitchen, has hindered fur-
ther language acquisition. Initially, learning and using Czech constituted the
“norm” for that phase of their integration from the perspective of LMT, and
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this norm represented the foundational language practice adopted by all family
members. However, as the father’s work environment curtailed opportunities
for interaction with Czech speakers, he gradually deviated from this linguistic
norm. Over time, his motivation and need to acquire Czech diminished, result-
ing in complete deviation from the norm—that is, the cessation of his Czech
language-learning endeavors. In contrast to other family members who con-
tinued to follow the norm, his attitude toward Czech shifted to a state of neu-
trality, neither overtly positive nor negative, which reflects both his limited
functional need for the language in daily life and his infrequent interactions
with the local community.

4.2.2 “Life experiences have changed me”

The mother’s role in the family business is multifaceted, encompassing mana-
gerial, financial, and operational responsibilities within their restaurant. Her
duties span a wide range of tasks, including taking orders, serving dishes, han-
dling accounting tasks, and engaging with customers, neighboring shopkeep-
ers, and officials. These varied responsibilities require frequent social interac-
tions with individuals from diverse backgrounds, making proficiency in Czech
essential for her daily operations. She describes her Czech language skills as
adequate for routine interactions with local customers, whereas her English
proficiency is limited, necessitating the use of translation apps when assisting
foreign customers. However, such instances are infrequent, as the restaurant
predominantly caters to Czech-speaking and Chinese-speaking customers.

Excerpt 2:
I didn’t have much of a choice. He [the father] works in the kitchen, so I have
to serve the customers in the restaurant. I only completed middle school and
did not pursue further education. When we first came to the Czech Republic,
learning Czech was nearly killing me, but I had no choice, and I had to learn.
Otherwise, I would have had to hire a Czech-speaking employee, which would
have been too costly. To save some money and earn more, I had to push myself
to learn it. (...) On occasion, our younger son helps out in the store after school.
He is a quick learner and highly considerate. (...). Before we had our younger
son, the situation was much more stringent. (...) The one-child policy was en-
forced very strictly in our village. If they caught you, they would fine you, and
if you didn’t have the money, they would take you to the police station. (...) So,
after we managed to have our younger son, a few years later, we came to the
Czech Republic. We wanted him to learn our Wenzhou Fangyan and Putonghua
well at home before coming here. If we had come here immediately and started
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working, we would not have been able to maintain his connection to his cultural
roots. (...) During the winter and summer holidays, we occasionally sent him
back to our hometown to stay with relatives for a while, or sometimes we invited
our relatives to visit us. If he remained in the Czech Republic for too long, we
feared he might lose touch with our traditions. (...) As for our elder son, he was
already in middle school at the time, and we could not bear to leave him behind
in China. However, he was about to take his high school entrance exam, and
adapting to a new environment would have been too difficult. After researching
his options online and extensive communication, we ultimately decided that he
would stay in China to finish high school and then join us in Europe for univer-
sity. (...) As parents, we also felt bad about it. So, whatever he wants to learn or
not learn, we support him. (...)

The mother’s narrative reveals at least three key aspects of her language
practices. The first is that her need to earn a living motivated her to continually
learn and use Czech, thus maintaining the norm established when the family
first arrived in the Czech Republic, even though the father deviated from the
norm due to his role as a chef. However, although the deviation from the norm
is recognized, it is not explicitly evaluated. Even if an evaluation is made, it
is considered inconsequential given the practical circumstances. As a result,
this deviation does not need to be corrected. Second, despite the influence of
her past experiences, she made deliberate efforts to ensure that Son 2 learned
both Fangyan and Putonghua. Third, due to Son 1’s unique situation, he and his
parents reached a mutual decision, after extensive communication, for him to
remain in China to complete his middle school education. These observations
highlight the mother’s adaptive approach to language practices, as she formu-
lated and adhered to different norms for her two sons based on the context.
In the case of Son 1, she respected his agency, allowing him to establish his
own norms by staying in China, which resulted in entirely different language
practices compared to his younger brother. In contrast, for Son 2, she adopted
a more traditional approach, setting norms to influence his language practices,
thus emphasizing her decisive role in shaping his language acquisition®. These
decisions demonstrate that within the family domain, as argued by Duff®, lan-
guage policy is not always fixed; rather, it is dynamic, evolving, negotiated,
managed, and socialized. In this study, the mother and Son 2 adhere to the
established norm due to external factors, namely the necessity of learning and
using Czech. The father, however, gradually deviates from this norm due to the

¢ Curdt-Christiansen 2015: 694-709.
& Duff 2020: 487-94.
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nature of his work, leading to the discontinuation of his Czech learning. Son 1,
given his specific circumstances, is exempt from adhering to this norm and is
not required to learn Czech.

Additionally, the parents’ practice of sending Son 2 back to their hometown
during the winter and summer holidays and inviting relatives to visit them
exemplifies deliberate strategies to preserve his cultural roots and identity,
which aligns with the findings of Connaughton-Crean and O Duibhir®, in whose
study regular trips to Poland and interactions with extended family members
were central to fostering language retention. Immersing the son in the cul-
tural and linguistic environment of his hometown reflects a conscious effort
to strengthen his connection to his heritage language and identity, illustrating
how parents strategically manage language practices to nurture cultural ties
and linguistic proficiency. Furthermore, the linguistic hierarchy in the moth-
er’s repertoire, as outlined in Table 1, positions Wenzhou Fangyan as the high-
est priority, followed by Czech, with Putonghua ranking third. This ordering
illustrates that her experiences during the one-child policy further highlight
the importance she places on ensuring that Son 2 learns and masters Wenzhou
Fangyan, even amidst challenging circumstances. These findings demonstrate
how parents’ personal experiences profoundly influence FLP and highlight that
the linguistic hierarchy within the family underscores the pivotal role of pa-
rental agency, aligning with the argument by Curdt-Christiansen®.

The findings further highlight how family language policy is not a static or
singular construct but rather an evolving process that adapts to shifting life
stages and priorities. This aligns with Chen and Cao’s®® argument that parents
negotiate language issues in highly contextualized ways. Similarly, Liddicoat
and Taylor-Leech® describe such parents as “narrators” who selectively inter-
pret, adapt, and implement aspects of language policy, thereby constructing
localized versions tailored to their family’s circumstances. Initially, the family’s
primary language goal upon arriving in the Czech Republic was to acquire and
use Czech. As they progressed beyond this initial phase, maintaining Czech pro-
ficiency remained important, but a new priority emerged: preserving Son 2’s
proficiency in the family’s Fangyan. To achieve this goal, or to prevent devia-
tion from the norm, the parents implemented strategic adjustments in order
to maintain his Fangyan skills. This cyclical language management practice has
been consistently applied over the past decade.

%  Connaughton-Crean, and O Duibhir 2025: 3166-80.
¢ Curdt-Christiansen 2018: 420-41.

% Chen, and Cao 2025: 1996-2009.

®  Liddicoat, and Taylor-Leech 2021: 1-18.
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Another noteworthy point is the mother’s testimony regarding the limit-
ed opportunities and high costs associated with learning and preserving their
heritage language and culture in the Czech Republic. This highlights the limita-
tions observed by Liu, Guo, and Gao” regarding what Chinese parents can do in
the face of their limited social, cultural, and economic capital.

4.2.3 “I felt psychologically further away from them, even though they
didn’t feel the same”

The family’s transnational migration posed significant challenges for Son 1,
who described it as a “disaster” due to its timing during his preparation for high
school entrance exams. Furthermore, his limited English proficiency and lack
of Czech language skills made relocating to the Czech Republic with his parents
exceedingly difficult. Consequently, he was compelled to remain in China to
complete his education. It was only after earning his high school diploma that
he was able to reunite with his family in the Czech Republic.

Excerpt 3:

At the time, 1 really felt stifled. They were all moving to the Czech Republic,
but I couldn’t go. (...) When they first told me, I searched on Zhihu, but there
wasn’t much information available. The Czech Republic wasn’t as well-known as
Germany or the United States back then, so there weren’t many posts sharing
study-abroad experiences. I did find a few, though, that I still remember. (...) I
felt like my English wasn’t good enough, and Czech—well, I had looked at it a
bit, but it felt even harder. If I transferred schools there, I wouldn’t understand
anything. (...) During high school, I signed up for an IELTS course to improve my
English. The English taught in school and the English for IELTS were completely
different. The school curriculum couldn’t help me understand what foreigners
were saying. (...) After they moved to the Czech Republic, they all started learn-
ing Czech. Sometimes, during video calls, my younger brother would even teach
me a few phrases. Seeing them all learning the language and eventually being
able to speak it while I couldn’t, [it] made me feel, well, you know, emotionally,
like I was drifting further away from them. I knew they didn’t mean it that way,
but I still learned a little bit of Czech so I could feel like I was staying in sync with
them. (...)

Son 1’s narrative underscores the significance of consistency in the family’s
internal language policy at certain stages, noting that inconsistencies can lead

7 Liu, Y., Guo, and Gao 2024: 457-81.
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to frustration and potentially disrupt family harmony. Furthermore, his search
for posts about study-abroad experiences in the Czech Republic on Zhihu, a
Chinese social media platform, exemplifies the intersection of pre- and post-
interaction management, where the pre-interaction management of one indi-
vidual intersects with the post-interaction management of another with the
help of a social media platform™. Additionally, through pre-interaction man-
agement, the son gained early insights into the challenges of learning Czech,
which ultimately influenced his decision to remain in China until he had com-
pleted his high school diploma. This decision reflects a classic avoidance strat-
egy in LMT, as proposed by Nekvapil and Sherman’?, where he sought to avoid
potential language-related issues arising from his limited English proficiency
and the perceived difficulty of learning Czech.

In addition, because the elder and younger sons had been separated geo-
graphically during an earlier period, Son 2 taught Son 1 some Czech through
video calls. This example illustrates children’s agency in FLP, their active par-
ticipation in shaping it”, and how children’s language practices can influence
the linguistic choices of others™. It further highlights the importance of creat-
ing opportunities for children to exercise and develop their agency within the
FLP process™. Moreover, the use of video calls demonstrates how digital tools
facilitate language practices’ and enables diverse semiotic and embodied prac-
tices that help reduce spatial boundaries.

Another important insight is that when Son 1 realized his English skills devi-
ated from his expectations, particularly in communication and academic tasks,
he evaluated that the English taught at school was insufficient for his needs,
prompting him to enroll in an IELTS course as a corrective measure. According
to LMT, this represents a classic case of language problem correction, where
the individual notices a deviation from an expectation, evaluates it negatively,
designs adjustments, and implements them to resolve the language issue. In the
Chinese educational context, English holds a prominent place in the curricu-
lum””. However, due to factors such as teaching methods, educational milieu,
and teacher quality, a phenomenon known as “mute English” has emerged,
where individuals excel in tests but struggle with spoken English fluency”. As

7t 7hu, and He 2024: 214-33.

2 Nekvapil, and Sherman 2009: 181-98.
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a result, Son 1 chose to focus on improving his communicative competence
through an IELTS course.

4.2.4 “I hate those who bullied me”

Due to the family’s transnational mobility, Son 2’s experience was markedly
different from that of his older brother. Around age five, he accompanied his
parents from their hometown to the Czech Republic, a transition that present-
ed significant challenges. While living in a household where Wenzhou Fangyan
was spoken, he had to learn Czech and navigate the Czech education system.

Excerpt 4:

Czech was really hard to learn, but my mom was strict with me and forced me
to study it (...) At that time, there weren’t many Chinese here, so my mom, fol-
lowing advice from other Chinese business owners, sent me to a school where
some of their children also went. Maybe she thought having a school with other
Chinese kids would help me integrate better (...) But I was short, even more so
back then, and the older kids often bullied me. I told my parents, but they just
thought it was normal child play (...) So, I really hate them. Sometimes, when
they hit me, I would curse them in Wenzhou Fangyan because they couldn’t
understand it (...) I didn’t really want to speak Putonghua. At home, I just spoke
Wenzhou Fangyan, and at school, T spoke Czech (...) Sometimes, whenever I
heard Putonghua, it would remind me of those idiots who bullied me (...)

Son 2’s narrative reveals a dual perspective on his integration into the Czech
school system. In anticipation of potential communicative problems in the fu-
ture, his parents sought advice from other Chinese individuals to facilitate his
adaptation, based on their understanding of the situation. However, the son’s
experiences of bullying at school caused significant emotional distress, leading
to the linguistic distancing phenomenon proposed by Moore”—he conscious-
ly withdrew from using Putonghua. In contrast, Wenzhou Fangyan, with its
unique pronunciation, became a “safe zone” for him, providing a sense of com-
fort and familiarity in a foreign and often hostile environment.

7 Moore 2023: 1152-71.
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4.3 MARRIAGE PATTERNS

In semi-structured interviews conducted with the parents and their sons, the
discussion primarily revolved around the future marriage of the two sons and
how language issues may affect the parents’ prospective grandchildren. This is
not surprising, as the composition of the family itself is the main resource in
a family’s implementation of language policy® and is important in promoting
language maintenance or shift. Additionally, as a diaspora family and with Son
1 already in a relationship, this topic is highly practical and relevant for the
family.

The interviews reveal that the parents place a strong emphasis on respect-
ing their sons’ choices, yet they maintain a firm hope regarding their future
grandchildren’s language acquisition. Specifically, they stress the importance
of ensuring that their grandchildren learn the Wenzhou Fangyan, irrespective
of whether their sons’ future spouses are foreigners or Chinese.

Excerpt 5:
The father: (...) We hadn’t thought about this before because, well, Laoda [refer-
ring to their elder son] already has a girlfriend. His girlfriend is also from Zheji-
ang—although not from Wenzhou, they’re not far from each other. Still, teach-
ing the children Wenzhou Fangyan is a must. After all, they have half Wenzhou
genes, no matter what.

The mother: Laoer [referring to their younger son] has been in the Czech Repub-
lic for a long time, so he might end up with a Czech wife, haha [the younger son
playfully taps his mother]. I can speak Czech, his father can’t, but that’s okay.
Even if he finds someone from another country, we're fine with it. It’s up to him.
However, we definitely still want to teach our future grandchildren Wenzhou
Fangyan. After all, it’s our roots. After all these years in the Czech Republic, I feel
like we’ve become Wenzhou Czechs, haha. (...)

Son 1: My girlfriend is from Jinhua [a city in Zhejiang], so when we have chil-
dren, we’ll probably teach them both Wenzhou Fangyan and Jinhua Fangyan.
Besides, if T don’t let them learn, my parents definitely won’t agree (...) As for
other languages, learning English would be fine, but everything else depends
on the situation. If we're in the Czech Republic, they’ll learn Czech; if we're in
Germany, they’ll learn German. (...)

8 Altinkamis 2022: 833-46.
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Son 2: I haven’t really thought about it yet, but I do think Wenzhou Fangyan
should definitely be taught [to the children] (...)

The marital preferences of the two sons suggest distinct trajectories for fu-
ture language dynamics within their respective families. The elder son’s incli-
nation toward endogamous marriage may support the preservation of the fam-
ily’s linguistic practices, particularly Wenzhou Fangyan. Such a union would
likely foster a linguistically homogeneous environment, thereby facilitating
the intergenerational transmission of heritage languages. Conversely, the
younger son’s potential engagement in exogamous marriage could introduce
greater linguistic diversity. While this scenario could expand the family’s lin-
guistic repertoire, it might also present challenges in language management as
the family navigates communication across multiple languages.

The family’s emphasis on preserving Wenzhou Fangyan underscores its sig-
nificance as a vital connection to their cultural heritage and familial identity,
which testifies to the central role of the family in cultivating the linguistic iden-
tities of children prior to their broader engagement with external language en-
vironments. At the same time, the family’s language priorities reflect a dynam-
ic and adaptive approach to managing multiple languages. English, recognized
as a dominant global language, is prioritized for its critical role in facilitating
access to higher education opportunities®. Additionally, the integration of the
community language into the family’s language practices demonstrates re-
sponsiveness to evolving environmental and social contexts. This adaptability
highlights the interplay among Wenzhou Fangyan, English, and the community
language, positioning language as a form of capital that holds both material and
symbolic value in diverse linguistic markets®. It also shows that the family is
porous, open to influences and interests from broader social forces®.

The overall focus of the interviews centers on how the future marriage pat-
terns of the two sons may influence and shape the family language policy. The
discussion captured the family’s expectations for future language practices, as
well as their management of potential language problems, which led to the for-
mulation and reformulation of norms. It also highlighted their past experiences
in dealing with language-related challenges, functioning as post-interaction
management that readies them for future interactions. Nonetheless, the expec-

8 Liu, and Lin 2019: 191-207.
8 Curdt-Christiansen 2015: 694-709.
8 Canagarajah 2008: 143-76.
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tations and norms for future family language policies will undergo a continu-
ous cycle of (re)negotiation and (re)formulation. As the father noted, the family
had not previously engaged in formal discussions about these matters, which
reveals an important practical takeaway from this study.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this study, we employed Language Management Theory (LMT) rather than
Spolsky’s tripartite model to investigate the dynamic development of a fam-
ily’s language policies across various stages. Using a multi-method qualitative
research approach, we focused on a Chinese diaspora family in the Czech Re-
public. The adoption of LMT enabled us to account for the agency of the chil-
dren, thereby incorporating the perspectives of both parents and children. We
argued that even within the same language policies, family members may en-
gage in distinct language practices, hold different language ideologies, produce
various linguistic hierarchies, and construct varying identities in response
to different linguistic situations. We employed language biography research,
semi-structured interviews, and eight months of field observation to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the family’s language policy from three per-
spectives: retrospective reflections on past policies, expectations for the future,
and current practices. This approach not only highlighted the dynamic nature
of the formulation, implementation, and adjustment of the family’s language
policies, but also had practical significance for the family, as their members had
not previously given systematic consideration to these issues.

Our research revealed a reverse shift, from Putonghua to Fangyan, which
contrasts with the results of some previous studies* . Thus, our findings open
up interesting avenues for future research, suggesting that in diaspora con-
texts, the significance of Fangyan may warrant more in-depth exploration with
regard to its cultural value, symbolic meaning, and role in identity construc-
tion, in contrast to that of Putonghua. This also contrasts with Curdt-Chris-
tiansen and Wang’s® study, which suggests that varieties of Fangyan are often
detached from cultural or emotional attributes.

Furthermore, we demonstrated the agency of children in FLP. In this study,
Son 1 ultimately adopted an “avoidance strategy” to prevent a language dilem-

#  Wang, and Curdt-Christiansen 2020: 362-82.

%  Yang, and Curdt-Christiansen 2020: 408-26.

8 Curdt-Christiansen, and Wang, W. 2018: 235-54.
¥ Nekvapil, and Nekula 2006: 307-27.
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ma. Son 2, despite experiencing bullying and providing feedback to his parents
which was largely overlooked, underscored the importance of parents recog-
nizing and valuing their children’s agency. According to LMT, organized man-
agement is required to rely on simple management as much as possible®”. Addi-
tionally, Son 2 established a “safe zone” by using Fangyan, providing him with
psychological comfort and further exemplifying children’s agency in address-
ing linguistic challenges. From Son 2’s perspective, the use of Fangyan repre-
sents a safe zone that is not associated with unfavorable rustic features, reflect-
ing a disconnection between Fangyan and rusticity within a diasporic context.
This finding contrasts with the work of Yang and Curdt-Christiansen®, who ex-
amined rural migrant worker families in China, where Fangyan was closely tied
to unfavorable rural characteristics due to public discourse and discrimination.

Our findings also underscore the significant role of a family’s attitudes to-
ward the cultural value of language, alongside its economic capacity, in shaping
both the formulation of language policies and actual language practices. As ob-
served by Cui and Zheng®, the burden of maintaining heritage languages falls
almost exclusively on migrant families themselves, particularly since Fangyan,
unlike Mandarin, lack institutional support (such as Chinese schools in diaspor-
ic contexts). In this study, the value placed on Wenzhou Fangyan by all family
members, particularly the parents, has driven transnational efforts to preserve
and transmit it as a heritage language, including sending Son 2 back to their
hometown to stay with relatives and inviting extended family members to visit
them in the Czech Republic®. However, due to uncontrollable factors such as
the limited availability of interactive contexts, the actual frequency of Puton-
ghua use surpasses that of Wenzhou Fangyan. From another perspective, this
finding highlights the vulnerability of Chinese parents in maintaining heritage
languages when constrained by limited social, cultural, and economic capital®'.

Finally, our research methodology integrates a reciprocal viewpoint from
both parents and children and employs a cross-comparison of three distinct
perspectives: retrospective reflections on past policies, expectations for future
policies, and current practices. Theoretically, this approach addresses the limi-
tation of Spolsky’s tripartite model, which neglects the agency of children. In
the context of FLP research, it introduces a novel perspective that extends be-
yond the study of current family language policies and practices, incorporat-
ing reflections on the past and anticipation of the future, which contributes to

%  Yang, and Curdt-Christiansen 2020: 408-26.

% Cui, and Zheng 2021: 129-46.
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the construction of a more comprehensive and dynamic framework for family
language policies.

From a practical standpoint, our research provided the family with an op-
portunity to assess the strengths and weaknesses of past language policies and
practices, facilitating post-interaction management. It also enabled them to
envision their future language policy expectations, thus contributing to their
pre-interaction management. Furthermore, by allowing the family to reframe
their current expectations, the study has created a foundation for future adjust-
ments, thereby demonstrating the cyclical nature of language management.
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