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Lost in Translation:  

Parents as Medium Translators in Intergenerational Language Transmission 

 

ABSTRACT 

This study reports on the role of parents in intergenerational language transmission in 

a Chinese city. Thirteen families’ everyday communication practices have been 

collected, including dinner table talks, homework tutoring, and children’s playtime 

interactions. Through comparative conversation analysis, the study uncovers the 

phenomenon of ‘medium translation’, a de facto language practice in three-generation 

households that use Fangyans (also known as Chinese dialects) and Putonghua (also 

known as Mandarin or standard Chinese) in their daily communication. The analysis of 

data revealed that grandparents played a key role in childrearing and children were 

exposed to Fangyan from birth in the families. Meanwhile, parents also played an 

important role as ‘medium translators’ in intergenerational transmission and 

contributed to the loss of Fangyan when it was passed down from the grandparents’ 

generation to the children’s generation. Language shift was, thus, ‘translated into being’ 

as parents mediated children’s language shift from Fangyan to Putonghua. The study 

has important implications for the maintenance of linguistic varieties such as Fangyan 

in China and other similar contexts. 

KEYWORDS: urban families; family language policy; Fangyan transmission; 

medium translator; language brokering 

Introduction 

Recent research into family language policy (FLP) has focused on heritage language 

maintenance or development of bi/multilinguals in transnational migration contexts 

(e.g., Canagarajah, 2019; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009, 2013a, 2016; Soler & Roberts, 

2019; Tijana & Lee, 2018), fewer studies have examined language changes in societies 



and families within the same country where internal migration has taken place in recent 

years. In the context of China where nearly 2000 Fangyans or varieties of spoken 

language are spoken, a language shift phenomenon has been observed across the 

country from Fangyans to Putonghua along with the intensified internal migration 

(Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2019; Shen & Gao, 2019). While recent survey studies 

have reported language changes from Fangyan to Putonghua in the younger generation 

in different regions such as Suzhou and Guangzhou (Yu, 2011; Shan & Li, 2018), little 

is known about how such gradual changes have taken place in home domains.  

In this paper, we adopt FLP as the theoretical framework to understand how 

language policy and planning at the national level (e.g. Putonghua prom) influences the 

language practices of family members in home domains. In line with Gafaranga’s (2010, 

p. 242) view that ‘language shift is talked into being’, we explore the process of 

language shift from Fangyan to Putonghua by seeking answers to the following 

questions: 

1. How are Fangyan and Putonghua used as media in family interactions? 

2. What features of the medium of interaction do parents use in intergenerational 

language transmission? 

3. What role does parents’ FLP play in the process of intergenerational 

transmission?  

Addressing these questions can enhance our understanding of the role Fangyan 

plays in maintaining linguistic and cultural diversity, constructing identity and 

sustaining cultural continuity. In the next section, we present the context of the study.  

Fangyan and Putonghua in China 

In China, the so-called Hanyu or Chinese language is not a linguistically monolithic 

entity, but a collection of over 2000 varieties and subvarieties (known as Fangyans in 

Chinese) spoken in different regions of China (Li, 2006). Of these language varieties, 

many have distinctive differences in their linguistic features resulting in mutual 



unintelligibility of Fangyans. To solve the cross-Fangyan communication issues and 

create a linguistic foundation for a unified country, the Chinese government has since 

the founding of the new China in 1949 established Putonghua as a common or standard 

language or lingua franca for all Chinese people (Zhang, 2013). Putonghua is 

developed from selected features of various Chinese subdialects that are spoken in the 

northern, northwest and southwest regions of China. It is now widely spoken across 

China. As a result of the top-down national language policy, Putonghua is now used in 

many domains, including schools, government institutions, public services and in mass 

media (Gao, 2015).  

While the Putonghua policy has been implemented to ensure political unity, 

promoting Putonghua was not intended to eliminate regional varieties, as remarked by 

Lu (2006, p. 156),  

Putonghua should be used in public domains, whereas Fangyans should be relegated to 

regional, local or private domains. The universality, authority, solemnity and standardness 

of Putonghua and the regionality, empathy, informality and uniqueness of Fangyans become 

manifest when each is used in its own separate domains, and the glorious Han culture will 

continue to flourish in the harmonious coexistence of the two. (Translated by the authors) 

Guo (2008) also highlighted that ‘Promoting Putonghua is to add one linguistic 

competence to people, no matter whether they are living in dialect-speaking or minority 

language-speaking areas. It is to enrich, not to replace, their language competence’ (p. 

35). Promoting Putonghua is, from the government’s perspective, to allocate different 

roles (or different uses in different domains) to the standard variety and the regional 

varieties, thus to enrich people’s linguistic repertoires.  

The nationwide promotion, however, has reduced the vitality of the regional 

varieties despite that they are frequently framed as cultural resources, regional identity 

markers as well as economic tools (Gao, 2015; 2017).  The nationwide promotion, 

however, has reduced the vitality of the regional varieties despite that they are 

frequently framed as cultural resources, regional identity markers as well as economic 



tools (Gao, 2015; 2017). For instance, Yu (2010) found that the younger generation 

used Suzhou Fangyan much less frequently than their parents at home. Yu and Yang 

(2016) also found that the percentage of those who spoke Shanghai Fangyan at home 

had declined from 87.91% to under 45% in the 15 years. Furthermore, Chen and Lin 

(2013) found that Fangyan was only partially used by rural students in their everyday 

life and hardly ever used by students in Quanzhou. Researchers also noted that 

Putonghua had penetrated the social space of Fangyan in homes, and that the impacts 

were greater in the city than in the rural areas. Wang and Curdt-Christiansen (2017) 

found that only one middle-class family in the city had successfully passed on the 

Fangyan from the grandparents’ and parents’ generations to the children’s generation; 

children in the remaining families had shifted from speaking Fangyan to speaking 

Putonghua.  

While many factors, such as identity, emotions, impact beliefs, and the public 

educational system, may contribute to the phenomenon of language shift (Curdt-

Christiansen & Huang, 2020), studies have shown that intergenerational transmission 

is key to language maintenance and development (Fishman, 1991; Gafaranga, 2010; 

Smith-Christmas, 2014). Why some families (dis)continue the development of their 

children’s Fangyan, how this (dis)continuity takes place within home domains, and 

what consequences Fangyan dis(continuity) has for society at large deserve much 

attention. Our study addresses these critical issues of intergenerational transmission by 

drawing on the conceptual framework of FLP, which is discussed below.   

The FLP perspective on language transmission 

Over the past decade, much FLP research has focused on family members’ attitudes 

towards and beliefs about minority/majority or home/mainstream languages in their 

societies (Curdt-Christiansen 2009; Lanza & Curdt-Christiansen, 2018;) and the 

challenges and difficulties parents face in making efforts to maintain their home 

language (Canagarajah, 2019; Curdt-Christiansen & Lanza, 2018). These studies have 

enhanced our understanding of the complexities of intergenerational language 



transmission. Importantly, these studies have made visible the connections between 

private domains and the public sphere and enlightened us about family members’ 

experiences of migration where cultural and linguistic practices may clash, educational 

expectations may be different and identity politics may be conflictual (Curdt-

Christiansen, 2013b; Little, 2017). While these studies have shed much light on how 

national language policies and public discourse at macro and societal levels influence 

family language policy and planning, how language shift is gradually taking shape in 

language practices at the micro home spaces needs much more attention. In particular, 

FLP studies of Chinese families are still in their infancy. Most studies are related to the 

learning and maintenance of Chinese as a heritage language in diasporic contexts 

(Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Curdt-Christiansen & Hancock, 2014; Wang, 2017; Zhu, 

2008). Few have examined the phenomena of language shift and maintenance of the 

Chinese Fangyans within China.  

With the intensification of urbanisation and massive internal migration in China, 

Putonghua and various Fangyans congregate in cities. The language use of urban 

families has become complex with the increase of intermarried couples from different 

regions who speak different regional language varieties. The co-existence of Putonghua 

and Fangyans is common in urban families. For example, in the ethnographic study 

mentioned earlier, Wang and Curdt-Christiansen (2017) explored language practice 

patterns as part of FLP in three-generation families. They found language practices 

between the grandparents’ and the parents’ generation were still Fangyan dominated; 

the language practices between parents and children, however, were mainly in 

Putonghua. Although all children lived in Fangyan-rich families, the majority of the 

children in the study spoke only Putonghua. In a follow-up study (Curdt-Christiansen 

& Wang, 2018), the researchers investigated the parental language ideologies about and 

management measures of Putonghua and Fangyan. The findings revealed that parents’ 

agentive role in their deliberate efforts to plan the family language had a strong 

influence on the children’s language development in Putonghua and Fangyan. Whereas 

Putonghua had become the only language used by all children except one, Fangyan 



had lost its traditional dominant position at home causing transgenerational language 

shift. The findings featured three interrelated factors that contributed to the loss of 

Fangyan in these families: Fangyan’s diminishing cultural and emotional functions in 

urban families, its lower rank in the language hierarchy in the market economy and 

wider communication, and its less competitive edge in the public educational system 

which requires the use of Putonghua. Similar findings have also been reported in recent 

studies where instrumental and communicative values are featured in the parents’ and 

children’s discourses (Gao, 2015; 2017; Yin & Li, 2019;). While these studies have 

pointed out the importance of ideological factors as driving forces for language shift, 

they have not examined the interactional process of Fangyan loss in language 

communication at home. Given that language maintenance at the family level is ‘crucial 

to language maintenance at the wider level’ (Smith-Christmas, Bergroth, & Bezcioglu-

Göktolga, 2019, p. 255), it is vital to go in-depth to examine how language shift from 

Fangyan to Putonghua has been shaped into being in families.       

Almost three decades ago, Fishman (1991) suggested that ‘face-to-face, small-

scale social life must be pursued in [its] own right and focused upon directly, rather 

than merely being thought of as obvious and inevitable by-products of “higher level” 

(more complex, more encompassing, more power-related) processes and institutions’(p. 

4). In other words, all information about language values, beliefs, choices, and language 

shift is crystalised into actual interactions. Studies looking into face-to-face interactions 

have greatly enriched our understanding of the under-investigated processes of 

language shift in various contexts. 

In families, three major groups of social actors - parents, children and members of 

the extended family - have been identified as the executors of language 

maintenance/shift. With regard to the role of parents in intergenerational language 

transmission, Bani-Shoraka (2009), Paugh (2005) and Rindstedt and Aronsson (2002), 

for example, examined the conversational patterns of bilingual parents in Dominica, 

Iran and Peru, respectively. They found that although parents in the three studies were 

fluent bilingual speakers of both their heritage language and the mainstream language, 



they failed to pass on the heritage language to their children. In their family talks, they 

were found to either avoid using heritage language or habitually repeated heritage 

language utterances in the mainstream language when engaging their children in 

communication. Over time, children became accustomed to the mainstream language, 

thus language shift was ‘talked into being’. The driving force underpinning the 

deliberate or implicit language choice of parents was either motivated by an 

assimilation ideology in the majority and minority context (Bani-Shoraka, 2009), or by 

the wider communicative and economic values of the mainstream language (Paugh, 

2005; Rindstedt & Aronsson, 2002).   

Children were also found to be active agents in language shift. Gafaranga (2010) 

studied daily interactions of the Rwandan diaspora families in Belgium and reported 

that children in the community constantly requested parents or other adults to switch 

the medium of communication from Kinyarwanda to French to accommodate their 

preferred choice of French in conversations. Such practices, in the end, resulted in the 

shift from Kinyarwanda-French bilingualism to French monolingualism in the 

Rwandan community in Belgium. Similarly, Curdt-Christiansen (2013b) reported 

comparable interactional patterns in her study of parent-child language negotiations in 

Chinese families in Singapore. She found that children often contested their parents’ 

choice of Chinese by switching to English when they discussed school assignments at 

home. The switching was attributed to the forceful language-in-education policy in 

Singapore where English is the medium of instruction in all subjects across all grade 

levels.  

Besides the parent-child dyads, members of the extended family, such as 

grandparents, aunts and uncles as well as siblings, can also influence family language 

maintenance/shift. By examining the intergenerational learning activities between first-

generation Bangladeshi grandparents and third-generation grandchildren in migrant 

families in East London, Ruby (2012) argued that grandparents had played a crucial 

role in developing migrant children’s heritage language ability and cultural identity. 

Likewise, Smith-Christmas (2014, 2018) credited the grandmother in an autochthonous 



community in Scotland for her child-centred family interactions in encouraging her 

grandchildren to use Gaelic language. At the same time, she also noticed that the use of 

English among other family members (including the children’s father, aunts, uncles and 

siblings) indirectly socialised the children into the norms of language shift, leading to 

their low use of Gaelic.  

These studies suggest that language shift may occur because of top-down language 

policies at the macro level and language assimilation ideology at the society level. 

However, language users at the micro level may also, as part of their FLP, contribute 

to language shift by discontinuing the use of a minority language in their daily 

interactions and forming their own language policy, based on personal language beliefs. 

These operative policies may not be congruent with government policies at the macro 

level, as they tend to be context-dependent and dynamically negotiated between 

different social actors at the micro level. These studies also reveal that the imperceptible 

process of language shift is actually taking place in everyday family interactions, which 

Gafaranga (2010) referred to as ‘language shift is talked into being’(p. 242). While 

these studies have examined language shift and maintenance in inter–national contexts, 

our study focuses on the intra–national context of China.  

The Study 

Participants 

A total of 13 families were involved in this study. The 13 families were named from F1 

to F13, and their children were given pseudonyms in alphabetical order, from Aimei in 

F1 to Ming in F13. All 13 families lived in Wuhan, a megacity in China with more than 

ten million long-term residents, and all had the grandparents-parents-child family 

structure (Table 1). In all 13 families, the grandparents’ generation had to varying 

degrees participated in child-rearing. In the parents’ generation, all had received higher 

education and had stable jobs and incomes. The participating children were from 2 to 

12 years old during the period of our data-collection. In terms of language status, the 



grandparents’ generation spoke predominantly Fangyans. Some of them occasionally 

used Putonghua with their grandchildren. Of the parents’ generation, both parents in 

eight of the families were non-locals who had moved to Wuhan either after marriage or 

after university graduation. In three of the families, there was only one local parent, 

while in the remaining two families both parents were locals. Locals or not, all 

participants in the parents’ generation could speak both Putonghua and their respective 

hometown Fangyan. Of the child-generation, only two children (Ding/F4, Ming/F13) 

could speak Fangyan, the other eleven could speak Putonghua only. 

Table 1 Family Profiles 

 

Category 

 

Families with both 

parents non-local 

8 (F1, F2, F3, F7, F8, 

F9, F11, F12) 

Families with one local 

parent 

3 (F5, F10, F13) 

Families with both 

parents local 

2 (F4, F6) 

Grandparents Fangyans Fangyans Local City Fangyan 

Parents 
Fangyans 

Putonghua 

Fangyans 

Putonghua 

Local City Fangyan 

Putonghua 

Children Putonghua 

Putonghua (F5 & F10) 

Fangyan & Putonghua 

(F13) 

Putonghua (F6) 

Local Fangyan & 

Putonghua (F4) 

Data source 

Three sets of data were collected from the 13 families between December 2016 and 

March 2019. They include: 1) interviews; 2) family interactions; and 3) observations.  

1) Interviews. We interviewed 15 parents (in eleven families only one parent was 

interviewed, while in two families both parents were interviewed) to obtain basic 

information about their family profiles, as well as their attitudes, beliefs and efforts to 

support their children’s language development. All interviews were conducted in their 

chosen language of Putonghua, and each interview lasted 40 to 50 minutes.  

2) Family interactions. To collect naturally occurring family interactions without 

the intrusion of researchers, we gave our audio recorders to the parents and instructed 

them to record four episodes of family interactions on each of the following three 

occasions: conversations carried out at dinner time, during homework tutoring and at 



play time. No length limit was required for the recordings. However, the parents were 

encouraged to record for as long as possible to make sure the recorded episodes of event 

were complete. The recordings at dinner table were generally between 15 and 60 

minutes. Recordings at play time and homework tutoring were generally much longer 

with an average duration of 50 minutes per recording.  

3) Observations during family visits. We paid regular visits to the 13 families. In 

the initial visits, we collected no data but built rapport with family members. After the 

family members had become familiar with our presence, we started to participate in 

their family activities: we shadowed different members in their daily routines and took 

fieldnotes on their residential environment, family structure, language practices and 

language-related resources available to children. We also exchanged views and ideas 

on topics that emerged in our observations on the spot. The nearly three years’ contact 

with the 13 families yielded rich data in three aspects (Table 2): 

Table 2 Data inventory 

Category Details Length or quantity 

Interview 
9 mothers 7.8 hours 

6 fathers 3.5 hours 

Family 

interaction 

recordings 

52 interactions at dinner time 19.1 hours 

52 interactions at play time 43.3 hours 

52 interactions at homework 

tutoring time 
50.5 hours 

Home visit 

fieldnotes  

fieldnotes 253 pages 

  

Data analysis 

We adopted a paradigmatic approach to data analysis in which we produced 

‘taxonomies and categories out of the common elements across the database’ 

(Polkinghome, 1995, p. 5). Figure 1 illustrates the coding of the interactional data.  



 

Figure 1: Coding of interactional practices in FLP 

First we transcribed the interview and interaction recordings (the data presented in 

this paper were further translated into English by the authors). Following that, all 

interviews, interactions and fieldnotes were grouped family by family, and then divided 

into two categories according to whether the child in the family had or had not acquired 

any Fangyan. After that, the two categories of data were examined repeatedly and 

compared to identify any difference between the two in terms of family members’ 

linguistic backgrounds and their home interaction patterns. During the process, we 

found that both Putonghua and Fangyan were frequently used by all 13 families in their 

everyday communications. However, in those families where children had failed to 

learn Fangyan, parents interacted differently with grandparents and children than 

parents in families where children had learned Fangyan. We then studied the parental 

patterns of interaction in the interactional practices of child-not-acquired-Fangyan 

families and analysed the features of these patterns. Finally, a discourse analysis 

method was adopted to analyse all interactions presented in this paper. Interview and 

Parental interactional 

interactional patterns

patterns

Child-not-acquired-

Fangyan (CNAF)

Medium translation

Medium translation is 

is unidirectional

Medium translation 

may or may not 

involve content 

translation

Medium translation is 

is not exclusively for 

for communication 

breakdown 

Child-acquired-

Fangyan (CAF)

Translanguaging



observational data were triangulated to understand the role parents play in the process 

of language change and language shift. The discussion of key features of the language 

practice patterns are interpreted with reference to the macro-sociological order, that is, 

how the macro-level language shift is ‘talked into being’ in the micro face-to-face 

interactional practices.  

In the next section, we present our findings based on language interaction patterns 

in the two types of families.  

Findings 

Our data show that differences are found in interactional practices between the two 

broad categories of families – child-acquired-Fangyan (CAF) and child-not-acquired-

Fangyan (CNAF). In particular, parents used different interactional strategies when 

communicating with grandparents and children. In CNAF families, we found that the 

unique interactional practice of medium translation was used by parents, whereas in 

CAF families, translanguaging practices were used by parents and children. In what 

follows, we demonstrate the two types of interactional practices. 

Medium translation: Interactional practices in CNAF families  

Medium translation refers to an intentional/unintentional language practice that parents 

adopt when communicating simultaneously with grandparents and child/ren. It involves 

translation from Fangyan to Putonghua or vice versa as an implicit FLP. An example 

of this specific interactional practice is presented in Excerpt 1, a conversation about 

dinner preparation among Grandma, Baobei, and Baobei’s mum in F2. (In this excerpt, 

[F] = Fangyan; [P]= Putonghua; the original dialogue in Chinese is coupled with 

English translation. In subsequent excerpts, only English translations are presented in 

order to save space). 

Excerpt 1: What shall we have for dinner  

1 外婆:  [方] 我们今天吃蒸鱼吧，宝贝，我们好久没吃鱼了。 

2 宝贝:  （没有回答） 



3 妈妈:  [方] 他不想吃鱼，咱们就直接从菜场买点卤牛肉回来吧，既方便又快捷。 

4 宝贝:  [普] 不要吃鱼，太多刺了。 

5 妈妈:  [方] 他不想吃鱼，咱们就直接从菜场买点卤牛肉回来吧，既方便又快捷。 

6 外婆:  [方] 好，要是你们喜欢吃牛肉，我们今晚就还吃牛肉好了。 

1 Grandma: [F] How about we have steamed fish this evening, Baobei? We have not had fish 

for a long time. 

2 Baobei: (No response). 

3 Mum: [P] Hi, Baobei. Grandma is asking what to have for dinner. How about steamed fish? 

4 Baobei: [P] No fish. Too many bones. 

5 Mum: [F] He does not want to have fish. Let’s buy some spiced beef directly from the 

market. It is convenient and quick. 

6 Grandma: [F] Ok. If you like beef, let’s have beef again this evening. 

(Home interaction of F2, 18/12/16) 

In this conversation, three characteristics are noticed. Firstly, Grandma and Baobei 

used parallel moves in their respective language to carry on the conversation, as 

illustrated in L1 where Grandma initiated the communication in Fangyan and in L4 

where Baobei used Putonghua to reply. Secondly, Mum acted as a go-between (broker), 

shifting frequently between Fangyan and Putonghua. During this process, medium 

translation took place. When Grandma asked Baobei in Fangyan about the choice of 

supper and proposed steamed fish (L1), Mum translated the question into Putonghua 

when she saw no response from Baobei (L3). Baobei then responded in Putonghua (L4). 

After receiving Baobei’s answer, Mum translated again his answer into Fangyan for 

Grandma (L5). Grandma also responded in Fangyan (L6). The third characteristic is 

the different degrees of translation. In this context, a general content translation about 

‘what to have for dinner’ was translated to Baobei (L2). In L5, Mum did not provide a 

target translation of Baobei’s reply ‘No fish. Too many bones’ to Grandma. Instead, 

she translated her interpretation of Baobei’s reply, ‘he doesn’t want to have fish’.  

The pattern of medium translation was particularly salient in the parent-generation. 

The practices were manifest in all eleven families where the child-generation did not 



acquire Fangyan. Although grandparents played a key role in childrearing, and children 

were exposed to Fangyan from birth, few children spoke Fangyan because parents 

acted explicitly or implicitly as ‘medium translators’ between grandparents and 

children. Such practices influenced children’s language choice and preference for 

Putonghua. Intergenerational language transfer was thus talked into being in this type 

of seemingly imperceptible everyday interactions. 

 

Translanguaging practices: Interactional practices in CAF families 

In the two families (F4 and F13), whose children had acquired Fangyans, medium 

translation was seldom observed. The most salient difference between the CAF and 

CNAF families was that at least one parent in the families spoke Fangyan with their 

children. In F4, all parents and grandparents were Wuhan locals and spoke Wuhan 

Fangyan with the child, Ding. Although the use of Putonghua has been observed, 

Wuhan Fangyan was dominant in their everyday talk, even in early literacy activities, 

such as shared reading and learning of literacy concepts. Such practices were 

considered impossible by CNAF families as they believed Fangyans were inappropriate 

for literacy education, particularly for the learning of Chinese pinyin, the Chinese 

phonetic system for initial literacy education (see Wang & Curdt-Christiansen, 2018). 

Interestingly, Ding’s father taught Ding pinyin in Wuhan Fangyan or, to be precise, he 

used translanguaging between Fangyan and Putonghua, as illustrated in the excerpt 

below. He and his father were now practicing pinyin with a picture book.  

Excerpt 2: Let’s learn pinyin together   

1 Dad:  [F] What’s this? 

2 Ding: /ao/.  

3 Dad:  [P] Yes, /ao/ as in /mián’ǎo/ (棉袄). [F] What’s this then? 

4 Ding:  /ou/. 

5 Dad: [P] Yes, /ou/ as in /hǎi-ōu/ (海鸥). [F] Good, /iu/, this is pronounced as /iu/. If we 

add a /q/, together, it is pronounced as /qiu/, /qiu/ as in / qiū-tiān/. 



6 Ding:  [F] Grandma! 

7 Dad:  [F] Yes, in Grandma’s name / dí-qiū-fāng/, there is a /qiu/. With an addition of /q/ in 

front of /iu/, it is pronounced as /qiu/, all right? That is how /qiu/ in /qiū-tiān/ is 

pronounced. And it is the same in /qiú/ (球). The only difference is that they have 

different tones. We will learn tones later. 

8 Ding:  [F] Then, what is this? 

9 Dad:  [P] /x-ie/, /xie/ all right? /xie/ as in / xié-zi/. Ok, next, this is /ue/, if we add a /y/, it 

is /y-ue/, /yue/, like the /yuè/ in /yuè-liɑng/ (月亮). [F] And if we put a /x/ in the 

front, it is /x-ue/, you see, it changes into /xue/. 

10 Ding:  [F] /xià-xiě/ (下雪). 

11 Dad:  [P] Yes, it is /xuě/ as in /xià-xuě/. [F] In Wuhan Fangyan, it is called /xiě/, [P] but in 

Putonghua, it is /xuě/. 

12 Ding:  (read after) /xuě/. 

 (Home interaction of F4, 26/05/17) 

The recording revealed that Ding could recognise some pinyin in the picture book 

as shown in L2 and L4. His responses in L6, L7 and L10 indicated that he could even 

draw inferences about other cases when explained the rules by his father. Noticeable in 

this conversation was the father’s natural shuffling (translanguaging) between Fangyan 

and Putonghua. In this seemingly unconscious language exchanges, he had implicitly 

developed Ding’s metalinguistic awareness (L6, L7 &L10). When there were instances 

revealing significant differences between Fangyan and Putonghua with regard to 

pronunciation, he pointed out (L11) and Ding imitated thereafter (L12). Ding’s father 

justified his practices with his own childhood experiences: 

I used Wuhan Fangyan all the time in my childhood. Even in schools, it was Wuhan 

Fangyan that we spoke when talking with classmates after class. We spoke Putonghua only 

for subject teaching in class. But I do not think my Putonghua is non-standard. My 

Putonghua has been evaluated as second-best in the National Putonghua Proficiency Test. 

The so-called interference arises from lack of awareness of the differences between 



Fangyan and Putonghua. If you know the difference, it will benefit you for learning 

Putonghua. (Interview Ding’s dad, 11/05/2017) 

While the father’s belief in keeping up with Fangyan was based on his personal learning 

experiences, his interactions with Ding showed a well-established FLP in which 

Fangyan had both a social and a learning function in the family. The case shows that a 

Fangyan maintenance FLP could provide a harmonious bilingual co-habitancy (De 

Houwer, 2018) which can enrich and develop children’s bilingual and multilingual 

repertoire. Importantly, Putonghua does not need to replace Fangyan, and maintaining 

Fangyan also does not prevent children from acquiring literacy. On the contrary, the 

co-habitancy of Fangyan and Putonghua can expand children’s metalinguistic 

awareness. Understanding these social and cognitive functions of Fangyan can 

facilitate the intergenerational transmission of Fangyan.  

Ming’s situation was slightly different from that of Ding’s. Ming’s mother was a 

Wuhan local and could speak Putonghua and Wuhan Fangyan. His father was a non-

local and could speak Putonghua and his hometown Fangyan. Ever since Ming was 

born, he had been taken care of by his fathers’ parents who were non-locals and could 

speak their hometown Fangyan only. In everyday communication, his parents often 

spoke Putonghua with him when  the grandparents were not present. But different 

from the eleven CNAF families, medium translation was not found in family 

interactions when the grandparents were present. Excerpt 3 was a dinner time talk. In 

the conversation, Ming’s mum talked about visiting a seamstress to have an elastic band 

sown on to her newly bought trousers. The whole family joined the conversation and 

discussed about the costs. In their conversation, Fangyan, Putonghua, and even English 

were mixed together. The whole atmosphere was relaxed and cheerful.  

Excerpt 3: Let’s set up a repair stall ourselves   

1 Mum:   [P] I am going to bring my trousers to a seamstress. Will five yuan be enough? 

2 Dad:   [P] I am afraid not. Manual work is not cheap nowadays. 

3 Mum:   [P] It is five yuan at the place I work. 

4 Grandma:  [F] That’s different. It is more expensive here. It will cost at least eight yuan. 



5 Grandpa:  [F] Next time, I will get a sewing machine. 

6 Mum:   [P] You are going to get a sewing machine? Oh, my god! 

7 Dad:   [P] She will go out to do some sewing work as well. 

8 Grandpa:  [F] Exactly, such as shortening pants, trimming edges, sewing in zippers 

9 Dad:   [F] Repairing bicycles 

10 Mum:  [P] Repairing lights, all kinds of reparations, all kinds of repair, repairing 

(Italics =  spoken in English). 

11 Grandma:  [F] Repairing fishing net. 

12 Mum:  [P] And also repairing shoes. 

13 Dad:   [P] One more, Ming, repairing toys. 

14 Ming:  [P] Where? 

15 Dad:   [F] Your grandma is going to set up a stall. 

16 Grandpa:  [F] Is it doable? 

17 Ming:  [F] That will be an income of several hundred yuans per day. 

18 Grandma:  [F] Wow, you are too greedy. 

 (Home interaction of F13, 06/02/19) 

Though translanguaging was used in the conversation, particularly by Dad who 

shifted frequently between Fangyan and Putonghua, there was a salient feature in Dad’s 

language choice, namely that Dad spoke Fangyan to both the grandparents and Ming. 

Ming’s language choice was also flexible. Responding to Dad’s mentioning of repairing 

toys (L13), he enquired about the location in Putonghua (L14). Closely after that, when 

Grandpa asked him in Fangyan whether it was doable to set up a stall (L16), he instantly 

switched to Fangyan and entertained the idea by making a joke (L17). In the entire 

conversation, the father neither deliberately spoke Putonghua with Ming, nor acted as 

a translator between Grandparents and Ming. Putonghua and Fangyan co-appeared 

harmoniously and fluidly at the dinner table. Interestingly, though Mum was a Wuhan 

local and could speak both Wuhan local Fangyan and Putonghua, she seldom spoke 

Wuhan Fangyan with Ming. Despite the fact that Ming often visited the maternal 

grandparents who were Wuhan locals, he had only receptive Wuhan Fangyan 



knowledge. The different Fangyan practices between Ming’s dad and mum 

demonstrate that parents’ medium translation could have significant influence on 

children’s language practices in Fangyan.  

Features of medium translation 

To better understand the role of parents as medium translators, features of medium 

translation are discussed in this section. By analysing the everyday communications of 

the 11 CNAF families, three major features are identified.  

1) Medium translation is unidirectional 

Firstly, medium translation is unidirectional – parents to grandparents in Fangyyan; 

parents to children in Putonghua. Auer (1984) once used ‘language negotiation’ to 

describe the negotiation process of interactants in terms of language choice. In language 

negotiation, the final agreement on language choice is achieved through negotiation in 

the interacting process during which one side concedes and complies with the language 

choice of the other side. The negotiating process is bi-directional. Either side may make 

such concessions. Our conversational data, however, reveal that parents’ medium 

translation is comparatively simple. In most cases, it is translation into Fangyan while 

talking with the grandparents’ generation and into Putonghua while talking with the 

children’s generation. There are seldom exceptions. It is also different from what 

Gafaranga (2010) called ‘medium request’, which is often led by children who request 

the parent-generation to comply with their language choice. Medium translation is, on 

the contrary, led by parents, and the result is to enforce children’s language use in 

Putonghua. Sometimes, the medium translation may result in changing grandparents’ 

language use from Fangyan to Putonghua, but seldom in changing children’s language 

choice from Putonghua to Fangyan, as illustrated in Excerpt 4. In this excerpt, the 

grandma in F3 was skyping with the family and showing her evening dishes to her 

grandson, Cheng, who was temporally studying abroad. 

Excerpt 4: Do you know the best way to cook crabs?   



1 Cheng:  [P] What, big crabs! 

2 Mum:   [P] Mm, indeed big crabs. 

3 Grandma:  [F] When you are back, let me cook some for you. 

4 Mum:   [P] (To Cheng) Is it now the season for crabs? How about asking Grandma? 

5 Cheng:  [P] Is it now the season for crabs? 

6 Grandma:  [F] Not exactly. But the crabs are now full of fat and roe. 

7 Cheng:  [P] What? 

8 Mum:   [P] They have crab fat and crab roe. 

9 Cheng:  [P] We do not have crabs here. 

10 Grandma:  [P] You love crabs and don’t have them, right? [F] Hold on for another half a 

year. Then you will be back, and I will cook for you. 

11 Cheng:  [P] Do you know the best way to cook crabs? 

12 Grandma:  [F] Braise them in sauce, very delicious. 

13 Cheng:  [P] Do you know the best way I like most? 

14 Grandma:  [P] What is it? 

15 Cheng:  [P] Put some crab roe on a slice of toast, and then add some shredded cheese. 

Roast it. It will surely taste very good and delicious! 

16 Grandma:  [P] Taste very good and delicious! (Laughter) 

(Home interaction of F3, 04/01/19) 

At the beginning of the conversation, Mum was talking with Grandma (maternal 

grandmother who had taken care of Cheng) in their hometown Fangyan. Cheng joined 

their conversation in Putonghua and commented on the big crabs shown on the video 

screen (L1). His mum then switched to Putonghua as well to engage him in the 

conversation (L2 & L4). Responding to Cheng’s enquiry, his grandma habitually spoke 

in Fangyan in L6. Cheng did not hear Grandma clearly (L7), so Mum repeated 

Grandma’s reply in Putonghua (L8). The conversation continued with Cheng in 

Putonghua all the time, whereas Grandma switched back and forth between Putonghua 

and Fangyan for a few turns (L9-10, L11-L12). In the entire conversation, Cheng had 

not shown any evidence of accommodating to Grandma’s Fangyan. Even on an 

occasion when he did not get an expected answer from Grandma, he chose to rephrase 



his question instead of switching to Fangyan. As shown in L11, Cheng asked whether 

Grandma knew the best way to cook crabs. It seemed Grandma’s answer in L12 was 

not what he wanted. He rephrased the question by asking Grandma whether she knew 

the way he liked to cook crabs (L13). It was noticeable that as the conversation 

continued, Grandma began to accommodate Cheng by trying Putonghua even though 

she was not used to doing so and could only speak some simple phrases (L14) or pick 

up a few phrases from Cheng (L16).  

The unidirectional medium translation in the implicit FLP practices was found 

throughout the entire 35 minutes’ video chatting where Mum used Fangyan with 

Grandma and Putonghua with Cheng. Although Fangyan occurred frequently in the 

conversation, Mum’s medium translation seemed to segregate Fangyan from Cheng 

and create a single Putonghua medium environment for Cheng. In the eleven non-

transmitted families, there were occasional switches from Fangyan to Putonghua by 

parents while addressing both grandparents and children, but no switch from Putonghua 

to Fangyan while talking to children. In other words, parents’ medium translation is 

highly directional: it is the translation of Fangyan into Putonghua for children and 

Putonghua into Fangyan for grandparents. 

2) Medium translation may or may not involve content translation 

Medium translation may involve explicit content transmission, but most of the time it 

only involves the exchange of communicating media. In excerpt 1, which we used to 

explain medium translation, the medium translation was realised in concrete utterances 

with explicit transmission of content (L3 & L5 of Excerpt 1). In many cases, however, 

medium translation might be carried out without the relay of conversational content. It 

was simply that the parents habitually adopted Putonghua when interacting with their 

children, and Fangyan with the grandparents. Take the language practices in Family 10 

for example. The child, Jun, was two and a half years old and was learning to speak at 

the time of our study. In the interview with Jun’s mother, she expressed her desire for 

Jun to learn Wuhan dialect because they lived in Wuhan, and her husband and parents-

in-law were all Wuhan Fangyan speakers. In practice, however, she spoke exclusively 



Putonghua with Jun, believing that Jun could pick up Wuhan Fangyan from his 

grandparents and learn Putonghua from her. In Except 5, Jun’s mother was talking in 

Putonghua with Jun, while they were playing  together. Then, the grandma walked in 

and spoke to her in Fangyan. 

Excerpt 5 Dinosaur with one horn 

1 Mum:  [P] Is it Hexagon Dragon? Does it have six horns? 

2 Jun:   [P] No, it doesn’t. 

3 Grandma:  (Walked in with a vest in hand) [F] (To Mum) Is this vest small for him? And 

also, the grey one or the blue one? 

4 Mum:   [F] Yes. All vests are too small now. 

5 Grandma:  [F] Are they? I see. 

6 Mum:   [F] My throat aches again. 

7 Grandma:  [F] Drink more water. 

8 Mum:   [F] Pharyngitis. 

9 Jun:   (Interrupted Grandma and Mum’s conversation) [P] (To Mum) One-horn 

dinosaur. 

10 Mum:   [P] One-horn dinosaur, is it a monoclonius? 

11 Jun:   [P] A monoclonius. 

 (Home interaction of F10, 26/09/18) 

In this conversation, Mum first spoke Putonghua with Jun (L1-2). Grandma interrupted 

them by asking Mum about Jun’s clothes in local Wuhan Fangyan (L3). Mum, then, 

accommodated Grandma and communicated with her in Wuhan Fangyan (L4-8). Later, 

when Jun approached her in Putonghua (L9), she switched to Putonghua again (L10). 

In this conversation, Mum switched back and forth between Putonghua and Fangyan 

with Grandma and Jun without transmission of any content in-between. The distinct 

practice of using two languages in parallel mode - speaking Fangyan with Grandma 

and Putonghua with Jun - sent out an implicit yet strong message to Jun that Putonghua 

was his language even though other people in the family might speak non-Putonghua. 

This explained why later on, when he picked up a new word from Grandma and 



Mother’s conversation in Fangyan, he automatically reproduced it in Putonghua 

(Excerpt 6, a conversation between Grandma and Mum on Jun’s breakfast diet on the 

previous day).  

Excerpt 6 I have some pancake 

1 Grandma:  [F] Yesterday, he had a really good appetite. He had half an egg in the morning, 

and at lunch time he had an entire egg once again.  

2 Jun:   (Walking to Mum with a toy in hand) [P] (to Mum) Mum, see! 

3 Mum:   [F] (To Grandma) He hasn’t had eggs for some time. [P] (to Jun) A little puppy. 

4 Grandma:  [F] Altogether, he had one and a half eggs yesterday, some porridge, some 

pumpkin. After the morning club, he said he was hungry again. Then I gave him 

some ‘mibaba’ (a local rice pancake) that was left over from breakfast. He ate 

them too. 

5 Jun:   [P] (joined the conversation) Had some ‘mibaba’. 

6 Mum:   [P] Good. You know you had some ‘mibaba’. 

(Home interaction of F10, 26/09/18) 

In this conversation, Mum was again doing parallel conversation with Grandma in 

Fangyan (L1, L3 & L4) and Jun in Putonghua (L2 & L3). However, when Jun heard 

Grandma saying the word ‘mibaba’ (L4), he quickly picked up the word (input in 

Fangyan) but repeated it in Putonghua (output) (L5), which was endorsed by his Mum 

in Putonghua (L6). Even though Mum expressed her willingness to have her son speak 

the local Fangyan, her practice of speaking Fangyan with Grandma and Putonghua 

with Jun seemed to have influenced the child’s language choice despite his tender age.   

3) Medium translation is not exclusively for communication breakdown  

The third feature of medium translation is that medium translation is not necessarily 

used for potential communication breakdown. All parents from the eleven CNAF 

families expressed that their medium translation from Putonghua to Fangyan with 

grandparents was a habitual practice since childhood. While parents claimed that 

Fangyan was their mother tongue and ‘an irreplaceable tie of kinship’ (Interview with 



Baobei’s mum, 01/12/17), they acted as medium translators out of concern for children 

not understanding Fangyan. Our conversational data, on the contrary, demonstrated 

that most children understood their grandparents’ Fangyan as grandparents had played 

a key role in child rearing when living with the family. In addition, most Fangyans 

involved in the study belonged to the Bei Fangyan (northern Fangyan), from which 

Putonghua was developed, which presents little difficulty for Putonghua speakers to 

understand. Parents acted, nonetheless, as medium translators in family conversations.  

In the next excerpt, we use F12 as a case in point to illustrate the third feature of 

medium translation. Lion, ten years old, was cared for by his grandparents until he was 

three. After that, the grandparents lived with the family for three or four months per 

year. Excerpt 7 is from a video-chat recording between Lion who was with his parents 

in Wuhan and his grandparents who were in their hometown during the Chinese Spring 

Festival. Lion wanted his grandparents to come and stay with him in Wuhan, but they 

could not because of a planned spring excursion. In the first ten minutes of the recording, 

Grandma talked with Dad in Fangyan about a relative’s wedding; the conversation 

contained several Fangyan expressions about village traditions and folklore. Then, Lion 

joined the conversation, asking the grandparents when they could come to Wuhan.  

Excerpt 7: Why not only Grandpa or Grandma goes to the spring excursion?  

1 Lion:   [P] Why not only Grandpa or Grandma goes to the spring excursion?  

2 Grandma:  [P] What Oli Grandpa? (Grandma mistook Lion’s mentioning of ‘only Grandpa’ 

as referring to a relative.) 

3 Lion:   [P] I mean, why cannot Grandpa go alone [on the trip]? 

4 Grandma:  [P] What? Why can’t I go as well?  

5 Lion:  [P] Either Grandma or Grandpa goes alone. Then, there will be at least one [of 

you] who could come [to Wuhan]?  

6 Grandma: [F] (to Grandpa who was answering a phone call just now and missed the 

conversation between Grandma and Lion) I see. I now understand why he said 

why Grandpa or Grandma can’t go alone. He wants one of us to go to Wuhan 

to be with him. (To Lion) Is that what you mean? 



7 Lion:   [P] Yes. 

(Home interaction of F12, 12/02/19) 

Although most of the conversation between Grandma and Lion was in Putonghua, 

Grandma used Fangyan in L6 where she sought confirmation from Lion. Lion, showing 

no hesitation to understand Grandma, responded immediately (L7). His quick response 

indicated that he did not have any difficulty in understanding the grandparents’ 

Fangyan. Nevertheless, Dad clarified in our interview that he had never used Fangyan 

with Lion and reasoned that, 

The hometown Fangyan is my mother tongue, but not my son’s. He was born 

and grew up in Wuhan. If Lion needs to speak a Fangyan, it should be the 

Wuhan Fangyan, not my hometown Fangyan. It is impossible for him to go 

back and live in the hometown in the future 

           (Interview Lion’s father, 26/02/19)  

Lion’s father presented a linguistic hierarchy in Chinese society: Putonghua was on the 

top of the ladder followed by the regionalect of Wuhan and the last was the hometown 

Fangyan. As a result, the hometown Fangyan was not perceived as a cultural tool with 

symbolic values. Without Fangyan as medium of socialisation, it would be impossible 

for Grandma to pass on the folk traditions and customs that she had shared with the 

Father in the initial ten minutes of the recording. The function of Fangyan as a family 

tie was thus cut off. 

 

Discussion  

In this study, we have examined FLPs in 13 Chinese urban families by looking 

into their language interactions in everyday life. Focusing on intergenerational 

transmission of Fangyans, we compared the interactional data between two types of 

families: child-acquired-Fangyan and child-not-acquired-Fangyan. Different from 

previous studies in transnational migration contexts, where children were recognised as 

important agents of language change (Gafaranga, 2010; Gyogi, 2015), the study 



illustrated that parents played a critical role as ‘medium translators’ who socialised their 

children into the use of Putonghua. The findings are also different from studies in 

heritage language learning contexts, where grandparents are found to be influential in 

grandchildren’ heritage language acquisition (Ruby, 2012; Smith-Christmas, 2016). 

This study, in contrast, revealed that grandparents do indeed play a key role in 

childrearing and that they also communicate with their grandchildren mainly in 

Fangyans. Even so, Fangyans are not massively transmitted to their grandchildren. It 

seems that parents are more powerful than children and grandparents in the 

intergenerational transmission of Fangyans in Chinese urban families. 

The study further identifies three salient features of medium translation. First, 

parents’ medium translation is unidirectional. That is, parents habitually communicate 

with grandparents in Fangyan and switch to Putonghua when talking with children. 

These practices of unidirectional medium translation channeled children into a 

Putonghua-only environment despite the fact that they lived in a 

multilingual/multidialectal family environment. Second, medium translation may not 

involve the translation of content in conversations, but only the switch of medium from 

one language to another. Such language practices would gradually turn into default 

habits as a consequence of ideological beliefs (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018). Third, 

parents’ medium translation is not aimed at preventing communication breakdowns 

between grandparents and children. It serves to separate communication channels and 

thus limits Fangyan to its function of valuable resource for kinship ties and family 

bonds. 

The findings unveil the complexities involved in Fangyan transmission in 

internally migrated families. Fangyan’s role as identity marker or linguistic capital is 

not salient within the mainstream Chinese context. Therefore, it is not actively 

promulgated in China’s urban families. For example, Wuhan Fangyan in Wuhan may 

be a strong identity marker which enables individuals to have cultural, symbolic and 

material experiences that are closely associated with the local culture and their social 

group. Fangyans from other regions could be regarded as ‘others’ and ‘different’, and 



those who speak it may be subjected to negative judgement from the locals, thus leading 

to the gradual erosion of the language.   

Conclusion and implications 

Out study contributes to the field of Fangyan maintenance and loss in China by 

exploring the role of parents in the process of intergenerational transmission. 

Admittedly, the data cover only a limited type of family interactions, more studies of 

families from different backgrounds and socioeconomic status are needed to understand 

the complexities of language policy and planning in China. Nevertheless, two 

implications may be drawn from the current study. 

First, in order to promote Putonghua and protect Fangyans, we need not only to 

study policy planning but also to explore ways for the co-existence of Putonghua and 

Fangyan in actual language practices. The macro-level language policy advocates that 

Putonghua and Fangyan have their separate functions leading to the harmonious co-

existence of the two in China. Our investigation, however, reveals that the promotion 

of Putonghua has profound impacts on the social space for Fangyan development. This 

is evidenced by the extensive presence of Putonghua in family talks.   

Our data show that the majority of Putonghua-Fangyan bilingual speakers are the 

parents who grew up in Fangyan at home and then learnt Putonghua from school. 

Putonghua-Fangyan has distinctive social functions in the public and private domains 

for them. Unlike the parents, most children in this study have not been socialised in 

Fangyan at home. Rather, they started learning Putonghua from birth and failed to 

develop bilingual competence. The findings suggest that to protect Fangyans we should 

protect the social space in family for Fangyan maintenance and development and 

promote the co-existence of Putonghua and Fangyan. The study demonstrates that the 

two can co-exist harmoniously in families. The current grandparents-participating 

model of child-rearing in families creates an agreeable environment for the 

development of bilingual/bi-dialectal, even multilingual/multi-dialectal language users. 



Furthermore, it is pivotal to increase parents’ awareness of the importance of 

Fangyan maintenance. Although the issue is frequently discussed in academic 

discourse, little has been done to inform parents about their role in Fangyan 

transmission. Shan and Li (2018) state that the current social discourse on Fangyan 

transmission has focused mainly on kinship maintenance, identity construction and 

local cultural consciousness and confidence. We argue that Fangyan can also provide 

cognitive advantages in academic learning as illustrated in Ding’s metalinguistic 

awareness in F2. Parents need to be informed about the various benefits of bilingualism 

also in the form of Fangyan/Putonghua. Many studies have demonstrated that 

bilinguals have certain advantages over monolinguals, such as higher linguistic and 

cognitive abilities (Friesen, Latman, Calvo, & Bialystok, 2015; Rubio-Fernández, 

2017). Activities in family language planning should therefore aim at increasing parents’ 

awareness of the all-round value of Fangyans, as well as helping them with discourse 

strategies in using Fangyan. 
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