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ABSTRACT

Informed by Spolsky’s language policy theory, this study explores Vietnamese-
Australian families’ experience of successful home language maintenance in three
aspects: language practices, language ideologies, and language management. Seven
parents from five families whose children achieved high bilingual proficiency scores in
the speech and language assessment of the VietSpeech research program were invited
to participate in a focus group to discuss successful strategies for home language
maintenance. The discussion was undertaken in Vietnamese. Thematic analysis of the
bilingual transcription revealed four themes: motivations, challenges, practices, and
recommendations for home language maintenance support. The parents’ motivations
for home language maintenance included communication with grandparents and
relatives, maintenance of culturalidentity, parents’ need to speak their home language,
and cognitive and emotional benefits. Challenges faced by the families were related
to children starting school and growing older, parents’ lack of time and persistence,
and insufficient support in terms of formal Vietnamese education, resources, and
teacher quality. The families’ strategies for successful language maintenance
included speaking Vietnamese all the time as well as teaching Vietnamese directly
using textbooks and indirectly through regular activities including book reading, daily
interactions, and watching Vietnamese TV. The parents’ recommendations focused
on changes in language education policy and advocacy, better resources, and raising
awareness of the benefits of home language maintenance. This study provides insights
into the successful experience of home language maintenance of Vietnamese-
Australian families and can be used by multilingual families, educators, policy makers,
speech-language pathologists, and other professionals to support home language
maintenance.
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INTRODUCTION

A home language is the language commonly spoken by family members at home and/or
in the community that is different from the majority language of a society or context. The
number of people speaking a home language other than English is substantial in many English-
speaking countries, including Australia (20.8%), the US (22%), and Canada (20.6%) (Australian
Bureau of Statistics, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2021; US Census Bureau, 2019). Home language
maintenance has been a focus in recent research given its importance for cultural belonging
and identity as well as the challenges and the methods of maintaining home languages.

In addition to the maintenance of home language being a worthy pursuit in its own right, there
are also many benefits to multilingualism and the maintenance of a home language. Such
benefits include enhanced intergeneration cohesion, cultural identity maintenance, greater
career opportunities, and strengthened cognitive function (Bialystok et al., 2007; Espinosa,
2015; Little, 2020). Despite the reported advantages, home language maintenance can be
a challenging process due to a lack of parental motivations, knowledge and strategies, and
inadequate support in terms of language policy. Previously, researchers have explored factors
associated with home language maintenance among different linguistic communities
worldwide (Decapua, 2009; Kim & Pyun, 2014; Xia, 2016). Limited research has been
conducted on how Vietnamese is used among the Vietnamese diaspora across the world
including Australia. This paper showcases successful home language maintenance in a group
of Vietnamese-Australian families, specifically with regards to their motivations, challenges,
practices of home language maintenance, and recommendations for support.

Home language maintenance has been reported to be a parental aspiration for reasonsincluding
familial cohesion, cultural identity maintenance, cognitive and academic advancement, and
career opportunities (Connaughton-Crean & Padraig, 2017; Lee, 2013). For example, a study
with minority language children in Ireland indicated that the children’s parents wanted
them to maintain their home language so that they could communicate with and maintain
connections with their relatives in the home country (Connaughton-Crean & Padraig, 2017).
Researchers have also reported a number of barriers to home language maintenance including
children’s older age (and increasing socialisation with peers), parents’ attitudes towards home
language maintenance, and the lack of community and societal support (Lee & Gupta, 2020;
Piller, 2019).

Once children have started school and are older, it is often harder to maintain their home
language (Kim & Pyun, 2014). One of the main reasons is due to increased exposure to the
majority language, which is typically the language of instruction in schools, particularly in
English-speaking countries (Xia, 2016). Apart from that, higher levels of education involve more
schoolwork, resulting in children having to compromise on time spent learning their home
language to spend time on school subjects and activities in the majority language (Kondo,
1997; Lee & Gupta, 2020). When children get older, they also experience physical and emotional
changes that may affect their attitudes towards home language (Chumak-Horbatsch, 1999).
Children have been reported to show agency in making their own decisions around which
languages they speak, regardless of their parents’ request of using home language (Kaveh
& Sandoval, 2020; Kondo, 1997). Additionally, children are more likely to communicate in the
preferred language of their peers, which is often the majority language of their social context
(Zhang & Slaughter-Defoe, 2009).

Parents’ positive attitude towards home language maintenance is a key factor in maintaining
home languages (Tran et al., 2021b). Previously, researchers have shown that children have
higher proficiency and use of home language when their parents have a stronger conviction
of the importance of home language maintenance (Tran et al., 2021b). Parents who are
indecisive about home language maintenance tend to neglect home language when choices
are made between working to maintain their home language and other priorities. Furthermore,
many studies have demonstrated that while many parents hold positive views towards home
language maintenance, their language practices do not reflect strategies for maintaining the
home language (Kaveh & Sandoval, 2020; Tran et al., 2022). Lack of consistency and persistence
is a key barrier to home language maintenance (Fishman, 1991; Hakuta & D’Andrea, 1992).

The lack of support from society and the government is another challenge faced by families
who want to maintain their home language. These barriers include a lack of resources, diverse
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community attitudes, inadequate multilingual education in early childhood education sector,
inaccessible formal education of home language, and low-quality community language classes
(Espinosa, 2015; Pauwels, 2005). For example, a study by Lee and Gupta (2020) of 40 Korean
parents in the US found that the parents believed that their children would benefit better if
schools offered Korean as a foreign language.

Parents support their children’s home language maintenance in a number of ways, including
implementing family language policies, reading books in their home language, and teaching
their children to read and write in their home language (Banasiak & Olpiriska-Szkietko, 2021).
For example, in a case study by Decapua (2009), the family’s successful maintenance of
German in the US was attributed to a range of practices, including the family’s consistent family
language policy, the mother’s teaching of reading and writing skills, books read in German,
the child’s attendance at a German language school, and communication opportunities with
German speakers. Despite much of the literature in the field of home language maintenance
focusing on the many barriers to raising children multilingually, particularly in English-
dominant contexts, home language maintenance can be successful in these contexts. This
study examines efforts by Vietnamese-Australian parents who have overcome difficulties and
supported their children to maintain their Vietnamese language.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Spolsky’s (2004) language policy theory provides a theoretical lens for investigating the
experiences of the families’ home language maintenance. The framework outlines three
components in language policy: language practices, language ideologies, and language
management. In the family context, language practices refer to the use of a language
among family members while language ideologies are related to their beliefs and attitudes
towards that language use. Language management is comprised of policies and practices that
influence the use of the language in the family. These three aspects of language policy are
interrelated. What family members perceive of a language (language ideologies) can impact
their use of that language (language practices) as well as their practices related to language
use (language management). Language management can influence the use of a language in
the family.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study is a part of the VietSpeech Australian Research Council Discovery Grant (DP180102848)
on Vietnamese-Australian children’s speech and language competence and gained ethical
approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee at Charles Sturt University (H18084).
The aim of this paper is to explore the successful experience of home language maintenance
among Vietnamese-Australian families, specifically:

1. Why did the parents think home language maintenance was important for their families?
2. What did they find challenging in maintaining home language for their children?

3. What strategies did they use to help their children maintain their home language?

4

. What societal level support did parents think would be helpful for Vietnamese home
language maintenance in Australia?

METHODOLOGY

The importance of this paper lies in its methodology, which was designed to amplify the
voices of parents who have been successful in facilitating home language maintenance with
their children. To achieve the aims of this paper, the focus on successful home language
maintenance was foregrounded in every step of the research design. First, the selection of
participants required the identification of families whose children demonstrated high levels of
competency in their home language. This selection drew not only on self-reported success of
the parents in home language maintenance, but also objective speech and language data that
supported their successful transmission of the home language to their children. Second, the
first author is herself a Vietnamese-Australian mother raising her children bilingually; therefore,
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her lens in the construction of the questions that guided the discussion and her facilitation of
the conversation around home language added authenticity to the methodology, enabling
the study to be grounded and informed by the lived experience of the participants and the
topic that was being explored. Third, the use of a focus group design allowed parents to speak
about their own experiences of success while also enabling them to elaborate on and share
issues raised, reflect and recall while others talked, and draw out insights that may not have be
identified from one-on-one interviews (Austin & Sutton, 2014). The focus group design allowed
rich data to emerge from the interaction, which highlighted commonalities and differences in
the experiences of the group in supporting home language maintenance. Finally, the inductive
approach to data analysis meant that interpretations of the data were not restricted by current
frameworks or understanding of successful home language maintenance, allowing findings
to be driven solely by the experiences of the participants. The strength of this approach was
further enhanced by the use of member checking, allowing participants the final say over the
findings that emerged from this study.

Atotal of seven parents from five families took part in the focus group discussion. These parents
were previous participantsin the VietSpeech project selected as a result of their children’s strong
competence in both Vietnamese and English based on their speech and language assessments
and parent report of strong communication skills in Vietnamese. As described in Table 1 below,
these parents were aged between 33 and 44 years old (M = 41.43; SD = 3.54) and had an
average length of stay in Australia of 14.86 years (SD = 4.79). All of the parents had undertaken
postgraduate education. One family lived in Melbourne and four families lived in Sydney. One
family also had Vietnamese grandparents living with them permanently.

The focus group discussion was held online via Zoom and recorded using the Zoom recording
function. All the invited families, including five mothers and two fathers, participated in the
discussion in Vietnamese. The discussion was guided by eight questions (see Appendix A) and
was two hours long.

DATA ANALYSIS

The data collected in the focus group study were analysed inductively using thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006) in NVivo12 (QSR International, 2018). Data analysis took place in eight
steps as documented in Howe et al. (2018):

1. Transcription. The data were transcribed in Vietnamese by the first author, who is a native
Vietnamese linguist.

N

. Translation. The transcription was translated into English by the first author, who is
a translator accredited by the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and
Interpreters (NAATI). The translation results were reviewed by the second and third
authors who are native speakers of English and discussed with the first author to ensure
the translation is comprehensible to English language readers.

w

. Confidentialising the data. All data were reviewed and de-identified to protect the identity
of the participants. Pseudonyms were used instead of participants’ names and location
names were removed.

4. Digital uploading. Transcribed and translated data were uploaded into NVivo12 for
analysis.

5. Initial coding schema development. The authors reviewed the first page of the transcript
to develop the initial coding schema (Johnson, 1997) and discussed the level at which
the data would be coded and the way open codes would be labelled. Data were coded as
units of meaning, which comprised one or more phrase or sentences.

6. Phase one analysis. Each unit of meaning was analysed inductively and assigned one or
more open codes by the first author (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For example, the response
“As for my family, since the children were small, we have been keeping a rule that if our
child finds it hard to say a sentence in English, we accept his English sentence but then
he would have to say that in Vietnamese again” was coded as “Rule since young”, “Strict
when children were small”, and “Parents asking children to say in Vietnamese again”.
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7. Phase two analysis. Once all the data had been coded, the first and second author

examined the list of 154 open codes. These open codes were grouped into four themes

based on the four research questions. Subthemes were created under the four main
themes. In this process of grouping themes, the open codes were revised and codes
of the similar or conceptually related themes/subthemes were merged. This process

brought the total number of open codes to 102 which were compiled into 19 subthemes
within four major themes.

8. Member checking. A summary of the key themes and subthemes identified from the
analysis were sent to families for member checking to receive their feedback prior to

finalisation and publication of the findings. All of the families responded with agreement

to the summary and no further feedback was provided.

RESULTS

Four themes were identified based on the research questions: (1) motivations, (2) challenges,
(3) practices, and (4) recommendations for home language maintenance support. (Table 2)

These themes and associated subthemes will be considered in turn.

THEME

SUBTHEME

Motivations of home language
maintenance

Communication with grandparents and relatives in Vietnam
Maintenance of cultural identity
Parents’ need to speak their native language

Benefits of multilingualism

Challenges in home language
maintenance Vietnamese

Difficulties related to children’s age
Parents’ lack of time and persistence

Difficulties related to community support and education resources

Practices and strategies for
successful home language
maintenance

Home language maintenance practices
Speaking Vietnamese at home
Teaching Vietnamese to the children

Having family language policy

Home language maintenance strategies
Being consistent and persistent

Maintaining Vietnamese identity and love for Vietnam and
Vietnamese language

Promoting communication in Vietnamese through connections with
Vietnam

Making it fun

Recommendations for home
language maintenance support

Support factors

Community and ethnic culture

Parents’ education background and work experience
Recommendations

Language education policy and advocacy

Resources

Raising awareness of home language maintenance

MOTIVATIONS

The parents discussed four main reasons for their families to maintain their Vietnamese
language: communication with grandparents and relatives in Vietnam, maintenance of
cultural identity, parents’ need to speak their native language, and the cognitive and emotional

benefits of multilingualism.
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All the families shared that they wanted their children to maintain their Vietnamese language
so that they could talk with their grandparents and relatives in Vietnamese. For example, in
Excerpt 1, Thity mentioned her children needed to speak Vietnamese because the grandparents
could not speak English.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

... thi nhét 13 d& néi chuyén duoc v6i dng ba. Em ... the first reason is to talk with grandparents. I

vin néi véi cac chau 1a dng ba khong biét tiéng always tell my kids that grandparents can’t speak
Anh, minh vin con ho hang & Viét nam, néu cic English, we still have relatives in Vietnam, if you can’t
con khong néi duoc tiéng Viét thi cac con khong thé  speak Vietnamese, you won’t be able to communicate
giao tiép v6i moi ngudi ¢ Viét nam duge. with our people in Vietnam.

Five parents mentioned preserving cultural identity is one of the drivers behind their efforts
in maintaining their home language. For example, in Excerpt 2, Vy explained maintaining
Vietnamese helps her children understand their identity.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Em thi em nghi mdt cai quan trong niia v& vin d& identity. I think what really matters is their identity.
Khi ma 16n 1én & ddy chau s& chiu 4nh hudng cta vin hoa know they will grow up with the influence of
Uc, nhung s& c6 mot liic nao d6 né s& tw hdi 1a minh thude Australian culture, but I believe there will be

v& dau. Khi ma em nghi né c6 tiéng Viét, né c6 gbc nao do, a time when they ask themselves where they
n6 s& hidu duoc chéu c6 mot phan 13 nguoi Viét nam, gitp belong to. I think if they can speak Vietnamese,
cho chdu c6 mot gde viing. they will understand part of their identity is

Vietnamese, and that they have a firm root.

Some parents mentioned they chose Vietnamese to talk to their children as it is their native
language. As Truc said, she wanted to speak Vietnamese to her children for her own need. She
found it easier and more genuine to express her emotions and feelings in Vietnamese because
“Du nhiing cAu binh thuong nhu “Me yéu con”, em van c6 thé noi duoc, nhung tu trong sau
trong 1ong, van than thuong hon khi minh néi bang tiéng me dé ctia minh” [I can still say
emotional sentences like “I love you” in English but from the bottom of my heart, I know I feel
it more when saying it in my mother tongue].

The families also wanted their children to speak Vietnamese for the benefits of multilingualism
including the cognitive and social-emotional advantages. For example, Hué stated: “Chi van
gifi hai ngdn ngi vi n6 phat trién cognitive development clia n6” [I want them to be bilingual
because I believe in the cognitive benefit of multilingualism]. Three parents also said they felt
Vietnamese-Australian children had a gap in their emotional life if they focused on English;
therefore, they tried to maintain Vietnamese for their children to fill that gap, as was expressed
by Truc in Excerpt 3.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Céc ban nhd bén nay em thiy thiét thoi, vi céi gén két I find children living here are disadvantaged in

gia dinh, khong c6 nhiéu nguoi than 1a cdc ban 4y da that they do not have family connections, they

thiét thoi vé tinh thin rit 16n nén néu gia dinh khong do not have many relatives around, that’s their

duy tri ngdn ngii tiéng Viét cho cac ban thi cic ban bi disadvantage in terms of emotion so if we do not

thiéu hut rat I6n vé tinh than. maintain Vietnamese for them, it would be a big loss
for them.

In summary, parents wanted their children to maintain Vietnamese so that the children can
communicate with grandparents and relatives in Vietnam, the children can maintain their
cultural identity, the parents can speak their native language with their children, and the
children will benefit from the social-emotional and cognitive benefits of multilingualism.

CHALLENGES

The parents shared a number of difficulties they encountered when helping their children
maintain Vietnamese. These challenges are related to children’s age, parents’ lack of time
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and persistence, the unavailability of Vietnamese language curriculum, insufficient resources,
unsatisfactory teacher quality, and a lack of community consensus.

Most parents indicated that their children spoke Vietnamese when they were younger; however,
at times they needed some encouragement. For example, Thily mentioned “Nha em khi con
con bé thi dé néi tiéng Anh hon, thi thudng em yéu ciu néi lai bing tiéng Viét” [When the kids
were small, they were more prone to speaking English, so T would often ask them to say the
sentence again in Vietnamese]. According to the parents, it was harder to maintain Vietnamese
language when their children grew older because they “khong thé ép duoc bon nd nita” [can
no longer force them] (Ninh). Hué added “Cang 16n thi cang nhiéu code-switching” [The older
they grow, the more code switching they would use]. Hong indicated that children had less
time for Vietnamese language maintenance due to increased school priorities when they get
older, as can be seen in Excerpt 4.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Lén high school 1a c6 céc language khac ntta. Bay When they get to high school, they also have other
gi0 minh ciing phai aé § language nao quan trong languages to learn. Now we also need to think of
hon trong cudc séng. & trudng né bét bude phii hoc what language is more important in life. At school,
nhu thé. Cac ban 4y ciing cin hoc nhiing c4i ddy dé the subjects are compulsory. They also need to learn
compete trong cong viéc nita. those stuffs to compete in their future work.

Most parents also shared a concern that their children’s Vietnamese language did not improve
after a certain level due to the home language environment where only certain topics were
discussed. As Thiy stated: “Cai khé khin 13 né chi dat dén miic co ban ma khong biét 1am sao
d8 tién 1en” [The challenge is they have reached a certain basic level, and we don’t know how
to get them to go further from there]. Truc explained that was because “médi truong cho con
luyén tiéng chi ¢6 thé c6 & trong gia dinh ma vi 1a mdi trudng gia dinh nén chi c6 ching diy
cau chuyén, khong thé phat trién ra cac d@ tai khac duoc” [their only environment for home
language is the family one, which is limited to certain topics, we can’t go further to other topics].

Time was one of the major barriers confronting parents in supporting their children to maintain
Vietnamese. Some spent less time teaching their children Vietnamese when they had more
children. Other parents found they could support their children better when they did not work
full time. For example, in Excerpt 5, Tric mentioned parents’ need to reduce workload to spend
more time with their children.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Tuy nhién d& 1am dugc viéc d6 thi minh phai c6 thoi However, we need time to do that. One parent has
gian, bét budc hoic bd hoic me chiu thiét thdi mot to sacrifice by reducing their workload. If we can do
chiit, b6t lai cong viéc ctia minh cho con, néu c6 didu that, we can maintain Vietnamese.

kién dé 1am nhu vay thi minh c6 thé duy tri duoc.

Lack of persistence was also a problem for some families. Some parents recalled they
sometimes spoke English with their children when in a hurry or tired. As Hué stated: “Cé nhiing
lic em v& em mét thi em c6 thé néi nhu thé” [Sometimes when I came back from work and I
was already tired, I might say that].

The parents also discussed their difficulties as a result of insufficient quality resources,
unavailable Vietnamese language curricula, quality of teachers, and lack of community
consensus. First, the parents found that available resource materials were not suitable for
Vietnamese-speaking children living overseas (see Excerpt 6).

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Thiéu resources. Em khong ¢ séch hay cic Lack of resources. I don’t have good materials and
resource phu trg aé day tiéng Viét cho con nhu resources to teach my children Vietnamese, like what
13, néu nhu 13 mot ngdn ngit khac. ... gido trinh they have in other languages. ... there are many

day cho ngudi nude ngoai thi nhidu nhung khong materials for people living abroad but they are not age
diing v6i nhiing dda tré séng & nuéc ngoi va c6 appropriate, not for Vietnamese children living abroad.

yéu t§ Viét nam.
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In terms of curriculum, the parents questioned the lack of Vietnamese language opportunities
in the Australian school curriculum given the large number of Vietnamese speakers in Australia.
They had difficulties in finding formal Vietnamese language classes for their children, as Hong

expresses in Excerpt 7.
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ORIGINAL

Excerpt 7 Hong.
ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Tai sao nguoi Viét & Uc dong nhu thé, community
nhiéu thé ma tiéng Viét lai khong duoc day & trong
NSW language school. Vi du nhu con em, em mubn
n6 take mdt course tiéng Viét trong curriculum & high
school thi khong c6. ... Khong ¢ formal Vietnamese
education at school. Céi point nay rat hay. Tdc 1a
khong c6 chinh sach, chinh sach ngdng ngii clia
NSW, st dung tiéng Viét, mon hoc trong truong.

N6 impact bon em.

I have this question, while the Vietnamese
community in Australia is quite large, why isn’t
Vietnamese language taught at NSW [New South
Wales] language school? My daughter wanted to
take a Vietnamese course in the curriculum at high
school but they don’t have it. ... There’s no formal
Vietnamese education. This is an important issue.
That means NSW does not have a policy in terms
Vietnamese language use and Vietnamese in the

curriculum. And that impacts us.

While weekend community Vietnamese language schools were available in some areas, many
of the parents were not convinced of the quality of teachers and therefore did not send their
children (for example, see Excerpt 8).

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

I'sent my children to Vietnamese language school
once and I noticed the teacher spoke too much
English, I withdrew my son out straight away.

Em ciing tiing dua con dén du thinh, em thiy c6 néi
tiéng Anh qua nhidu, em rit ludn.

Some parents mentioned the lack of a common voice among the Vietnamese community in
terms of Vietnamese language education, as can be seen in Excerpt 9:

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Some communities do much better than us, in the
same context. They have a good community with

C6 modt sb cong ddng ho tu luc rit tbt, trong mot moi
truong nhu vay. Ho ¢6 community, ¢6 nguoi ding ra
lam. Cong ddng minh chua c6 su thng nhét. Ciing good leaders. Our community lack a consensus. The
mot chinh séch, tai sao ngdn ngit khac phét trién same policy for the whole state but why do some
hon? communities do better than the others?

In summary, parents face a number of difficulties in maintaining home language for their
children due to their children getting older, parents’ lack of time and persistence, insufficient
resources, the unavailability of Vietnamese language curriculum, unsatisfactory teacher
quality, and a lack of community consensus.

PRACTICES AND STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESSFUL HOME LANGUAGE
MAINTENANCE

Despite the challenges that the families encountered, the parents managed to help their
children maintain Vietnamese through home language maintenance practices and a consistent
family language policy.

Home language maintenance practices

The parents shared their thoughts of factors contributing to the success of home language
maintenance and discussed two main language maintenance practices: speaking Vietnamese
at home and teaching Vietnamese.

Three of the families mentioned that they spoke Vietnamese at home all the time while two
families spoke Vietnamese most of the time. One parent said: “Budc chin vao ctra nha 1a quéan
triét 100% tiéng Viét” [Since we enter our house, we speak Vietnamese 100% of the time]
(Trac). The families also spoke Vietnamese to their children even when they were outside of

Excerpt 8 Truc.

Excerpt 9 Hué.



the home, and they only spoke English when their interactions involved English speakers. In
Excerpt 10, for example, Thiy explained in detail her family language policy.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Ra ngoai thi néu vin d& minh néi c6 lién quan dén When we go out, if what we talk is related to the
ngudi néi tiéng Anh thi minh néi tiéng Anh, con néu English-speakers present, we speak English, if not
khong thi van néi tiéng Viét. we still speak Vietnamese.

The parents taught Vietnamese to their children both directly using textbooks and indirectly
through daily interactions and activities including book reading, watching Vietnamese TV, and
other literary forms.

The parents used Vietnamese language textbooks from Vietnam or Vietnamese textbooks for
foreigners and designed their own materials to teach their children. Hong shared her experience:
“Nha em thi diing s4ch day tiéng Viét cho Tay bé, em thiy cii diy tot hon dung sach Viét nam”
[We used the Vietnamese textbooks for children learning Vietnamese as foreign language. 1

found that better than books from Vietnam.]

The children of these families also learnt Vietnamese with their parents through a number of
daily activities in Vietnamese including communication, reading books, watching TV programs,
singing lullabies, and reading poems. The parents shared that they tried to help their children
speak Vietnamese through daily interactions. The common pattern was that the parents
explained the words, children repeated them, followed by children saying the whole sentence
again in Vietnamese. This model of Explain, Repeat, and Say was commonly practised by all the
families. As Thily said: “...em s& néi cdi tif dAy ctia con tiéng Viét va con néi lai tir diy va thuong
bao con néi lai c ciu bing tiéng Viét cho me” [...I would tell them the words in Vietnamese,
ask them to repeat the words and say the whole sentence in Vietnamese again]. The parents
agreed that it was important to give them time to recall Vietnamese words themselves if the
parents believed their children knew the words. As Tric said: “Em s& bo 12 thé thi con thtr nghi
lai, chd mdt chit, bdi vi bd me biét 1a con biét tir 6 [I would suggest that he thinks again, we
could wait as we knew he knew the words].

Some parents shared how they dealt with situations when their children could not find
the words in Vietnamese and avoided frustrations when both parents and children did not
understand what the other wanted to say. They would use a “soft method,” letting the children
say the words in English, and they translated the utterance into Vietnamese for the children
to know what it should be in Vietnamese. Excerpt 11 shows how Hué dealt with her children
speaking English at home.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Con dang excited vé& conversation, minh khong ép They were excited to talk about what happened at
con phai néi tiéng Viét ma s& chinh dan sau d6. Nhu school, the conversation was going well, we should
n6 ké v& mot céi gi d6 ching han, em s& khong stop not force them to speak Vietnamese but correct
néi lai va bdo con phai néi tiéng Viét. Em s& c6 bién their language little by little after that. If they were
phép dé feedback nhung khong 1am cho n6 thiy me telling me something, I would not stop them and
dang correct n6. D& cho conversation tiép tuc. ask them to speak in Vietnamese. I will somehow

feedback on their language use but without letting
her know that I am correcting them. I would let the
conversation go on.

A parent mentioned her intentional diversification of Vietnamese vocabulary when speaking so
that her children could learn more words through daily conversation because, she explained:
“vi con khdng c6 con dudng ndo nhap tir méi nhidu ngoai bd me” [there’s no other way of
language input other than with parents] (Trdc).

The parents indicated that reading books with their children was one of the most effective
home language maintenance strategies. For example, Trdc stated: “Thoi gian bon em xay
dung tinh yéu v6i sach, khi doc mot cubn tiéng Anh thi s& doc mot 1an bing tiéng Anh va sau
d6 dich c cau chuyén ra tiéng Viét” [We helped them build their love with books. They read an
English book once and translate the whole book into Vietnamese]. Some parents used poems,
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lullabies, songs, and TV programs to teach Vietnamese and to build their children’s love of their
Vietnamese culture (see Excerpt 12, for example).
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ORIGINAL

ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Con nha em né xem tivi Viét nam nhiéu, cai ddy lam
16 hoc nhidu. N6 xem tivi thoi su tiéng Viét n c6 thé
hiéu duoc hét, hoiic n6 xem céc show “Nguoi diy 1a
ai”, show c6 hai, hoc rit nhanh, Rap Viét, cac chuong
trinh show cla Viét nam.

My kids watch a lot of Vietnamese TV, they learn

a lot of Vietnamese from that. They watch news
in Vietnamese, they understand, they watch other
shows, like Who is the person, fun shows, RAP Viet,
they learn very quickly.

Having family language policies

Excerpt 12 Hong.

Most of the parents shared that they had a strict rule of only speaking Vietnamese at home
as well as outside of the home unless there was an English speaker involved. Therefore, the
children only used English when at school or when going out with their friends. As Ninh said:
“Nha em rit don gidn, con c4i n6i chuyén v6i bd me, chi em véi nhau ciing hoan toan bing tiéng
Viét” [My family’s policy is simple: children talk to parents in Vietnamese, sisters talk to each
other also completely in Vietnamese]. They made it clear to their children that if they spoke
English, they would have to say the same sentence again in Vietnamese (see Excerpt 13, for

example).

ORIGINAL

Excerpt 13 Truc.
ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Ban 4y biét nhu thé ti¥ nhé nén khi di hoc vé ma mubn
k& chuyén bing tiéng Anh thi ban 4y ¥ thiic dugc 1a
phai n6i ca bing tiéng Viét cho me, 12 ban 4y s& noi lai
ngay bing tiéng Viét.

My son knows that so since small, he was always
aware if he wanted to tell his school stories in
English, he would have to tell in Vietnamese as well,
so he would switch back to Vietnamese right away.

The parents were also strict about not mixing English when speaking Vietnamese. As Thay
stressed in Excerpt 14, their family tried their best not to use English when speaking with each

other.

ORIGINAL

Excerpt 14 Thay.
ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Nha em nguyén téc ciing triét dé, bb me con céi noi
chuyén v6i nhau bing tiéng Viét, cb gfing aé khong
chém tir tiéng Anh.

My family’s rule is also strict. Parents and children
talk to each other in Vietnamese, trying our best not
to mix English in.

Home language maintenance strategies

The parents also mentioned other factors they thought important in maintaining Vietnamese.
These include being consistent and persistent, maintaining their Vietnamese identity and love
for Vietnam and Vietnamese language, promoting communication in Vietnamese through
connections with Vietnam, and making home language maintenance fun.

Most of the parents shared that home language maintenance requires “mdi ngay mot it, day
chau mdi ngay mot it” [persistence, teaching them a little bit everyday] (Thay). They indicated
the need to be consistent in their efforts. As Hué elaborated in Excerpt 15, home language
maintenance is not only speaking the language but also maintaining the culture and the

familial cohesion.

ORIGINAL

Excerpt 15 Hué .
ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Consistent 12 trong tit cd cac hanh dong cda minh.
Consistent qua community, identity, culture, cing mot
ltc, chit khong phai chi giif tiéng Viét, ma con phai ca
viéc né yéu dng ba, bd me, vin héa.

Consistency means I maintain Vietnamese in many
ways, community activities, maintaining identity,
culture, all at the same time, not only maintaining
Vietnamese language, but also maintaining their
love for their grandparents, parents, and culture.

One parent stressed the importance of consistency between the parents in maintaining
Vietnamese for children because “khong thé mot ngudi tiéng Viét, mot nguoi tiéng Anh, hodc
thich néi tiéng Viét ldc nao thi néi, vi rit kho, vi moi truong phat trién tiéng cho con bén nay chi
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¢6 gia dinh” [it wouldn’t work if one parent speaks Vietnamese, and the other speaks English
or does not care which language should be spoken at home. That makes it very hard as the
only home language environment for children is family] (Trdc). Parental consensus and dual
effort were also evident in the way the mothers presented as “we,” “my husband and I,” or “my
family” when talking about their practices (see Excerpt 16, for example).

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Nha em ciing nhu vy, ... néu c6 tir nao ma thuc su Same with my family, .... if there are words he

ban Ay khong biét thi hai vo chdng s& n6i cho ban 4y tr  doesn’t know, my husband and I would tell him the
d6 tiéng Viét va néi lai ca cAu bing tiéng Viét. words in Vietnamese and ask him to say the whole

sentence again.

The parents agreed on the importance of maintaining Vietnamese identity and love for Vietnam
and Vietnamese in maintaining home language. They indicated it would be hard to expect
children to use Vietnamese if they did not have a positive attitude towards their Vietnamese
identity or did not like Vietnam and Vietnamese language. As Hué said: “... mudn day tiéng
Viét cho con thi phai cho con tinh yéu véi tiéng Viét va Viét nam” [...if we want to teach kids
Vietnamese, we have to help them build the love for Vietnamese and Vietnam].

Five parents found it helpful to expose their children to different Vietnamese communication
opportunities through interactions with relatives, visits to Vietnam, and school attendance in
Vietnam. This is expressed by Hong in Excerpt 17.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Néu ma tao duoc mot cai belonging, community feel If we can build a sense of belonging and community
cho né rét quan trong. Vi du nhu bon em cb gfing dua feeling, that’s very important. For example, we try
chiing né v& Viét nam, cai dy 1a hoc nhanh nhét. V& to take them to Vietnam, that’s the fastest way of
Viét nam vi du 2-3 tudn céc ban catch up rit nhanh, learning. They can catch up really quickly within 2-3
céc ban ¢6 mdi truong day. weeks in Vietnam, they have the language learning

environment.

Some parents mentioned it was important to avoid frustration and to make Vietnamese
learning fun. They believed that once the children like the language, they will want to learn it.
For example, in Excerpt 18, Hong mentioned that learning Vietnamese in a fun way motivated
her children better.

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Pai khai 14 cai gi budn cudi va vui thi khuyén khich In general, whatever is fun and recreational will
chiing né hoc tiéng Viét rit nhanh. Chiing né muén motivate them to learn Vietnamese and learn very
xem. fast as they like watching them on TV.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HOME LANGUAGE MAINTENANCE SUPPORT

The parents indicated two main factors that would support home language maintenance:
first, local cultural community, and second, parental education and work background.
They also recommended societal support in terms of language education policy and
resources. The parents believed that “community, em thdy cong dong 1a yéu t6 quan trong”
[community, I think, is an important factor] (Hué) in home language maintenance. They
shared their observations of other immigrant communities in Australia with successful
home language maintenance. They were interested in understanding whether the “yéu t6
vin héa” [culture factor] (Ninh) was an important factor in home language maintenance
as they noticed some groups seemed to maintain home language better than others, given
similar conditions. Both Quy and Truc discussed the success of the Korean community in
maintaining their language “100% bén ning st dung tiéng Han” [100% used Korean as a
habit] (Truc).

One parent, Vy, raised the question of whether the parents’ education background and work
experience were a positive factor in home language maintenance. Vy pointed out that most
of the focus group members “c6 lién quan d&n ngdn ngii, hoic 1a gido vién” [have education
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background or work experience related to language or education], therefore, they “hiéu duoc
tAm quan trong clia ngdn ngii nén gitip con néi duoc cang nhiéu ngdn ngit cang tot” [understand
the importance of languages to children’s development and support the children to learn as
many languages as possible].

The parentsdiscussed threerecommendationsrelated tohomelanguage maintenance: changes
in language education policy and advocacy, better resources, and greater public perception of
home language maintenance. All the parents expressed their desire for Viethamese language
education in the school curriculum and the need for advocacy for language policy to promote
home language maintenance. Hong compared the “many Chinese community classes” with

“Vietnamese language schools” that “rely on volunteer teachers only” advocating for the need
for “Vietnamese curriculum at school”. Vy affirmed this view, indicating “chinh sach cho bang
New South Wales 1a mot nhung ciing 1a ctia ca nuGe Uc, thi n6 gitip duoc cho cai cong ddng
ctia minh” [a policy is needed for not only New South Wales but also for the whole Australia. Tt
will help our community].

The parents also discussed the need for better training and resources targeting children who
are learning Vietnamese outside of Vietnam, as Hong explains in Excerpt 19:

ORIGINAL ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Cai ma training cho bb me, day cho bd me The training for parents, teaching parents about
methodology, chit khong phai ai ciing c6 background vé ~ methodology is great. Because not all parents have
language hay cac me khac lam c6 gido, nén cai khoa backgrounds in language and education, so a short
ngén ciing t6t. training is helpful.

Further, Hué mentioned the need to raise parents’ awareness of the importance of home
language maintenance because “PAy 1a ban chit ctia vAn d&. Khi minh da gidi quyét duoc
vAn d& dAy minh s& follow up duoc nhidu cdi khic. C4i dAy 1a céi perception thay ddi” [That’s
the key thing. Once we can solve that, other problems will be solved. It’s important to change
perceptions].

DISCUSSION

This focus group study sheds light on five Vietnamese-Australian families’ home language
maintenance experiences, in particular the motivations, challenges, practices, and
recommendations for support. The findings of this qualitative study provide detailed and
nuanced support for results from previous quantitative studies regarding factors associated
with home language maintenance among Vietnamese-Australia families (Tran et al., 2021a;
Tran et al., 2021b) and Vietnamese families’ language policy (Tran et al., 2022). The parents’
discussion indicated that successful maintenance of Vietnamese in their families was linked
with the parents’ language use including both informal and formal teaching and their positive
attitudes towards language and identity maintenance. This is in line with findings from Tran
et al. (2021b) indicating the strong association between parents’ language use and attitudes
and children’s home language maintenance in Vietnamese-Australian families. Strict family
language policies were also one of the key factors associated with successful home language
maintenance. This confirms findings from the study by Tran et al. (2021b) that children
from families with consistent family language policies had a higher level of home language
proficiency and use.

The study also includes findings that echoed previous studies on home language maintenance
among other immigrant communities in the world. First, there were many strengths related
to home language maintenance. The parents considered maintaining cultural identity one
of the most important motivations for their efforts in home language maintenance. Previous
studies found that parents had a strong sense of cultural identity and they wished to pass it
on to their children through language maintenance (Enstice, 2012; Kennedy & Romo, 2013;
Saravanan, 2001). They also wanted to invest in the home language as “cultural capital” that is
valuable across the world (Nordstrom, 2016, p. 519). Further, the families wanted to maintain
home language so that their children could communicate with grandparents and relatives in
Vietnam. This is in line with findings from previous studies indicating that most parents wanted
their children to maintain home language to talk to their grandparents and relatives (McAlister,
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2018; Mejia, 2016). Another reason for home language maintenance shared by the families was
related to the benefits of multilingualism including better cognitive functioning and enhanced
emotional life, which echoed findings from previous studies (Little, 2020; Sun, 2019). Families
who wanted their children to maintain home language believed that multilingualism helped
brain functioning and enriched their social-emotional life.

Second, the parents’ difficulties in home language maintenance were related to children’s age,
increased schoolwork at higher education levels, and parents’ lack of time and persistence.
These are commonly found in previous studies that also indicated home language maintenance
becomes more challenging after children commence formal schooling (Xia, 2016) and after
they reach adolescence (Kondo, 1997). The parents’ concern that their children’s Vietnamese
proficiency did not progress beyond a certain level is in line with previous research suggesting
that, in contrast to the majority language, home language writing skills did not improve when
the children grew older (Kim & Pyun, 2014). Insufficient time and persistence in home language
maintenance have previously been discussed as one of the main factors leading to language
loss (Fishman, 1991; Hakuta & D’Andrea, 1992).

Third, the lack of formal Vietnamese education in the school curriculum, insufficient
resources, and unsatisfactory teacher quality were also reported as barriers in home language
maintenance and were reflected in the parents’ recommendations for support. Previously
researchers have suggested the home language immersed curriculum since primary level
would have promoted the learning as well as raised the respect of the home language (Lee,
2002; Tinsley & Board, 2016). Vietnamese education is offered only in schools where there is
a high demand (e.g., with a large cohort of students with Vietnamese heritage) (Australian
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2021; Willoughby, 2014). This indicates the
lack of equal access to community language education in Australia including Vietnamese
education (Reath Warren, 2017) and suggests a top-down change in the national language
policy to enable students speaking a home language to access that language education
since starting school. The parents’ concerns related to lack of resources and dissatisfaction of
teacher quality echoed others’ findings from studies in home language education in the US and
Australia (Brecht & Ingold, 2002; Eisenchlas et al., 2013). The discussion of these issues in this
focus group confirmed concerns related to home language maintenance among immigrant
communities in English-speaking countries including the Vietnamese in Australia.

In terms of practices that helped the success of home language maintenance, the families
reported two main routines: speaking Vietnamese at home all the time and teaching
Vietnamese directly using textbooks and indirectly via daily interactions and other media.
These findings are in keeping with studies of home language maintenance among Chinese,
Korean, Japanese, Spanish, and German families in the US, Australia, and Canada. The parents
in these studies also reported they used strict policies of speaking their home language among
family members (Keh & Stoessel, 2017; Kennedy & Romo, 2013) and created a home language
learning environment with parents as instructors helping the children learn the language
using textbooks and language games (Babaee, 2013; Xia, 2016) and through regular activities
including book reading, conversation, and TV and video watching (Biedinger et al., 2015; Dixon et
al., 2012; Kheirkhah & Cekaite, 2015; McAlister, 2018). Apart from parents’ formal and informal
teaching of Vietnamese, focus on the use of Vietnamese from a young age was a key factor in
the language maintenance success among the families within this focus group. This echoed
previous studies in home language maintenance among different immigrant communities in
Germany, Israel, and the US, that also found the success rate of home language maintenance
was higher when children were exposed to the language at an earlier age (Biedinger et al,,
2015; Chumak-Horbatsch, 2008).

While only one parent suggested the possible impact of parental education and work
background on the children’s successful home language maintenance, this statement was
supported by the demographic characteristics of the parents. Most of the parents (4 out of
7) had tertiary education and/or worked in the disciplines of language or education and all
of them had a postgraduate qualification. Researchers have shown that parents’ educational
background has a significant impact on children’s language and literacy development (Calvo
& Bialystok, 2014; Hartas, 2011; Hosseinpour et al., 2015; Petchprasert, 2014). However,
previous studies on home language maintenance among Vietnamese families in Australia
found higher socio-economic backgrounds were significantly associated with more negative
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attitudes towards home language maintenance, which in turn was linked to children’s lower
home language maintenance (Tran et al,, 2021a). This is likely due to parents’ perceptions
of English as the language of success when living in an English-speaking country (Carhill et
al.,, 2008). This was supported by the focus group discussion in this study that the important
factor was parents’ perceptions that determined the success of home language maintenance.
Therefore, home language maintenance among families with high socio-economic status is
possible when parents have positive attitudes and make an effort.

In combination, these findings align with Spolsky’s (2004) language policy theory which posits
that the three elements of language practices, language ideology, and language management
are necessary for home language maintenance. The families in this study who have been
successful in maintaining Vietnamese with their children demonstrated strong consideration
of each of these elements and described how their daily practices, positive attitudes towards
Vietnamese, and strict management of language use all played a role in their success.

In addition to supporting Spolsky’s language policy theory, the current study also contributes
to the literature by including the perspectives of fathers and the holistic dynamic of the family
in home language maintenance. The home language maintenance literature largely focuses
on the role of mothers in home language maintenance (Kwon, 2017; Mejia, 2016) This is often
because social dynamics in many cultures see mothers spending more time at home with
their children in the early years. However, the minimization of fathers’ roles in home language
maintenance leaves a significant gap in the literature. The data in this study highlighted
the pivotal role that fathers play in language practices, language ideology, and language
management. The data also revealed the importance of both parents being in agreement and
providing a consistent support for home language maintenance in two-parent households,
which has not been adequately investigated (Kim & Starks, 2010). These findings add to the
much-needed body of work considering the role of fathers in home language maintenance
(e.g., Al-Sahafi, 2015).

IMPLICATIONS

The families’ shared experience of home language maintenance has a number of implications.
First, it appears that maintenance of home language in the focus group was dependent on
individual families’ efforts because the children from these families had high levels of language
proficiency despite not attending Vietnamese community schools and having limited access to
of resources and quality formal community or school-based language education. Second, there
is a need to support parents who do not have a background in language or education as well as
to raise the awareness of home language maintenance among parents, particularly parents of
higher socio-economic background. This was concluded as the majority of the parents in this
study have a background or work in language and/or education and, as pointed out in Tran et al.
(2021q), parents’ attitudes towards home language maintenance was negatively associated
with their socio-economic status. Third, the parents’ shared experience indicated that, in
keeping with Spolsky’s (2004) language policy theory, strict rules (language management),
consistency and persistence (language practices), and attitudes (language ideology) are
key components of successful home language maintenance for families in a context where
societal support is limited. The parents’ recommendations related to language policy, formal
community language education, and community strength in advocating for these changes
implied the parents’ strong desire for a change in the system for equal and adequate access to
home language education.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Despite the contributions of this study, there are some limitations to be considered. First, the
chosen families were not representative of all Viethamese families with successful home
language maintenance nor the entire Viethamese community in Australia. Second, the
views and opinions that members shared may not reflect their complete thoughts due to the
possible tendency to avoid conflict among group members. Individual interviews might have
resulted in a wider range of opinions. Third, the fact that the group discussion was conducted
in Vietnamese and required translation for bilingual analysis was a strength that is rarely
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found in focus groups research, but also could be a shortcoming. While the translation was
undertaken by the first author, who is a professional NAATI-accredited translator, and was
checked by and discussed with the other authors for transparent meanings to English readers,
there could be conceptual equivalence issues occurring during analysis and translation due
to the complexity of the topics. A final limitation is related to children’s speech and language
proficiency assessment used to identify families with successful home language maintenance,
which was only conducted with one child in each of the families. Though parents’ discussions
confirmed their children’s high proficiency in Vietnamese language, no further assessment was
administered to the remaining children of the families to confirm the parents’ statements.

CONCLUSION

This focus group study contributes to the literature by shifting discussion from the challenges of
home language maintenance in English-speaking countries towards looking at success stories
of those who have been able to maintain high proficiency within their families. The study
sheds light on common issues regarding successful home language maintenance from the
perspectives of Viethnamese-Australian families. These include the motivations and difficulties
overcome by the families, daily practices to engage their children to maintain Vietnamese, and
their recommendations for language maintenance support. The success of the families (given
the limited societal support) suggests that home language maintenance is possible but requires
a great amount of effort, time, persistence, consistency, and methods. Successful home
language maintenance could be strengthened with more visible involvement of society and
the government providing support in terms of language policy and resources. While the study
was conducted with a small group of Australian families with Vietnamese heritage, its findings
support previous quantitative studies of home language maintenance among the Vietnamese
community in Australia as well as studies of other language communities across the world,
providing further insights into factors associated with successful home language maintenance
among the Vietnamese as well as other immigrant communities in Australia and in the world.

APPENDIX A. FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS
1. Gia dinh ban c6 néi tiéng Viét & nha khong? Gia dinh ban c6 néi tiéng Anh & nha khong?
Gia dinh néi tiéng Viét/tiéng Anh khi nao? Vi ai va Tai sao?

[Does your family speak Vietnamese at home? Does your family speak English at home?
When, with whom, why?]

2. Duy tri tiéng me dé (tiéng Viét) quan trong nhu thé nao dbi v6i ban/gia dinh ban? Tai sao?
[Is home language maintenance important to you/your family? Why?]

3. Viéc duy tri tiéng Viét duoc thuc hién nhu thé nao & gia dinh ban?
[What does “home language maintenance” look like in your family?]

4. Ban/gia dinh ban c6 “nguyén tic st dung ngdn ngii cho gia dinh” khdng? Néu cé, ban c6
thé cho biét cu thé nguyén téc d6 nhu thé nao duge khong?

[Do you/your family have a “family language policy”? If yes, could you provide details of
your family language policy?]

5. Ban lam gi aé duy tri tiéng Viét cho con?
[What is your experience of maintaining home language?]
6. Ban thy nhiing viéc nao 1 hiéu qué?
[What do you find helpful?]
7. Ban giip kho khin gi khi duy tri tiéng Viét cho con?
[What do you find challenging?]

8. Theo ban thi loai hinh tro gitip hay tai liéu nao s& gitip cic gia dinh duy tri tiéng me dé d&
dang hon?

[What help/resources would make it easier?]
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