
Bilingual partnerships (Piller & Pavlenko, 2004) and transnational families (Hirsch & Lee, 
2018) are on the rise. With mothers spending more time with their children at home, even 
in dual career partnerships (Hochschild & Machung, 1989), the labor of family language 
policy (FLP) implementation often falls on them. While increasingly more new hires in 
academia are women (Finkelstein, Seal, & Schuster, 1998), only 31% of them are mothers 
(Perna, 2003). In this work, we examine the dominant discourses regarding bilingualism 
and FLP among academic mothers who find themselves at an intersection of multiple and 
often competing social positions. Data was collected from 46 academic mothers residing 
in linguistically-different host societies but all whom gather in an online community they 
have co-created. Data collection procedure included 22 open-ended questions exploring 
bilingualism and FLP orientations. Iterative and recursive content analysis was performed, 
yielding thematic patterns centering around language ideologies, practices, and bilinguality.
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Bilingual relationships are on the rise internationally (Piller & Pavlenko, 
2004), as are bilingual and transnational families. Within bilingual and 
transnational families, one of the key issues that has been addressed on an 
ongoing basis is language: which language to learn, maintain, and use (Hirsch 
& Lee, 2018). Through language, relationships are built and maintained, and in 
families, languages are learned, retained, or forgotten (Fishman, 1991; Spolsky, 
2012). Family is the “critical domain” (Spolsky, 2012) for language vitality, 
and the study of family language policy (FLP) explores ideologies that guide  
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different language management approaches, resulting in different practices and 
outcomes (see King and Fogle, 2016; Kirsch, 2012; Spolsky, 2012; Wei, 2012). 

But FLP ideologies, management, and practices are not created in the 
vacuum of a family domain, rather they are an outcome of complex and often 
competing ideologies of and between each individual family member and 
the temporal aspects associated with the family’s settlement. The temporal 
aspect of the family’s settlement refers to the initial plans associated with  
the move–as temporary or permanent–that influence orientations and attitudes 
toward many aspects of the settlement, including language ideologies, 
management, and practices (Hirsch & Lee, 2018). The temporal aspect and  
the initial plans are relevant to our work as most of our participants have  
moved and/or live(d) outside of their birth countries.

Individual language ideologies that guide management approaches and 
practices are a product of different social memberships and experiences, 
language politics, language valorization (Hamers, Blanc, & Blanc, 2000), social 
capital (Bourdieu, 1977) associated with different languages, and individual 
goals. Thus, gender, race, sexuality, social class, education level, and marital 
status all contribute to the individual and collective ideologies that, in turn,  
affect FLPs. Furthermore, individual experiences with language contact or 
bilinguality (Hamers & Blanc, 1989) are important in guiding future FLPs. 
Hirsch (2017) found that although mothers consulted friends in similar  
bilingual situations, and literature or professionals to lesser degrees, they 
largely relied on past personal experiences in decision making regarding  
FLP management.

In the present work, we examine the discursive space of academic  
motherhood through post-structural orientations. We examine socially derived 
ideologies (Pavlenko, 2002) and experiences rooted in subject positions of 
gender, motherhood, education level, and social membership in academia 
that guide our participants’ FLPs. We are not concerned with detailed  
implementations of FLPs; rather, we focus on academic mothers’ decision to 
transmit a language or not, and the experiences that led to those decisions.  
We do so through analyses of their definitions of bilingualism, and the 
effects of language contact on the individual through bilinguality (Hamers 
& Blanc, 1983). With language being the “…main site of world and identity  
constructions” (Pavlenko, 2001, p. 121), we examine how this particular, elite,  
and rather small community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) 
defines bilingualism, as we explore their individual bilingualism through 
bilinguality – explained as “the psychological state of an individual who has 
access to more than one linguistic code as a means of social communication; 
the degree of access will vary along a number of dimensions which are 
psychological, cognitive, psycholinguistic, social psychological, social, 
sociological, sociolinguistic, sociocultural and linguistic" (Hamers, 1981, 
as cited in Hamers et al., 2000, p. 6).” In the sections below, we first discuss  
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the gendered experience of languaging within the family, academic  
motherhood, bilingualism, and bilinguality, before turning to our findings. 

The Gendered Experience of Languaging Within the Family
With exogamy on the rise (Wang, 2012), couples face complex decisions 

– from language use between the couple to country of settlement and, in some 
cases, the intended length of that settlement. The key factors influencing 
language choice or use between the exogamous couple are place of residence  
and proficiency (Piller, 2002), with women more likely to move into their 
husband’s country (Kayam & Hirsch, 2014; Piller, 1999; Piller & Pavlenko,  
2004). This often places women in situations of hindered access to linguistic, 
social, and economic capital, and the task of language learning, language 
transmission or loss. In transnational or immigrant families, where both  
parents speak the same language and come from the same linguistic  
background, it is the mother who is automatically tasked with language 
maintenance (Harvey, 1994; Hill, 1987; Zantella, 1987). In exogamous couples, 
the “invisible work” of language choice and socialization is, once again,  
the task of the mother (Okita, 2002). Even in dual-career partnerships, 
mothers spend more time at home with the children, and the labor of language 
socialization falls within the woman’s “second shift at home” (Hochschild  
& Machung, 1989, p. 25). In some cultures and societies, this remains to be  
true for husband’s/father’s heritage language that the wife/mother is less  
proficient in. Thus, although FLPs are continuously (re)negotiated between 
individual family members and are influenced by multiple other factors, it is 
most often the mother that initially implements the FLP and bears the brunt of  
the labor in language transmission and maintenance. 

Women respond to their role as language socializers in complex ways.  
Some embrace the challenge of being the agent of heritage and language 
transmission and maintenance, while others are inspired by their very position 
to lead the family away from the traditional and towards the new, initiating  
the language shift (see Gal, 1978). In exogamous partnerships, some women 
maintain and pass on their language and/or their husband’s language to the  
next generation, and some do not. These different responses to their positions  
are captured by bilinguality and are rooted in their multiple and sometimes 
competing roles and identities, with diverse factors affecting these decisions 
(Lanza and Wei, 2016; Piller, 2002; Walters, 1996). Bilingual women’s 
experiences are different than those of bilingual men, and working mothers’ 
experiences are different than those of working fathers’ (Spitzmüller  
& Mathews, 2016) because “women usually have a different life-cycle and  
life experience from men, though the ways in which these differ vary widely 
across cultures” (Burton, 1994, p. 4), and these differences are significant  
because of women’s roles as mothers (Edwards, 1985).
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Academic Mothers and Motherhood 
Even though increasingly more new hires in academia are women  

(Finkelstein et al., 1998), academic mothers are a minority – only 31% of  
female professors in the US have children (Perna, 2003). In fact, academic 
mothers are less common than medical-doctor or lawyer mothers (Uhlenberg 
& Cooney, 1989). The perception of academic careers as all-consuming, where 
“the ideal worker is married to his or her work” (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004,  
p. 5), as well as international mobility as a career requirement (Guignard,  
2015) is problematic for those interested in having children, particularly for 
women – who are usually the primary caregivers even in dual career couples 
(Hochschild & Machung, 1989). In addition to juggling professional, parenting, 
and household demands, these women are also faced with the key role in  
language maintenance, transmission, and learning efforts within the family  
in bicultural or bilingual situations and partnerships, as discussed above. 

In this work, we transcend national borders and approach academic 
mothers in bilingual situations as a community of practice (Lave  
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) – a community that shares the experiences 
of simultaneous mothering, academic labor, and bilingualism, regardless of 
their geo-location, ethnicity, class, or sexuality. This international group of 
academic women is a community (of practice) voluntarily gathered within  
the online community by the same name – sharing and supporting each 
other within the boundaries of the online space they co-create, with their  
experiences and needs transcending international borders. The reason we find 
this population particularly interesting is that in our view, academic women  
and mothers live at the intersection of the traditional and the progressive, and  
the majority and the minority roles and experiences. We are able to learn 
about the dominant and domineering social discourses from women 
who are exposed to a variety of discourses through their intersectional  
social memberships.

Bilingualism and Bilinguality  
Definitions of bilingualism are abundant, and fraught with contradictions, 

opinions, and biases: “As bilingualism defies delimitation, it is open to a variety 
of descriptions, interpretations, and definitions” (Hoffman, 2014, p. 14). They 
are rooted in perspectives and ideologies informed by the subject positions in 
social memberships and resulting experiences. If we consider the diversity of 
individual experiences with two or more languages, different abilities, varied 
dominance, and development on the continuum from passive and receptive 
to active and productive (Valdés, González, García, & Márquez, 2003), to  
emerging bilinguals in the early stages of learning (García, 2009), it is  
impossible to define it as anything other than “relative” (Mackey, 1970, p. 555).
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This is troubling to scholars and non-scholars alike. People like  
categorizing, and the inherent diversity of bilingual expressions and experiences 
is a disconcerting one. In academia, to study something, we need to define it, 
delimit it, and operationalize it. Hence, in a relatively early attempt to define 
bilingualism, Bloomfield (1933), as cited in Hoffman (2014), falls into the trap  
of contradiction when it comes to bilingual definitions. To Bloomfield’s  
statement: “In the cases where this perfect foreign-language learning is not 
accompanied by loss of the native language, it results in ‘bilingualism,’  
native-like control of two languages. After early childhood, few people have 
enough muscular and nervous freedom or enough opportunity and leisure 
to reach perfection in a foreign language; yet bilingualism of this kind is  
commoner than one might suppose, both in cases like those of our immigrants 
and as a result of travel, foreign study, or similar association. Of course, one 
cannot define a degree of perfection at which a good foreign speaker becomes 
a bilingual: the distinction is relative” (p. 56), Hoffman responds: “No 
doubt Bloomfield had a clear notion of bilingualism, but his definition and  
subsequent qualifying remarks are not without some degree of contradiction:  
If one cannot define ‘a degree of perfection’ in bilingualism, how can we talk  
of ‘perfect foreign-language learning’?” (p. 15). 

We found Weinreich’s (1968) attempt at objectivity and brevity in  
defining bilingualism to be commendable. He proposes that “the practice of 
alternately using two languages will be called bilingualism, and the person 
involved, bilingual” (p. 1). The “practice” is not qualified by adjectives such  
as perfectly, or fluently; the “alternately” is ambiguous, and no specific 
time frames such as since birth, daily, etc., are imposed. Weinreich makes  
a distinction between the “practice” and the “person.” 

Hamers and Blanc (1983), on the other hand, make a distinction between 
the societal and the individual experiences stemming from language contact. 
They define bilingualism as the effect of language contact on society as  
a whole, and bilinguality as the non-linguistic effects of bilingualism on  
the bilingual individual. Bilingualism, according to Hamers et al. (2000),  
“refers to the state of a linguistic community in which two languages are  
in contact with the result that two codes can be used in the same interaction 
and that a number of individuals are bilingual (societal bilingualism); but it  
also includes the concept of bilinguality (or individual bilingualism)” (p. 6). 

Though this distinction is an important one, we must acknowledge that  
while individual bilingualism is common, societal bilingualism, as described 
above and as we understand it, is not necessarily common. Within the United  
States, for example, individual bilingualism is common while societal 
bilingualism is minimal. In other words, in different nation state contexts, 
different codes cannot be used equally throughout society (Crawford, 1992).  
In the case of Israel, although the official language policy of the country 
de jure was, up until recently, bilingual with Arabic and Hebrew as the two  



27 T. HIRSCH, O. KAYAM 

official languages, de facto Arabic could not be used equally throughout all  
areas of society (Spolsky, 2001). Individually, Arabs and some Jews may  
have been bilingual in Hebrew and Arabic but Arabic could not be used 
to achieve all of the desired communicative goals equally in all areas of  
the society. While officially quadrilingual, Switzerland is argued to be bilingual 
at best (Kużelewska, 2016), with different code combinations present at the 
individual level but unsupported in different areas of society. In the context 
of United States, in the same interaction, two codes cannot be used equally 
throughout society (Crawford, 1992). In some communities within the United 
States, particularly those that are bilingual in English and Spanish, this may be 
the case to a certain degree, but equality in use and usefulness is not assumed. 

As such, we most closely subscribe to Grosjean’s (1982) & Piller and 
Pavlenko’s (2004) definitions of bilingualism and bilingual practices of  
individual bilingualism or bilinguality as inclusive – of two or more languages, 
“irrespective of proficiency and age of acquisition” (Piller & Pavlenko,  
2004, p. 489). However, we removed the condition of their use to be restricted 
to “on a regular basis,” due to the heterogeneity of experiences, situations, 
and opportunities that are available to different individuals and groups 
to use the languages in their linguistic repertoires. In our conceptions of  
bilinguals1, we also include individuals who choose not to partake in 
bilingual practices but who have more than a single code available to them.  
The non-linguistic reasons, experiences, and emotions behind those choices or 
decisions are invaluable in understanding the individual bilingual experiences 
that influence the future of bilingualism within families and societies. In this 
study, we explore both academic mothers’ definitions of bilingualism and  
their discourses about bilinguality in their FLPs.

Method 

Participants  
Forty-six academic mothers took part in a survey consisting of 22  

open-ended questions focusing on bilingualism and academic motherhood (see 
Appendix). The survey was designed as part of a larger study named ‘Academic 
Motherhood and Multilingualism’ and was disseminated via Google Forms. 
Google Forms allows for easy dissemination of questionnaires and surveys  
and anonymous data collection online. 

Our survey was designed and disseminated and our study was conducted  
in accordance with the Association of Internet Researchers’ (AoIR) ethical 
conduct of performing research in online settings. In accordance with the 
American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR), our survey did 
1  Our view of bilingualism is in line with translanguaging (Williams, 1994) definitions that focus on meaning-
making (García, 2009) rather than specific skills, frequency, or spaces where the language(s) are used. 
Furthermore, we use the term bilingual to refer to both bilingual and multilingual individuals and situations. We do 
not discuss translanguaging and/or the bilingual/multilingual distinction as it falls outside the scope of this work.
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not include collection of consent forms, as they would link the individual to 
the answers provided, thus compromising anonymity. Our procedures allowed 
for ethical dissemination of the survey and collection of responses that could 
not be linked to any single individual, unless the individual chose to provide 
self-identifying information in the space provided at the end of the survey  
(see Appendix). 

All of the participants’ responses were recorded by the Google Forms 
tool and later downloaded for analysis. The mothers were reached primarily  
through the closed online community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991;  
Wenger 1998) on Facebook, and were encouraged to share the survey 
with colleagues and other bilingual academic mothers. This community of  
practice is transnational, multicultural, and multilingual with all of the 
communications conducted in English. It is co-created by 14,500 academic 
mothers from around the world. One of the authors of this work is an active 
member of the community since several years. 

As such, this study is an (online) ethnography (Markham, 1998; Hine, 
2008) of an online community that includes authentic participation by one of  
the authors, observation, and the survey responses as part of the analytic  
process. Engagement and explorations of different aspects of online individual  
and communal experiences, such as member identity (Baym, 1998; Turkle, 
1995) and community as social reality (Baym, 2000; van Dijk, 1998), among 
other topics, have been carried out for well over 25 years. Ethnographers  
follow people where they are. With increasing numbers of individuals  
engaging in online spaces and co-creating communities in online settings,  
many researchers have recognized the importance and value in following 
people into those online communities in order to learn about and from them. 
Ethnographic research carried out online has been referred to in different ways.

Kozinets (1998), for example, coined the term netnography to denote 
ethnographic research on the net, with some researchers following suit  
(de Valck, 2005) while others refer to their ethnographic work in online  
spaces as cyberethnography (Gajjala, 2004), virtual ethnography (Buchanan, 
2000, Hine, 2008), or simply as ethnography (Baym, 1993; Cherny, 1999; 
Correll, 1995; Lysloff, 2003; Markham, 1998). Perhaps, as suggested by  
Baym; Cherny; Correll; Lysloff; and Markham, the distinction is not  
necessary, as the experiences that give rise to gatherings in online spaces, and  
the co-creation of those spaces are very real for those involved and no  
demarcation is necessary. People meet in online spaces to learn from each 
other, to support each other, and to socialize. The communities they form are as  
diverse as our world. For instance, heterosexual mothers meet online to seek 
and provide advice (Madge & O’Connor, 2006; Hirsch, 2017), lesbians meet  
in an Electronic Bar: The Lesbian Café (Correll, 1995), senior Japanese  
internet users meet in online spaces to socialize (Kanayama, 2003), people  
meet in work-related communities (Whitty, 2003) or food-related communities 
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(de Valck, 2005), to name just a few. Fernback (2007) explains: “The  
distinction between the ‘real’ and the ‘virtual’ has become much less useful  
as the Internet is firmly ingrained in daily cultural existence” (p. 53). 

As such, the community of interest to our present work is the space 
within which mothers, active in academia, gather to discuss their work/home  
experiences of academic motherhood, regardless of their country of residence. 
The majority (89%) of the academic mothers who took part in this survey  
had, at some point, lived outside of their birth-country, with roughly half of  
them residing outside of their birth-country at the time of their participation  
in the study. 

While many countries and languages are represented in this sample, 80%  
of the mothers resided in English-dominant settings (in the US and Canada) 
at the time of data collection. Other societally-dominant languages included 
bilingual English, French, Spanish, and Hebrew. The 25 languages represented  
in this survey were English, French, Spanish, Catalan, Danish, Russian,  
Armenian, Azerbaijani, Hebrew, Norwegian, German, Italian, Chinese, 
Portuguese, Bengali, Croatian, Urdu, Swedish, Estonian, Bulgarian, Arabic, 
Greek, Dutch, Japanese, and Mandarin – listed here in no particular order. 

When asked about the source of additional language(s) in their lives, 
22 women indicated translocation, 18 indicated partnership/marriage, 10 
indicated heritage, and 17 indicated choice – which included maintenance of  
previously-learned foreign languages. These selections were not mutually 
exclusive; more than one selection was possible and encouraged. 

When asked to self-identify as monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, 
56% selected bilingual, 31% multilingual, and 13% monolingual, even though 
they had additional languages in their linguistic repertoires. In identifying  
their partners along the same lines, 52% of our participants reported their  
partners as bilingual, 21% as multilingual, and 27% as monolingual, again  
with additional languages present in their linguistic repertoires. 

Our definition of academic mothers included mothers at any level of  
academia – including doctoral students to full, tenured professors, researchers, 
and any mothers who self-identified as an academic, based on their level of 
education and current or past professional activities that necessarily included 
an academic institutional setting. Most mothers in this survey were, at the time 
of the survey, employed by academic institutions (41); of those, 27 academic 
mothers were employed as professors (assistant, associate, and full); 6 as  
an instructor, lecturer, or adjunct; 2 as researchers, 4 as post-docs, and 5 who 
were doctoral students, some of whom were also employed by an academic 
institution as staff members. 

Procedure 
We downloaded each participant’s survey responses and all of the  

responses to each question separately. We iteratively and recursively revisited 
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each answer as a part/whole relationship, zooming into each answer and  
zooming out to all of the information provided by the participant, in order 
to contextualize the answers within the individual’s lived experiences. We  
analyzed and interpreted the answers inductively, allowing “the patterns,  
themes, and categories of analysis to come from the data” (Patton, 1980)  
through content analysis. As Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2004) pointed out, this 
method of analysis is particularly suitable in studies with limited prior research 
on the topic of interest and qualitative approaches are particularly appropriate 
“because the topic is rooted in women’s experiences, which is best understood 
from the women themselves” (p. 240). 

Through the acts of iterative and recursive content analysis, in addition 
to learning about their ideologies through definitions of bilingualism, two 
additional and recurring themes emerged: bilinguality and language practices. 
We thus organize our findings along these themes and include extracts of the 
participants’ shared experiences for illustrative purposes while keeping in  
mind that the representations of them in our analysis are our own interpretations 
of them. Interpretations are rooted in triangulation of researchers’ participation, 
observation, and the responses provided. 

Results 

Defining Bilingualism
Forty-four (96%) academic mothers in our study focused on oracy, defining 

bilingualism as the ability to comprehend and communicate in two or more 
languages. A few included literacy skills in their definitions as well, with both 
reading and writing included in the definitions of only four (9%) participants. 
While some definitions were inclusive and focused on function, such as  
“being able to survive daily life in the language,” or “ability to carry out real 
interactions in a significant way in more than one language, … perfect fluency 
isn’t required, but the ability to navigate life is,” most definitions were rather 
inflexible and stringent. This stringency focused on delimiting bilingualism 
along the lines of fluency, frequency of use, and age of acquisition. 

Adjectives used to describe the level of fluency required for inclusion in 
their bilingual conceptions commonly included “dynamic” and “great,” with 
switching between languages needing to be “effortless.” For some, the level  
of fluency had to be so great that the person in question would be able “to  
move there and become a ‘native’ speaker if they want(ed),” and some  
required full proficiency across domains “for both languages to be used across  
a variety of different contexts such as work, pleasure, and family.” 

Some participants focused on the actual amount of use in terms of  
waking-hours, requiring the bilingual to be “exposed to both languages at  
least 30% of their waking hours.” Many required the language to be learned 
during childhood: “Technically I would consider any language learned during 
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childhood to the point at which a person can effortlessly switch back and  
forth to be part of their bilingual/multilingual repertoire. For that reason  
I would not count myself bilingual, but I did answer affirmative to that question 
above given that I notice myself mixing languages in one sentence when  
talking to my kids.”

Interestingly, this tough, stringent attitude did not apply to everyone and  
to all ages. Many of the mothers had different standards for children to be 
considered bilingual, all of them much more lenient: “For children – when they 
understand what the other party is saying and are able to answer even if not  
with proper grammar or wording… when the communication is there.”

Individual Bilingualism: Bilinguality
Bilinguality, as mentioned earlier, refers to the effect of language contact  

on the individual, the experiences resulting from language contact, and the 
emotions experienced at different times. We were interested in exploring 
bilinguality of these women in order to better understand their lived  
experiences that may contribute to their FLPs. When asked to discuss their early 
experiences with and memories of language learning, two themes emerged. 
One centered around their emotions, desires, and needs when learning the  
new language and connecting with others through the target language, and  
the other centered around their experiences and emotions regarding the  
attitudes of the other(s) toward their language use and efforts. 

Most of the women expressed positive attitudes toward their efforts – they 
wanted to learn, were excited to learn, and wanted to connect: “I loved and  
learned the new language. It was a way to connect with locals even though 
they could understand a third common language. I loved it very much.”  
When discussing their experiences in terms of attitudes of the other(s),  
however, many reported having negative experiences. Some were bothered  
by the lack of opportunities to use the target language: “I hate it, people  
always wanted to speak to me in my native language to practice with me.”  
Others were treated with lack of respect and endured attitudes and comments 
that were hurtful and that they, in some cases, internalized: “It was so hard 
– they thought I was stupid because I didn’t know the language. They heard  
me speak quickly to my parents on the phone, and commented, ‘Wow, you can 
speak quickly;’” “It was hard. I had to go to college in a different language.  
I worked super hard. It made me think I was not smart enough until I realized 
it would have been easier in my own language;” and “It was hard, people were 
mean and condescending about my accent and I hated sounding like an idiot,  
but I liked learning to navigate a new language and culture.” The link between  
the two, their desire and drive to succeed and the negative experiences with  
others, in some cases, made lasting, negative impressions on some women:  
“You will always feel alien and irrelevant.” In addition to negative or  
challenging emotions and experiences, such as feeling alien, irrelevant, or  
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stupid, as mentioned above, several women also reported physical symptoms 
associated with the process: “It gave me a daily headache for two weeks…”  
or “I remember being exhausted – not just mentally, but physically, with  
my mouth and cheeks tired from being used in different ways for so many  
hours a day…” 

Although challenging, difficult, exhausting, and uncomfortable, those  
who evaluated their experiences as positive overall seemed to have had luck  
in coming across supportive and positive individuals within the target  
language and/or host culture. Some directly attribute their successes and  
positive experiences, at least in part, to their host family (in the cases of  
study-abroad or home-stay programs) and their warm and helpful welcome:  
“I found learning Japanese informally in an immersion setting to be even  
more fun than school language courses; this was partly because I adored my  
host family and just wanted to be able to talk with them (we are still in touch 
30 years later)…” And another: “I lived in Mexico for five months … I was  
so grateful for the host family I lived with for initially accompanying me on  
daily errands so I could learn contextual details…” 

FLP Ideologies: Academia in Bilingual Mothering
Although some mothers self-identified as monolingual, they had more  

than one language in their linguistic repertoires and routinely engaged in  
bilingual mothering. When asked to reflect on how the academic part of their 
experience contributes to their definitions of bilingualism, decisions and 
approaches concerning the languages, and management of those languages in 
their lives, the vast majority (93%) of the participants reported a direct link. 
While some cited their professions, positions, and research interests as directly 
related to their views, such as those in linguistics, developmental psychology,  
or language instruction, most reported relying on academic sources. In addition  
to answering the question in the affirmative with “a lot” or “crucially,” 
most of them cited “research,” “studies,” and “literature” as guiding their 
decisions. Phrases such as “…backed through research,” “discussed in 
research,” and “informed by the literature” were commonly (93%) used to 
describe how the academic part of themselves contributed to their views and  
bilingual practices. 

Furthermore, some of the participants emphasized the importance of  
culture and its inseparability from language. In fact, for some, culture was 
as much part of the equation as the language: “Facility of comprehension, 
writing, and expression and cultural understanding of more than one  
language/cultural group;” “Fluent in two languages with knowledge of the 
corresponding cultures;” “Full immersion, proficiency, and awareness of  
a different language and culture.” These personal definitions of bilingualism 
furthermore embody the academic conversations of linguistic anthropological 
leanings à la Agar’s (1994) languaculture. 
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FLP Practices: To Use or Not to Use?
When asked whether there were language(s) in their repertoire that they  

chose not to maintain, 15 women responded in the affirmative. Most 
commonly, these decisions were either rooted in the lack of a community and  
opportunities to use the language within the new host settings: “I don’t have 
many Estonian speaking people in my everyday life here in the U.S. Also, 
with the kids I wanted to focus on just one language.” Or, this decision was  
liberating in a sense – a choice not to pass the languages on, because they  
no longer served a purpose in their lives and they felt no connection to it.  
One participant, for example, explained: “We belonged to the ethnic and  
linguistic minorities of our home countries, so these languages do not form  
a big part of our identities.” 

Interestingly, however, in same-sex partnerships, the academic mothers  
that participated in our research also answered for their wives/partners. For  
these women, their partners’ linguistic background seemed to be as important  
as their own – maybe even more: “My family is Anglo back as long as I can  
see. My kids have Jewish heritage; my wife never learned either Hebrew or 
Yiddish from her family (her dad was very assimilated), but as we have tried  
to integrate some Jewish traditions into our family, and we have tried to  
introduce those linguistic elements where we can.   Since I speak Arabic, I’m  
the one stuck trying to speak Hebrew since they share a sound system!” 

Discussion

With studies relying on self-report measures, qualitative approaches, and 
inductive analysis when studying any dimension of the bilingual experience, 
language contact situations, bilinguality, family language policy, etc., it is 
important to first learn how the participants define what we are interested 
in studying. With little consensus on definitions within the academic  
communities, diversity of definitions among participants is to be expected.  
Asking participants how they define a construct of interest enables us to fully 
understand what we are studying. In addition, it provides us with information 
imbued in discourses stemming from different and subjective social  
memberships. Thus, through the question, “How do you define this concept?” 
we will know not only what it is that we are studying, but also the answer to  
“What have you learned through your experiences?” 

In previous research, a discrepancy between what the author refers to as  
the ‘lay view’ and the ‘academic view’ of bilingualism was found, with the  
former view relying heavily on the notion of “ideal native speaker as the 
benchmark” (Zubrzycki, 2019, p. 447) and the latter becoming increasingly  
more flexible and inclusive over time. Academic mothers straddle the line 
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between the two, so to speak, as they are both, lay people through motherhood  
as well as academics who are not necessarily involved in research and  
formation of views on the topic of bilingualism. 

In the present work, however, we approached our community of  
interest–the community of academic mothers–as having above average 
know-how and access to information on any topic, including the topic of  
bilingualism because of their academic and professional ties and experiences. 
We expected the participants’ positions and experiences relating to 
their memberships in academia to play some role in their definition of  
bilingualism and their approaches in FLP. 

Interestingly, while most academic mothers indeed reported that 
their membership in academia plays a major role in how they approach  
bilingualism and FLPs, with literature repeatedly cited as key in their decision 
making, through our analysis we uncovered that in actuality, their approaches  
and orientations are deeply rooted in their personal past experiences 
and bilinguality. This is in line with previous research which shows that  
mothers–regardless of whether they consult the literature, professionals, or their 
friends for advice–rely on past personal experiences in making FLP decisions in 
regard to their children (Hirsch, 2017). Even though some mothers in our study 
provided definitions of bilingualism that were written in academic language  
or that echoed definitions of linguistic anthropological leanings, à la Agar 
(1994) and his concept of languaculture, when discussing their FLPs, even  
these participants relied on their past, personal experiences in guiding their 
reported ideologies, management, and practices. 

Academic mothers are insistently demanding of themselves. They have 
different definitions and standards for inclusion in bilingualism for their  
children, and for themselves. Interestingly, those that made distinctions did  
not generalize to all adults, they specifically applied different standards to 
themselves – tougher, stricter, less inclusive standards. This, too, may be the 
result of their past experiences, perhaps the attitude they adopted in reaching  
for and achieving goals of academia and mothering concurrently: Not 
compromising where and when they were expected to compromise. 

In some cases, they had to balance the biological and the tenure clocks, 
which are, unfortunately, very often concurrently unyielding. Although  
flexible in their definitions for others, they applied the monolingual norms on 
themselves, requiring of themselves to be the two monolinguals in one in order 
to count as bilingual, an idea that has been famously refuted by Grosjean (2006). 

Some also seem to have internalized the socially constructed native 
speakerism (Holliday, 2006, 2013, 2015; Inbar-Lourie, 2005) or the idea that 
native is better than non-native (as in studies of English language teachers),  
all stemming from different sources such as the one-nation-one-language 
ideologies and the monolingual mindset (Piller and Gerber, 2018). We found 
this to be particularly surprising and contradictory given their educationally 
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privileged positions, access to resources, and their reported consultations with 
literature on the subject of bilingualism and language management. 

In this study, academic mothers are approached as a community of  
practice, transcending national borders and socio-political contexts – because 
they do so themselves. They gather in the online community and share what 
seems to be universal cares and concerns of academic mothering. Although 
we transcended (inter)national borders by meeting women online, our findings 
point to the importance of experiences within the (host) settings as key in  
their evaluation of their experiences with learning the new language. Those 
who felt welcomed and supported were much more positive about their overall 
experiences in learning additional languages. Those experiences, in turn, 
influenced their ideologies regarding language learning, maintenance, or loss, 
thus guiding their FLPs. 

The approach of the current study did not factor in the individual  
realities associated with the socio-politics of the participants’ countries of 
residence, or their subjective positions and experiences within that setting 
in terms of race, sexuality, and socioeconomics – to name a few. This is  
a limitation in our study. We recognize that experiences rooted in these  
subjects’ positions and set in different host settings produce different  
opportunities, access, and overall experiences that guide future actions.  
Designing future studies to explore the interplay between different subject 
positions would provide more nuanced accounts of the bilingual experiences. 

A link between sexuality and positions towards the partners’ language 
maintenance efforts is suggested in the discourses of the academic mothers  
who are in a same-sex partnership. Academic mothers who communicated 
importance and concern over their partner’s heritage language(s) in the  
discourses regarding their FLPs also mentioned being part of the same-sex 
partnerships. Following up on this link would be beneficial. Learning more  
about sexual orientations and orientations towards heritage maintenance 
(language and other) is an area worthy of further exploration. 

Though not generalizable, our findings point to the importance of past, 
personal experiences and the role of the environment in those experiences 
in guiding future actions, regardless of the educational level. Creating  
welcoming and supportive spaces is key in promoting heritage (language) 
maintenance, mothering in academia, and positive outcomes in the future. 
Women seem to be turning to each other in online communal and safe spaces 
in search of support. The possibility to do so and the availability of such  
spaces may prove to be beneficial in all areas of life – including language 
maintenance efforts and mothering in academia. Online communities began  
as general spaces and have since become more and more specific and  
specialized: From country-specific to city-specific to neighborhood-specific; 
from parents of children of all ages to parents of babies, children, or tweens 
(Hirsch, 2017); from academic mothers to international academic mothers 
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to academic mothers who write fiction. This trend shows that we seek spaces  
and groups where we fit in, both online and off. Studying the effects of  
the presence of these spaces on decisions, attitudes, and ideologies, as well as 
outcomes in all areas of social living are other areas of inquiry that should gain 
momentum. While the power of experience and environment is underscored, 
today more than ever we have the opportunity to create and find spaces of  
support that transcend the physical locations to which we are bound.
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Annex

Academic Motherhood and Multilingualism

We are interested in exploring how academic mothers SPECIFICALLY 
approach bilingualism/multilingualism in their lives and with their children 
(whether it be through translocation, marriage/partnership, or choice).

All of the responses here are anonymous, but please, if you are willing to 
take part in future studies, include your contact information at the end of the 
survey or e-mail me directly at tijana.hirsch@gmail.com with your information. 
Also, please forward the survey to any other academic mamas with two or more 
languages in their lives. Thank you so much!

Thank you from fellow academic mamas!
Dr. Tijana Hirsch (fellow academic mama on and off FB) and
Dr. Orly Kayam (mom & academic) 
Wingate Academic College

Questions

1.	 What is your academic status/appointment?
2.	 Do you have additional language(s) in your life through: (select all 

that apply) 
Translocation/move 
Marriage/partnershipChoice (learning/maintaining a language 
learned previously) 
Heritage

3.	 Do you live in the country you were born in? 
Yes 
No

4.	 Have you lived outside of the country you were born in? 
Yes 
No

5.	 If you do not live in the country that you were born in, prior to the 
move, did you think the move was permanent? (Please select the one 
that best fits your then-state of mind) 
Yes 
No 
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6.	 If you lived in another country in the past, did you think that your 
move was going to be permanent or temporary PRIOR to the move? 
(Choose the best answer please) 
Permanent 
Temporary

7.	 If you live or have ever lived in a linguistically new setting please 
share what you remember regarding your language learning and new 
language navigation? Did you love it? Hate it? Do you have any 
specific memories of something someone said? Did? 

8.	 Do you consider yourself to be monolingual/bilingual/multilingual? 
Monolingual 
Bilingual 
Multilingual

9.	 Which languages do you speak?
10.	 Is your partner (if relevant) monolingual/bilingual/multilingual 

Monolingual 
Bilingual 
Multilingual

11.	 Which languages does s/he speak?
12.	 What do you do with the languages in your life, with your children? 

(Please share what you do, what they do, how you feel, how they 
feel, what you wish, plan, hope, and if you’ve changed something 
along the way)

13.	 Are there languages in your repertoire/heritage/past that you choose 
not to maintain/pass on/learn/teach to your children? (Why not? 
Please reflect below)

14.	 Which language(s) are you working on learning/maintaining?
15.	 Why is/are this/these language(s) important to you?
16.	 How does the “academic” part of yourself contribute to the above 

decisions/approaches, if at all?
17.	 Is your partner an academic? 

Yes 
No

18.	 What is his/her/their position on language learning/maintenance in 
your family?

19.	 What is the dominant language of the country you live in? 
English 
Other:
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20.	 Are your children bilingual/multilingual? 
Yes 
No

21.	 How do you define bilingualism/multilingualism?
22.	 Is there anything else you would like to add? 


