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Abstract: This study investigates the influence of selected aspects of family language policies (FLPs)
on language proficiency across three generations of Russian-speaking families in Germany using
data from a sample of 18 families. The data were collected via questionnaires and a cloze test
was used to measure proficiency in Russian. Multiple regression analysis and Dunn’s test were
employed to analyze the influence of the selected components of FLP and assess differences in
language proficiency between family members. The findings highlight a significant generational
shift in language proficiency: parents exhibited the highest proficiency in Russian, followed by
grandparents, with children showing the least proficiency and greater variation in their language
skills. This pattern reflects the dynamics of language practices in families where older generations
predominantly use Russian, whereas children display a greater inclination towards German or
enhanced bilingualism. Additionally, this study underscores the positive influence of literacy skills in
both Russian and German, reading in Russian, and a positive attitude towards maintaining cultural
ties through reading on Russian language proficiency. Although attendance of Russian language
lessons was positively correlated with the proficiency scores of children, the statistical models were
only partially successful in accounting for their overall impact on proficiency, indicating that other
unexplored factors may also play a significant role.

Keywords: family language policy (FLP); Russian-German bilinguals; cross-generational study;
language use and attitudes; language proficiency; heritage language transmission

1. Introduction
1.1. Theoretical Background: Family Language Policy

The exploration of how bi- and multilingualism manifest themselves in family in-
teractions is of paramount importance for sociolinguistic studies on heritage language
maintenance. The question of why some children become active and proficient users of
multiple languages from an early age while others do not, despite similar exposure to the
languages, continues to be a relevant topic in heritage language research. The concept of
family language policy (FLP) as a special type of language policy (Spolsky 2004) provides a
structured framework to address this question. Spolsky (2004, p. 5) identified three compo-
nents of FLP: “[the family’s] language practices—the habitual pattern of selecting among
the varieties which make up its linguistic repertoire; its language beliefs or ideology—the
beliefs about language and language use; and any specific efforts to modify or influence
that practice by any kind of language intervention, planning or management”.

King et al. (2008) highlight the importance of studying FLP, noting its crucial impact on
children’s development, educational success, and the preservation of minority languages.
Originally, FLP was defined as “explicit and overt planning in relation to language use
within the home among family members” (King et al. 2008, p. 907), focusing on more or less
deliberate decision-making processes within families regarding home language practices
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and their impact on children’s language development. Currently, research into FLP also
includes the exploration of implicit and covert language practices, extending to aspects of
acquiring and practicing literacy skills in the home language (Curdt-Christiansen 2013).
In the same vein, Ren and Hu (2013) contribute to the study of FLP by “incorporating
two hitherto disconnected fields of research—FLP and family literacy practices—to an
understanding of early language and literacy acquisition in the familial milieu” (Curdt-
Christiansen 2013, p. 4). Since recent research highlights the crucial connection between
literacy skills and language maintenance (Hammer and Miccio 2006; Howard et al. 2014;
Limbird et al. 2014; Rhys and Thomas 2013; Zhang and Koda 2018), it becomes evident that
literacy plays a pivotal role in preserving and transmission of languages within families
and communities.

1.2. Generational Dynamics and FLP

Over the past two decades, research on FLP has evolved through various stages
(Fogle and King 2017; Lanza and Lomeu Gomes 2020), transitioning from an emphasis on
children’s language acquisition to a broader sociolinguistic interest in the conditions that
facilitate language socialization. Numerous studies highlight the significance of the role
of various generations in a family for FLP, e.g., by stressing distinct parenting approaches
that may not align with those of grandparents and other relatives (Curdt-Christiansen 2009;
Fogle 2012; Lanza 2004; Tannen 2006; Van Mensel 2018; Zhu and Li 2016). Families are seen
as the main site of generational contact and as dynamic systems consisting of members
of different generations, with each having their own perspectives on, agency in and ideas
about languages (Purkarthofer 2020).

However, previous research on FLP has typically focused on the role of interactions
between children and their parents in multilingual language acquisition and language
maintenance (Schwartz 2020). The impact of members of the extended family, particu-
larly grandparents, on FLP and home language maintenance has been studied much less
frequently. While some studies have shown that grandparents can give negative feed-
back about the insufficient knowledge of their grandchildren in the heritage language,
thereby discouraging them from using the heritage language in family interactions (e.g.,
Cho 2015), other studies confirmed that grandparents played a positive role in transmitting
the heritage language to their grandchildren (Ruby 2011; Yousef 2016). Grandparents
often assist in the acquisition of literacy practices in the heritage language of bilingual
grandchildren (Ren and Hu 2013). A study conducted by Braun (2012) showed that the
influence of grandparents as an affective factor in heritage language transmission depended
on the place of residence: While grandparents residing in the host countries often spoke the
majority language to their grandchildren, grandparents who still resided in the countries
of origin provided an important source of heritage language input and motivation for their
grandchildren to acquire the heritage language.

On the other hand, efforts in language documentation and revitalization have primar-
ily targeted the elderly, while interest in children as developing new speakers emerged
only more recently in this strand of research (Purkarthofer 2020). New speakers, as defined
by Smith-Christmas et al. (2018), are social actors who use and claim ownership of a
language that is not typically seen as their native one. These speakers acquire the language
through formal education, community programs, or personal initiative later in life. Unlike
traditional accounts of language preservation, the exchange of knowledge is not merely
a one-way process from elders to younger family members; instead, it is a collaborative
effort among all members of a family. Consequently, there has been an emerging interest
in the concept of child agency (Smith-Christmas 2018). Following this concept, children
play a crucial role as emergent speakers who actively contribute to the dynamic process of
language transmission and transformation in the family. They are not passive recipients of
language but are active agents in shaping their linguistic environment and practices (Said
and Zhu 2019; Smith-Christmas 2018). For example, children often navigate and negotiate
language use in multilingual families based on their social interactions, both within and
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outside the family, thereby influencing language maintenance and shift in their immediate
surroundings (Gafaranga 2010; Obojska 2017, 2018).

1.3. Internal and External Factors Affecting Heritage Language Transmission

Recent research has highlighted that heritage language proficiency often depends on a
complex interplay of internal and external factors. Internal factors include the child’s age,
the age of second language onset, and length of exposure to the heritage language. External
factors encompass the parents” education and occupation, family size, and the broader
sociolinguistic environment. The amount and quality of exposure to the heritage language
at home and in educational settings has been identified as one of the most crucial factors
for heritage language maintenance. For instance, a study conducted by Armon-Lotem
et al. (2011) emphasizes the crucial role of internal, temporal factors, such as age and
length of second language exposure, in heritage language development. Similarly, Rodina
et al. (2020) found that both internal factors like age and external factors such as family
type and the extent of heritage language instruction significantly impact heritage language
acquisition. Paradis (2023) expands on these insights by emphasizing the importance of
individual differences with regard to decisive factors in bilingual development. These
factors include not only the quantity of linguistic input but also child-internal factors like
socioemotional wellbeing and external factors like parent’s proficiency in the languages.
Internal factors can sometimes explain more variance in language abilities than external
ones (Paradis 2023). Interestingly, the same factors that encourage the transmission of
the language from one generation to the next in one ethnolinguistic group can cause a
shift away from the language in another group (Karpava et al. 2018; Otwinowska et al.
2021). This highlights the importance of studying each ethnolinguistic group on its own to
understand these dynamics.

1.4. Heritage Language Use and Attitudes in Russian-Speaking Families in Germany

Germany has historically been a popular destination for emigrants from the former
USSR, but it emerged as a primary place of resettlement during the 1990s. The considerable
number of Russian-speaking inhabitants in Germany has sparked a great interest among
researchers of (heritage) Russian. This includes sociolinguistic studies on how Russian is
used in families and the family’s attitudes towards it (Anstatt 2013, 2017; Brehmer 2021;
Levkovych 2012; Meng 2001; Ries 2013). Brehmer (2021) found that while the use of
Russian among adolescents is declining, particularly regarding media consumption and
frequency of homeland visits, Russian remains prevalent in family interactions. Despite
decreased overall exposure to Russian, there has been an improvement in both lexical
and grammatical proficiency among the investigated adolescents, which can be partly
explained by the consistent attendance of heritage language instruction. Protassova’s
study (Protassova 2018) observed that Russian-speaking children in Finland, Germany,
and France use the majority language more frequently in daily interactions than their
parents, leading to a higher prevalence of majority language usage among the children.
This trend highlights the shift towards the majority language in various sociolinguistic
contexts, aligning with the current study’s focus on generational differences in language
use and attitudes (see also Berend 2014; Meng 2001; Meng and Protassova 2017 for in-depth
studies on generational differences and developmental tendencies in the use of languages
and language varieties in Russian-speaking communities in Germany).

2. The Current Study
2.1. Goals and Research Questions

Using Spolsky’s tripartite model of FLP as a theoretical framework, our study seeks to
explore selected components of language practices, management, and ideologies among
three generations of Russian-speaking family members in Germany, with an expanded
focus on the role of literacy practices. Our study contributes to the field by offering a
nuanced understanding of how certain components of language practices and ideologies



Languages 2024, 9, 320

4 0f 22

evolve across generations in immigrant families. By specifically examining older children,
we provide insights into the long-term effects of FLP, highlighting the dynamic nature of
language maintenance and shifts in families over time. Thus, the first research question
(RQ1) addresses the different language preferences (as a proxy for language practices) and
attitudes (as a proxy for language ideologies) regarding the Russian language, which can
be found among the three generations included in the study. Following previous findings
on the distribution of languages and language varieties in Russian-speaking families in
Germany (see Section 1.4), we hypothesize that representatives of the three generations
will differ regarding their language practices and their views regarding the importance of
Russian language maintenance. Specifically, we anticipate a gradual shift, with younger
generations using Russian less frequently than the preceding older generations. Grand-
parents are expected to use Russian most frequently, followed by their children, and their
grandchildren, with the latter exhibiting the least frequent use of Russian. Second, we
aim to analyze how the two investigated components of FLP—language preferences and
language attitudes—affect the proficiency in Russian of all family members (RQ2). By
comparing three generations, our study offers a new and valuable perspective for exam-
ining the development of patterns of language use and attitudes across representatives
of these generations in real families, in contrast to studies that rely solely on synchronic
cross-sectional data from different age groups. Special attention will be paid to the question
of how literacy skills and single explicit language management strategies, such as partici-
pating in Russian language lessons, impact the proficiency of school-aged children in their
heritage language, Russian (RQ3).

2.2. Participants

Our study comprises 18 Russian-speaking families residing in Germany, each consist-
ing of three generations of Russian-speaking members, to explore the intergenerational
dynamics of FLP. Our original selection criteria aimed at including families whose parents
had immigrated to Germany when they were between 10 and 20 years old and, therefore,
experienced a rapid change in the language of instruction in educational settings after enter-
ing Germany. At the time of the interviews, they ideally should have two children who were
born in Germany (aged between 10 and 15 years) and never attended Russian-speaking
educational institutions. Furthermore, we wanted to include at least one grandparent from
each family who immigrated as adults and completed their whole education and primary
language socialization in a Russian-speaking environment.

During the recruitment of participants for our study, several challenges were encoun-
tered, which were mostly linked to problems of finding participants willing to participate
in a study on Russian in Germany in times of the Russian invasion of Ukraine and its
consequences for the perceived prestige of Russian in Germany. As a result, we were forced
to modify our initial selection criteria, especially regarding the age of the parent generation
at immigration, with some participating parents being over 20 years old when they came
to Germany. Furthermore, the intended tri-generational representation was not possible
to maintain due to the unavailability of grandparents in two cases. To compensate for
this, we gathered data from both grandmothers and grandfathers in three families so that
the generation of grandparents is represented by 19 individuals coming from 16 different
families. In four families, the fathers were either not present or refused to participate, which
resulted in the fact that just one representative of the parent generation could be included
in the data set in these cases. Finally, we could include just one child from 11 families due
to either because the sibling was outside the specified age range or the fact that the sibling
did not speak Russian at all.

Table 1 offers an overview of the different sociolinguistic profiles of the represen-
tatives of the three generations included in our study based on data gathered through
questionnaires, which are further explained in Section 2.3.
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Table 1. Participants of this study (1 = 76).

Generation N (fs;::) Age at Testing Age at Arrival Country of Birth
Average
Average (SD) Range (SD) Range
Children 25 14/11 12.32 (2.69) 7-17 0(0) 0 Germany (25)
Russia (17), Kazakhstan (7),
3 g Ukraine (3), Uzbekistan (2),
Parents 32 18/14 44.56 (4.77) 37-56 19.06 (4.81) 10-33 Azerbaijan (1), Kyrgyzstan (1),
Turkmenistan (1)
g g Russia (11), Kazakhstan (4),
Grandparents 19 12/7 67.91 (6.42) 59-78 43.27 (4.83) 35-53 Ukraine (3), Uzbekistan (1)
Total 76 44/32 7-78 0-53

The children in our study represent typical heritage speakers of Russian since they
were all born in Germany to Russian-speaking parents. They primarily communicate in
Russian when at home, despite their early exposure to German: six children were exposed
to German from birth or earlier than 8 months of age. The majority of the 13 children,
however, began to learn German when they started attending kindergarten, ranging in age
from 1 to 2 years. An additional group of six children started learning German a bit later,
between the ages of 2.5 and 3 years. Thus, all children are characterized by an early onset
of bilingual language exposure and can be considered simultaneous bilinguals (following
the criteria discussed in Meisel 1989).

The parents in this study, constituting the intermediary generation, exhibit varied
personal histories of immigration. This group encompasses 16 repatriates (i.e., people
who had German ancestors in the former USSR), 11 Soviet Jews, and 5 individuals who
immigrated to Germany for other reasons, such as marriage. All of the participants have
lived in Germany for over 15 years. In terms of education, a significant proportion of these
parents are highly educated, having obtained academic degrees from countries including
Russia, Germany, and others. Specifically, 20 parents have higher education. Five of them
completed their higher education in Russia, with one also studying in Azerbaijan and
another in France. Four continued their education in Germany after immigration. In
total, 11 parents received their academic qualifications exclusively in Germany. However,
12 parents did not receive higher education.

The grandparents in our study have lived in Germany for over 19 years, with just one
exception of a grandmother who immigrated 9 years ago. Their immigration backgrounds
include nine repatriates and eight Soviet Jews, along with two individuals who immi-
grated for other reasons, such as marriage. Regarding education, 9 grandparents received
higher education degrees from Russian-speaking countries, while 10 did not obtain higher
education degrees.

2.3. Methods

Data collection took place via the SoSciSurvey platform in individual Zoom sessions
with each family member. Participants were informed about the study and invited to
participate through multiple channels, including social media platforms, Russian-speaking
newspapers, personal networks, and a dedicated recruitment website. To express gratitude
for their participation, all of the participants received monetary compensation. Addi-
tionally, each family member signed an informed consent form, ensuring their voluntary
participation and compliance with ethical approval guidelines for the study.

We designed three comprehensive questionnaires, one for each generation, which
consisted of several thematic sections. In the first part, we gathered demographic infor-
mation from our participants. Subsequent parts were targeted at eliciting information on
the language profiles of the participants, the language practices in the family, strategies for
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language management, and beliefs about languages and language attitudes (see Section 2.4
for more details).

As a second step, the participants were exposed to a cloze deletion test (Luchkina
et al. 2021), which was also administered through SoSciSurvey in a bimodal way, meaning
that the participants could see the text and hear it read aloud by the tester, to assess their
proficiency in Russian (see Section 2.4.2). Both the questionnaire and the cloze deletion
test were completed orally by the participants in the presence of the test administrators to
ensure the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the data collected. Due to the presence of
the test administrator and the bimodal nature of the cloze deletion test, the participants did
not have to write or read but could see all the questions and texts while solving the tasks.
We opted for this bimodal way of conducting the cloze test in order to prevent problems
stemming from varying degrees of literacy in Russian, especially concerning the heritage
speaker group.

Following data collection, we employed the R 4.1.2 software for data preparation and
analysis. This included generating descriptive statistics to determine basic trends in the
data, as well as creating visualizations of the results.

To investigate the impact of FLP components like language preferences (as a proxy for
language) practices, attitudes towards languages (as a proxy for language ideologies) and
attendance of heritage language instruction (as a proxy for explicit language management)
on language proficiency scores, we conducted multiple linear regression analyses. For this
purpose, the scores obtained by our participants in the cloze test were correlated with the
scores received from the answers in the questionnaire. For scoring the answers obtained
from the participants in the different sections of the questionnaire, we implemented a
scoring procedure that awarded credits for answers that highlighted the role of Russian
for communication in the family. Thus, e.g., when asked about their language choice
when communicating with individual family members, participants received five points for
choosing the answer “only in Russian’, four points for ‘mostly in Russian, but sometimes
in German’, three points for ‘50% in German, 50% in Russian’, two points for ‘mostly in
German, but sometimes in Russian’, and one point for ‘only in German’.

To ensure comparability across participants, we scored each answer in a standard-
ized way and compiled a cumulative score for each participant in every section of the
questionnaire. The cumulative score represents the total sum of points earned in each
section, providing an overall measure of language practices, preferences, or attitudes. This
allowed us to directly compare participants’ responses across different sections and among
family members.

The statistical analyses were crucial for identifying significant relationships between
the investigated selected components of FLP and the measured proficiency levels in Russian.
Furthermore, to explore differences in language proficiency among family members, we
applied the Dunn post hoc test with Bonferroni correction.

2.4. Factors Included in the Analysis
2.4.1. Self-Assessment of Language Skills

Apart from gathering demographic data from our participants, the questionnaire
included questions about their language profiles. Specifically, we inquired about the
language the participants considered to be their native language, the language they know
best, and the total number of languages they speak.

To obtain a nuanced understanding of their language proficiency, participants were
asked to self-assess their proficiency in Russian and German. This self-assessment covered
four basic language skills: speaking (including pronunciation), listening, reading, and
writing. By asking participants to rate their skills in these areas for both Russian and
German, we aimed to capture a detailed view of their self-perceived bilingual competencies.
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2.4.2. Proficiency in Russian

In order not to be dependent on self-assessments regarding the participants’” profi-
ciency in Russian, we also administered the cloze deletion test developed by Luchkina
et al. (2021) to our participants (see Appendix A). This standardized tool was designed to
specifically measure the proficiency levels of bilingual and/or second language learners
of Russian, which made it suitable for providing an objective measure of the proficiency
in Russian of the representatives of the different generations in our selected Russian-
speaking families.

The test uses a format where words are omitted from sentences, requiring participants
to select the most appropriate option from multiple choice answers provided to fill in each
blank. This testing format aims to evaluate the participant’s vocabulary, grammar, and
contextual inference skills as essential components of language proficiency.

Although the text used in the cloze test was originally designed for readers of high
school age or older, it was selected for this study to enable comparison across three genera-
tions. Given the limited availability of proficiency tests appropriate for all age groups, this
choice was the most feasible for assessing language proficiency across the sample. Statistical
analyses revealed no significant effect of age within the group of children, indicating that
the test was suitable for participants of different ages without bias toward older children.

2.4.3. Language Practices

According to Spolsky, language practices refer to the habitual selection among the
varieties present in a family’s linguistic repertoire, emphasizing actual language choices
and preferences in the family context (Spolsky 2004). In our study, we gathered data on
language practices in the investigated families via a set of questions in the questionnaire
that specifically targeted the language use of every participant when communicating with
the individual family members. This section of the questionnaire also included items that
were directed at the participant’s perception regarding the language use of other family
members. This approach allowed us to gain a comprehensive overview of the language
practices in the family, uncovering not only the participants” own language use depending
on the interlocutor but also their perceptions of language preferences across different
generational dyads of interlocutors.

Furthermore, a specific section of our questionnaire contained questions about the
children’s contact with Russian-speaking individuals living outside of Germany. This part
of the questionnaire targeted the broader social network of Russian language use and its
role in maintaining Russian among children in a diaspora context.

Additionally, we asked all family members about their language preferences in various
media consumption activities, such as reading, internet browsing, and watching TV and
movies. This allowed us to shed some light on the diversity of media activities of the
individual family members and the families as a whole.

2.4.4. Language Management

Spolsky defines language management as efforts aimed at modifying or influencing
language practices through planning or intervention. This covers family strategies to
enhance language learning and use, targeting actions to ensure that the heritage language,
Russian, is maintained (Spolsky 2004). To investigate language management in our families,
we asked about the children’s attendance of Russian language lessons. Although this
is by no means the only manifestation of overt language management, the attendance
of formal heritage language instruction prototypically stands for language management
efforts undertaken by families to ensure the acquisition and maintenance of the Russian
language by the children (see Brehmer and Mehlhorn 2018).

2.4.5. Language Ideology

Spolsky considers language ideology as the beliefs about languages and their usage,
which are crucial for shaping language practices and management strategies in families.
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These ideologies can lead to a prioritization of certain languages based on cultural signifi-
cance or perceived benefits, thereby directly impacting linguistic behaviors and policies at
the family level (Spolsky 2004). In our study, we gathered reactions to statements from our
participants which were designed to reveal their attitudes toward the Russian language.
The respective statements in the questionnaire centered around its perceived benefit for
professional careers in Germany;, its cultural and cognitive value, and the need for more
institutional support of Russian language education in Germany. Some questions addressed
only the adults in our sample, while others were tailored specifically for the children (see
Section 3.5 for more details). Participants were asked to indicate their opinion on these
predefined statements by using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “I totally agree” to “I
totally disagree”. This approach allowed us to obtain a comprehensive view of the attitudes
towards the Russian language and to compile a cumulative score, which was then used to
compare the overall attitudes of the three generations towards Russian. This served as the
starting point for our investigation of the potential influence of these attitudes on Russian
language proficiency and maintenance.

3. Results
3.1. Language Profiles and Self-Assessment in Russian and German

Our data reveal generational differences regarding the language profiles in Russian-
speaking families. Children reported the highest multilingual repertoire, with a range of
three to six languages spoken (Mean = 4.32; SD = 0.8). The parents’ responses showed a
broader range from two to eight languages (Mean = 3.94; SD = 1.34), but a lower average
number of spoken languages. The grandparents reported speaking fewer languages,
ranging from two to seven different languages (Mean = 3.15; SD = 1.30). Regarding
the average number of spoken languages, the answers thus reveal a gradual decrease
in multilingualism from the younger to the older generations. Participants mentioned
speaking primarily typical foreign languages like English, French, Spanish, and Italian,
with some also indicating knowledge of Czech, Polish, Serbian/Croatian, Portuguese, Latin,
Arabic or Chinese. Some participants also claimed knowledge of other languages spoken in
the former USSR, first and foremost Ukrainian, but also Uzbek, Azeri, Kazakh, and Yiddish.

Table 2 depicts the native languages and self-perceived proficiency-based hierarchy
between Russian and German across the three generations.

Table 2. Native languages and self-perceived language hierarchy by generation in %.

Generation Native Language Best Known Language
Russian German Russian and Russian German
German
Children 32 12 56 16 84
Parents 76.5 0 23.5 88 12
Grandparents 95 0 5 100 0

The children’s responses exhibit a diverse scenario: more than half of them consider
both Russian and German as their native languages, while 32% recognize only Russian as
their native language. However, 84% of them state that they have a greater proficiency in
German than in Russian, which shows that a perceived native language does not necessarily
represent the stronger language in terms of proficiency. Although we did not provide an
exact definition of the term ‘native language’ for our participants, we expected them to
designate the language they feel the closest emotional connection to, and the differences
between the answers to these two questions illustrate that our participants indeed differen-
tiated between native and dominant/strongest language. Parents predominantly identify
Russian as their native language, which, in their case, aligns with a higher proficiency in
Russian. The grandparents report the strongest emotional connection to Russian, resulting
in 95% voting for it as their native language, which is mirrored by the univocal response
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that Russian represents their stronger language. This transition from grandparents to chil-
dren indicates a shift from a primarily Russian-speaking identity to increased bilingualism
or a higher proficiency in German among younger generations.

Table 3 provides a more fine-grained view of the self-assessed proficiency across
generations. The predefined categories of self-ratings of proficiency in Russian and German
were located on a continuum from 0 (“cannot/very bad”) to 4 (“very good”). We distinguish
between literacy skills, which cover writing and reading, and oral skills, encompassing
speaking, pronunciation, and listening comprehension.

Table 3. Self-rated proficiency in Russian and German by generation on a scale from 0 to 4
(0 = cannot/very bad, 4 = very good).

Generation Literacy Skills Oral Skills
Russian German Russian German

Children 1.92 3.56 3.01 3.68
(SD =1.0) (SD =0.55) (SD =0.62) (SD =0.38)

Parents 3.48 3.19 3.68 3.06
(SD =0.53) (SD =0.79) (SD =0.42) (SD =0.7)

Grandparent 3.74 1.84 3.81 1.65
parents (SD = 0.42) (SD = 0.77) (SD =0.34) (SD = 0.72)

Children exhibit moderate literacy skills in Russian, while their self-assessment for
literacy skills in German shows the highest score among all three generations. In the realm
of oral skills, they claim considerably higher proficiency in Russian compared to the literacy
skills which results in a more balanced distribution for Russian and German, although
individual variation in Russian oral skills is still considerably higher than in German, which
parallels the findings for literacy skills. Overall, they consider their proficiency in German,
regarding both literacy and oral skills, to be higher than in Russian, which reflects the
dominant position of the majority language German.

Parents claim strong proficiency in Russian for both literacy and oral skills. While their
self-assessment of proficiency in German is somewhat lower than in Russian, especially
regarding oral skills, it nevertheless shows an almost balanced level of skills across both lan-
guages. The higher standard deviation observed in their German language skills points to a
higher interindividual variability in this group, which is different from the children’s data.

Grandparents show the greatest self-proclaimed proficiency in Russian, especially in
oral communication, highlighting their deep connection to their native language. Their
proficiency in German is considerably lower, which may indicate a dominance of Russian
language use over their entire lifespan.

3.2. Proficiency Scores in Cloze Deletion Test

Figure 1 presents the results obtained from the cloze deletion test. According to the
criteria employed by Luchkina et al. (2021), the scoring ranges correspond to the proficiency
levels in Russian as follows: Level 4 (High) encompasses scores from 75 to 100%, while
native-like accuracy is specifically indicated by scores ranging from 98 to 100%; Level 3
(Mid) spans from 45 to 74%, indicating moderate proficiency; Level 2 (Low-mid) covers the
range from 20 to 44%, suggesting elementary understanding; and Level 1 (Low) includes
the values from 5 to 19%, thereby denoting minimal proficiency.

Our analysis showed that all parents and grandparents, with the exception of one
grandfather and one father, achieved Level 4; thus, they demonstrate high proficiency in
Russian. One parent and one grandparent from different families did not participate in
the test. However, only 25.8% of the parents reached the native-like accuracy threshold.
Notably, parents scored overall higher than grandparents, a finding that diverges from the
self-assessments where parents tended to be slightly more critical as regards their language
skills in Russian compared to the grandparents.
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Figure 1. Proficiency test scores in Russian: boxplots of family members’ performance (levels:
100-75% high; 74-45% mid; under 44% mid-low).

For the children, proficiency outcomes varied considerably, which reflects the variabil-
ity seen in their self-assessment data. Their scores were predominantly divided between
Mid (Level 3) and High (Level 4) proficiency levels, with a single exception of one child
falling into the Low-mid category (Level 2). In families where two children were included
in the data collection, younger children generally scored lower than their older siblings,
with one family as an exception.

The statistical analysis via the Dunn post hoc test with Bonferroni correction yielded
a significant divergence in Russian language proficiency across the three generations in
the families. Notably, the analysis revealed that disparities in proficiency are especially
prominent when comparing the children to the older generations (see Table 4). The differ-
ences are particularly striking when both older and younger children are compared to the
mothers, indicating a statistically significant divergence in proficiency levels. Moreover,
children also show significant differences in comparison to their fathers and grandmothers,
highlighting the special position of the children in the linguistic network of the families.
Although grandparents scored slightly lower on the test, their results are not statistically
significant and do not differ from those of the parents. Contrary to our expectations, the
data did not indicate that parents performed lower than grandparents. Only the children’s
generation exhibits a significant difference in proficiency levels.

Additionally, we conducted a multiple regression analysis to evaluate the influence
of self-assessments of proficiency in Russian and German on the scores of the language
proficiency test (Table 5). This analysis demonstrates that self-assessments of literacy skills,
notably in Russian and, to a somewhat lesser extent, in German, are strong predictors of test
performance. Specifically, higher self-assessments in literacy skills regarding reading and
writing are associated with better test scores. This result confirms the findings of previous
studies, which investigated the relationship between vocabulary development and literacy
skills in bilingual individuals and found that the growth of vocabulary and literacy skills
are closely correlated (e.g., Hammer and Miccio 2006; Howard et al. 2014; Limbird et al.
2014; Rhys and Thomas 2013; Zhang and Koda 2018).



Languages 2024, 9, 320

11 of 22

Table 4. Comparison of proficiency test scores by family members using Dunn post hoc test (Bonfer-
roni correction).

Father Grandfather Grandmother Mother Older Child
1.4731
Grandfather 1,000 2
0.627 —0.897
Grandmother 1.000 1.000
—0.697 —2.119 —1.333
Mother — 5 0.255 1.000
. 3.917 1.651 3.055 5.038
Olderchild 5007453 (741 0.017* 0.000 ***
Younger 4,103 2.306 3.447 4.887 1.117
Child 0.0003 *** 0.158 0.0043 ** 0.000 *** 1.000

1 Numeric values indicate the Z-value for each comparison. 2 The corresponding p-values are provided below
each Z-value, with asterisks denoting their significance after Bonferroni correction. 3 * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01;
Xk

p <0.001.

Table 5. Regression analysis summary: impact of self-assessed proficiency in Russian and German on
proficiency test scores.

Predictor Coefficient Std. Error t-Value p-Value
Self-Assess Literacy Skills ¢ 1.971 3.407 0.0011 *+1
(Russian)
Self-Assess Literacy Skills 4946 2 586 1913 0.0599
(German)
Self-Assess Oral Skills 4.249 3.407 1.247 0.217
(Russian)
Self-Assess Oral Skills —4.353 2.713 —1.604 0.1132
(German)

Tot < 0.01.

A notable finding was that children rated their literacy skills lower than adults; they
often described their abilities as “very bad” or “satisfactory”, in contrast to adults, who
generally assessed them as “good” or “very good”. This difference prompted us to conduct
a more fine-grained multiple regression analysis focusing solely on the children’s data.
It turned out that the self-assessments of literacy skills in German (coefficient = 15.56;
p-value = 0.032) significantly affected the test scores of the children.

Our analysis thus revealed that literacy skills, both in Russian and German (particu-
larly among children), significantly predicted the results of the language proficiency test.

3.3. Language Practices

To gain a more comprehensive and objective understanding of language practices in
the families, we incorporated responses from all family members regarding their language
choices when communicating with others. As stated above, participants were asked to
designate the language(s) they use when communicating with other family members and
to attribute a value to their language preferences ranging on a scale from 1 (exclusively
German) to 5 (exclusively Russian). The questions targeted not just the languages the
family members actively choose for communicating with others but also how they are
addressed themselves by others in the family. Furthermore, we asked them to designate the
language(s) other family members use when talking to each other. For example, children
were asked about their personal language choices when interacting with siblings, parents,
and grandparents. Additionally, we gathered data on their perception of how parents
communicate with each other and with the grandparents. Table 6 presents the average
language preferences by generations.
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Table 6. Average language usage in family interactions on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = only German; 5 =
only Russian).

Communication with

Generation
Children Parents Grandparents

. 2481 3.57 441
Children (SD = 0.87) (SD = 0.88) (SD = 0.85)

Parents 3.91 442 4.76
(SD = 0.61) (SD = 0.56) (SD =0.38)

Grandparents 4.63 4.76 4773
(SD = 0.52) (SD = 0.36) (SD = 0.41)

I Communication with siblings. 23 Communication with spouses.

Children exhibit a wide range of language use when communicating with siblings,
parents, and grandparents. Their preferences show an overall gradual increase in the use of
Russian with the older generations, starting from a balanced mix of German and Russian
with siblings (M = 2.48) to a stronger preference for Russian with grandparents (M = 4.41).
The variability in their language practices suggests that they do not have firm preferences
for single languages, even when communicating with the same family member. Similar
findings were reported in Protassova’s study (Protassova 2018), where children exhibited a
higher frequency of majority language usage in their daily interactions compared to their
parents, resulting in a higher index of majority language use among children.

Parents play a crucial role as a linguistic bridge between the generations. They exhibit
a pronounced preference for Russian in their interactions with other family members.
Notably, this preference becomes stronger in conversations with their spouses (M = 4.4),
suggesting a shared linguistic space in the nuclear family unit. Based on their responses to
survey questions about language use with other family members, it became clear that most
families support Russian language use by increasing its presence and apply the “principle
of maximal engagement with the minority language” (De Houwer 2007; Yamamoto 2001).
Three families seem to prefer the one parent one language (OPOL) strategy (Okita 2002),
since the mothers stated that they consistently communicate with the child in Russian,
whereas the Russian-speaking fathers use German. Two families promote flexible use
of both languages, including translanguaging at home (Alvarez 2014), i.e., the parents
conceded that they mix both languages and use them to an equal degree.

Grandparents exhibit the strongest preference for Russian across all their family
interactions, with minimal variation in language choice. Whether communicating with
their grandchildren, children, or spouse, the scores suggest an overwhelming use of Russian.
This stable language preference among the oldest generation highlights their significant
role in fostering Russian as the primary medium of communication in the family.

To sum up, a clear generational pattern emerges from our data, ranging from the
children’s mixed use of German and Russian to the grandparents’ strong preference for
Russian. As a next step in the analysis, we looked at the transnational aspect of language
maintenance. Specifically, we explored whether children maintain contact with Russian
beyond Germany’s borders. In total, 76% of the children confirmed contact with Russian-
speaking friends and relatives outside Germany, spanning from grandparents to second-
degree relatives. This underlines the role of transnational relationships as a factor that
adds to the motivation for maintaining the Russian language in the countries of residence.
Table 7 illustrates the average frequency of interaction with these individuals, depicted on
a scale from 0 (never) to 5 (once a week).

Phone calls are the most frequent medium of communication with family members and
friends outside Germany, yet the high standard deviation highlights significant differences
in how often families engage in these calls. Video calls, facilitated by platforms such as
Skype or Zoom, are less common, and their usage varies considerably across families.
Surprisingly, emails and chat applications like WhatsApp or Viber are even less frequent,
showecasing the limited role of these digital communication tools. Visits to and from family
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members residing outside Germany are exceptionally infrequent, highlighting the logistical
and financial obstacles leading to scarce direct face-to-face encounters in the context of
these international family relationships.

Table 7. Average frequency of contact between children and Russian-speaking friends and relatives
in other countries on a scale from 0 to 5 (0 = never; 1 = less than once a year; 2 = once a year;
3 = several times a year; 4 = once a month; 5 = once a week).

Contact Average Frequency
Phone Calls 2.16 (SD =1.97)
Video Calls (Skype, Zoom, etc.) 1.48 (SD =1.76)
Emails/Chat (WhatsApp, Viber, etc.) 1.20 (SD = 1.76)
Visiting Them 0.56 (SD = 0.65)
Being Visited 0.40 (SD = 0.50)

Our analysis of media consumption activities, including reading, internet browsing,
and watching TV and movies, uncovered distinct language preferences among children,
as shown in Table 8. The responses, using a predefined scale from “never” to “very
often”, show a pronounced preference for German across all media. While reading and
internet browsing are more frequently done in German, watching TV and films exhibits
a more balanced distribution. In this domain, the frequency of using Russian is clearly
higher than in reading or browsing the internet, though German still remains the more
frequently chosen language. These results underscore a clear trend towards German for
media consumption among children, with some individual differences in the frequency of
the use of Russian, as indicated by the standard deviations.

Table 8. Reading, browsing the internet and watching TV or movies by children in Russian and
German on a scale from 0 to 4 (0 = never; 4 = very often).

Activity Russian German
. 1.12 2.48
Reading Books (SD =1.17) (SD =0.96)
. 0.84 2.48
Browsing the Internet (SD =1.11) (SD = 1.23)
. . 1.96 24
Watching TV, Movies (SD = 1.21) (SD =1)

The multiple regression analysis revealed no significant impact on the overall language
proficiency scores, yet it showed a notable trend concerning the role of reading in Russian.
Children who read more frequently in Russian exhibited a tendency towards increased
language proficiency scores (coefficient = 6.98; p = 0.066). Although not statistically signif-
icant, this trend suggests a positive correlation between regular reading in Russian and
higher language proficiency among children, highlighting the potential benefits of reading
for language development.

For adults, the analysis of media consumption activities—rated on a scale from 1
(only in German) to 5 (only in Russian) (see Table 9)—reveals significant findings for
parents but not for grandparents regarding reading habits. Specifically, parents who read
more frequently in Russian, as opposed to German, show higher scores in the language
proficiency test (coefficient = 1.675; p = 0.03).

To sum up, family communication primarily takes place in Russian. This holds even for
the children, except when they interact with siblings, where both languages are used. Most
children maintain contact with Russian-speaking relatives and friends outside Germany,
particularly through phone calls. The multiple regression analyses were unable to prove
effects of language choice and maintenance of transnational contacts on the proficiency test
scores of the children. While children show a preference for German in media consumption,
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frequent reading in Russian tends to improve their Russian proficiency. Furthermore,
reading in Russian also has a significant effect on the proficiency test scores of the parents.

Table 9. Reading, browsing the internet and watching TV, movies by (grand)parents on a scale from
0 to 5 (0 = no use of the media; 1 = only German; 5 = only Russian).

Generation Reading Books Browsing the Internet Watching TV, Movies
Parents 291 2.81 3.34
(SD = 1.35) (SD = 0.79) (SD = 0.85)
Grandparents 4.42 3.52 411
P (SD = 0.61) (SD = 1.38) (SD = 0.81)

3.4. Language Management: Russian Language Education

Schwartz (2008) emphasized the pivotal role that both formal and informal educational
settings play in fostering proficiency in the home language. The involvement of the children
in Russian language classes, as reported by them and their parents, covers a broad spectrum.
Typically, the children in our study participate in Russian language lessons for about 1 to 2 h
each week, yet there is significant variation in how regularly they attend these lessons and
in the overall length of their involvement, ranging from those who have never attended
Russian lessons to those who have been engaged in such educational activities consistently
for as long as 12 years (Mean = 3.6, SD = 3.91).

Bohmer (2016) shows in her study that bilingual children who were exposed to Russian
literacy instruction perform better in both of their languages than those who did not have
this kind of structured input. Through linear regression analysis, we assessed the impact
of Russian lesson attendance on language proficiency scores, which yielded a positive
correlation: Each year spent in Russian classes correlates with a 1.71-point score increase
(p = 0.024), signifying a substantial benefit of prolonged instructed input for developing
language skills (see Figure 2). However, this factor accounts for only about 20% of score
variation (R-squared = 0.2025), indicating that other influential factors are at play. Thus, our
findings emphasize an important but not decisive role of Russian language instruction for
boosting proficiency in the heritage language. Moreover, the analysis reveals that age does
not have a significant impact on scores, indicating the consistent effectiveness of Russian
lessons across different age groups.
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Figure 2. Impact of Russian lesson attendance on cloze test score: linear regression (blue line) and
LOESS analysis, age indicated by size of the dots. The blue line provides a summary of the linear
relationship between years of Russian lessons and test accuracy.
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3.5. Language Ideologies

Language ideologies were tested by presenting statements to our participants regard-
ing attitudes towards the Russian language and culture, which they had to evaluate by
using a Likert scale from 1 (“completely disagree”) to 4 (“completely agree”). Overall, fam-
ily members express a positive attitude towards the Russian language and culture across
the board (see Table 10). However, the children’s views differ from those of the adults,
especially regarding the role of Russian in preserving the literary heritage (Statement 2),
attitudes towards literacy (Statement 7), and Russian language teaching in German schools
(Statement 8). As noted in the previous sections, only a subsample of the children in our
study regularly read in Russian and evaluate their literacy skills as high. Interestingly,
one-third of the grandparents (31,5%) do not perceive any instrumental value in Russian for
professional purposes and believe that its use negatively impacts German language skills.

Table 10. Language attitudes by generation on a Likert scale from 1 to 4 (1 = completely disagree;
4 = completely agree).

Statement Children Parents Grandparents
(1) Knowledge of the Russian language can be used for professional ) 3.18 2.89
purposes/at work. (SD =0.93) (SD = 0.99)
. . . . 292 3.90 4
(2) The Russian language gives access to Russian culture and literature. (SD = 0.81) (SD = 0.3) (SD =0)
(3) I believe that preserving the culture and language of the country of } 3.87 3.73
origin makes sense. (SD =0.34) (SD =0.73)
- . . . . . 3.36 3.28 2.78
(4) Proficiency in Russian does not negatively affect proficiency in German. (SD =0.7) (SD = 0.92) (SD =1.13)
. . . 3.56 3.53 3.79
(5) Ilove listening to Russian speech. (SD = 0.58) (SD = 0.62) (SD = 0.42)
. . 3.32 3.75 4
(6) Ilove speaking Russian. (SD = 0.69) (SD = 0.44) (SD =0)
. e . 2.64 343 3.84
(7) Ilove reading and writing in Russian. (SD = 0.98) (SD = 0.67) (SD = 0.50)
. C 2.56 3.03 3.21
(8) Russian should be taught as a school subject in Germany. (SD = 0.92) (SD = 0.86) (SD = 0.79)
(9) When I have children, I want them first of all to learn the 3.04 ) }
Russian language. (SD =1.02)

When analyzing the correlation between the expressed attitudes towards the Russian
language and culture and the scores from the proficiency test, we obtained some interesting
findings for the group of the parents, which reached significance in statistical testing.
Specifically, statement 3, which expresses a belief in the importance of preserving the culture
and language of the country of origin, positively influences parents’ language proficiency
scores (coefficient = 8.175; p = 0.017). Similarly, statement 7, indicating positive feelings
towards reading and writing in Russian, also positively impacts their proficiency scores
(coefficient = 3.813; p = 0.07). Although not significant, the trend is evident. These findings
underscore the importance of favorable attitudes towards literacy and the preservation of
Russian culture and language for maintaining language proficiency in adults.

Statement 9 (Table 10) was presented only to the children in order to receive infor-
mation on whether they are willing to prioritize Russian language learning when raising
their own children. We received various responses concerning this item. While the regres-
sion analysis did not reveal statistically significant findings, there appears to be a trend
suggesting a potential link between children’s favorable disposition towards transmit-
ting the heritage language to the following generation and their proficiency test scores
(coefficient = 8.764; p = 0.072).
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4. Discussion
4.1. Perspectives on Russian Language Use and Maintenance in the Three Generations (RQ1)

Our study revealed commonalities and differences in language practices and prefer-
ences across the three generations: While overall the language of family interactions in the
investigated families is mostly Russian, it is first and foremost the grandparents, who act
as a stronghold for the preservation of Russian as a home language. They unambiguously
identify Russian as their native language and consider it their stronger language (Table 2).
Although they outperform their children (=the parent generation) in the self-assessments
regarding literacy and oral skills in Russian, the experimental testing of proficiency in
Russian revealed, on average, lower scores compared to the parents’ group (Figure 1),
which, however, might be an effect of more recent experiences regarding (language) testing
in case of the parents compared to the grandparents. The grandparents use Russian for ad-
dressing all other family members and are addressed themselves by others predominantly
in Russian (Table 6). They place a high value on maintaining Russian, because it secures
access to Russian literature and culture, and show slightly higher emotional attachment to
Russian compared to the other groups in our study. Last, but not least, they call for more
institutional support of the Russian language in German educational settings by indicating
that they would appreciate if Russian is regularly taught as a school subject in German
schools (see Table 10).

Earlier in the paper, we compared the role of parents to a bridge between the two
languages and cultures. They predominantly consider Russian to be their stronger and
native language, although almost one-quarter of the parent sample state that they perceive
both languages, Russian and German, as their native languages (Table 2). As regards
language preferences, they prefer Russian when talking to their spouses and their parents
(=the grandparent generation), but when communicating with their children, they also
show tendencies of accommodating to the language choices of their children, which results
in a higher share of German when addressing their children compared to the grandparents
(Table 6). Like the grandparents, they attribute a high emotional and cultural value to
Russian but even consider it to be potentially beneficial for job purposes, which is different
from the grandparents.

The children in our sample exhibit a shift regarding language dominance and prefer-
ences, which is quite characteristic for heritage speakers: More than half of them consider
both Russian and German their native languages, while just one-third attributes this status
exclusively to Russian (Table 2). According to their self-perception, German is clearly their
dominant or stronger language, which is certainly linked to the weak assessment of their
literacy skills in Russian (Table 3). Nevertheless, they state that they predominantly use
Russian when talking to their parents and grandparents, whereas German is the preferred
language when communicating with siblings. In general, they exhibit a higher degree of
dual language use in the family than the other family members (Table 6). Russian has a high
emotional value for the children (apart from reading and writing), but they perceive more
problems in dual language development than the other two groups. This might be one
factor that contributes to the fact that their commitment to transmit Russian to their own
children is not at the ceiling and shows considerable interindividual variation. Furthermore,
they do not see the need for more institutional support of the Russian language in the
German educational system (Table 10).

To sum up, a notable generational shift from grandparents to children can be observed
in the investigated families. This observed shift regarding language proficiency and use
points to the evolving sociolinguistic dynamics in immigrant families. This reflects broader
trends in language shift and maintenance in immigrant communities, which have often
been described by resorting to the ‘cascade-model” proposed originally by Gonzo and
Saltarelli (1983) and developed further in recent studies on heritage language transmission
(cf., e.g., Bayram et al. 2019). These findings underscore the need for supportive policies
that encourage multilingualism and cultural diversity.
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4.2. Impact of Family Language Policies on Proficiency in Russian (RQ2)

Not surprisingly, the proficiency in Russian among the children was significantly
different from that of the parents and grandparents. Interestingly, the parents’ generation
scored slightly higher on the Russian proficiency test than the grandparents (M = 93.55,
SD =5.71 vs. M = 89.94, SD = 5.86, respectively), but nearly all parents and grandparents
showed a high level of proficiency in Russian. The children’s results on the Russian profi-
ciency test showed a wide range of scores (M = 70.21, SD = 14.83), which is a characteristic
trait of heritage speakers who are commonly divided into basilectal, mesolectal and acrolec-
tal speakers according to their differences from the baseline (see Polinsky and Kagan 2007).
To address the question, why some children become active and proficient users of multiple
languages from an early age, while others do not, despite similar exposure (De Houwer
1999), we explored the impact of several components of FLP, specifically (i) language pref-
erences in family communication, (ii) contact with Russian speakers outside Germany,
and (iii) media consumption on differences in proficiency scores across generations. The
statistical analyses performed for this study did not reveal a clear effect of these factors,
especially the proportion of Russian or German use in family communication, on the
proficiency levels of the children. Most families seem to employ a strategy of maximizing
Russian language input (De Houwer 2007; Yamamoto 2001) and generally favor Russian
as the main language for family conversations. Additionally, transnational contacts are
maintained in most of the families, although they seem to be not quite frequent. The same
applies to language choices for media consumption, where Russian seems to be favored
only for watching TV and films, which again is related to the low degree of literacy skills
among the children in this study. Parents who predominantly read in Russian rather than
German tend to achieve statistically significant higher scores on language proficiency tests.
Similarly, children who engage more frequently in reading Russian demonstrate notable
improvements in their language proficiency scores, pointing towards a trend rather than a
statistical significance. This leads to our last research question.

4.3. Relevance of Literacy Skills and Heritage Language Instruction for Language Maintenance (RQ3)

Given recent research highlighting a crucial connection between literacy skills and
language maintenance (Hammer and Miccio 2006; Howard et al. 2014; Limbird et al. 2014;
Rhys and Thomas 2013; Zhang and Koda 2018), we included this aspect in our research
design. Similar to the mentioned studies, we found that higher self-reported literacy
skills regarding reading and writing correlated with increased scores in the proficiency
test. Interestingly, not only literacy skills in Russian, but also in German, affects Russian
proficiency scores, especially in children. This finding is in line with previous studies
investigating the effect of literacy skills on bilingual language development (cf., inter alia,
Bohmer 2016 for heritage speakers of Russian in Germany). One possible explanation is that
strong literacy skills in any language can enhance overall cognitive and linguistic abilities,
which, in turn, support proficiency in other languages as learners have developed higher
metalinguistic awareness and/or are able to transfer structures from one language to the
other (cf. the famous Interdependence Hypothesis proposed by Cummins 1991). Regarding
the effect of heritage language instruction, we found a positive correlation between the
duration of attendance of Russian language classes and enhanced general proficiency
in Russian. This testifies to the vital role of formal language instruction in developing
heritage language skills, with duration of instructed learning being a key factor, as has
been stated already in previous studies (Brehmer and Mehlhorn 2018). This highlights
the critical importance of integrating structured input from Russian language classes
into the upbringing of bilingual children. Such prolonged instructed learning not only
enhances their proficiency in the heritage language but also promotes the development of a
balanced bilingualism. These insights have significant implications for educational policy
and curriculum design, advocating for the inclusion of heritage language programs in the
educational system to nurture bilingual or multilingual development from an early age.
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5. Conclusions and Outlook

This study was able to confirm many findings of previous studies dealing with Russian-
speaking families in Germany and the sociolinguistic situation of Russian as a heritage
language in Germany. The result that Russian-speaking immigrants in Germany exhibit
a high degree of loyalty towards their home language and try to maintain its dominant
position as the language of family conversations has been indeed noted before (cf., e.g.,
already Achterberg 2005). The fact that heritage speakers who were born in the host country
are the locus of an ongoing language shift with heightened dual language use is also a
commonplace in research on heritage languages, as is the high degree of interindividual
variability regarding their proficiency in the heritage language. However, in the case of
the population under focus, Russian stays an integral part of their identity with first of
all emotional values attached to it. Representatives of all generations agree in having
a very positive attitude towards Russian, they love to speak it and listen to it, and it is
an important means to stay in contact with relatives and friends in Russian-speaking
countries (see Table 10). The high degree of emotional identification with Russian and
its role in identity building is also evident from the interviews that we conducted with
every respondent, which will be the topic of a separate study. However, grandparents,
like parents and children, primarily emphasize the value of Russian for intrafamilial
communication and its role as a bridge to the cultural roots of their ancestors rather than
for future professional opportunities. This rather ‘backward” orientation confirms the
findings of previous studies (see, e.g., Laleko 2013; Anstatt 2017). Although this study
could not confirm a significant impact of the investigated components of FLP on the Russian
proficiency scores of the family members (especially the children, as they show the highest
degree of interindividual variability, cf. Paradis 2023), we were able to determine the
important role of the grandparents as a stronghold for the maintenance of Russian as the
language of family conversations. The inclusion of grandparents as representatives of the
extended family in studies on FLP goes beyond the scope of most of the studies in the
field. Our results, however, reveal that they perform an important function in shaping
the selected aspects of FLP in the families of our sample. Thus, an important conclusion
to draw from our study is the fact that future sociolinguistic studies should definitely
pay attention to language practices that go beyond the nuclear family and also include
grandparents as important agents contributing to FLP. The extent of their influence on
FLP is certainly contingent upon various factors, primarily the frequency of interactions
between grandparents and their children and grandchildren, which is influenced by their
place of residence (cf. Braun 2012). More research should be devoted to the impact of these
factors on the role of grandparents in shaping FLP. Overall, the role of grandparents should,
in general, not be underestimated.

An obvious limitation of this study lies in the fact that we focused on single aspects
of FLP, to put it more precisely: on aspects of explicit or overt FLP (e.g., attendance of
heritage language classes, language choices for communicating with other family members,
values attached to Russian). Future studies should also include aspects of implicit or covert
language practices and language management besides questions of literacy teaching and
practices in the families, which, however, calls for other ways of data collection beyond
questionnaires. Observations of real in situ practices and management strategies in family
conversations allow for a more inclusive approach encompassing both explicit and implicit
aspects of FLP. Furthermore, longitudinal studies on the development of FLP in the same
family over time and the factors that decide about the direction of this development are
badly needed, as well as studies focusing on its long-term impact on language proficiency
and cultural identity of family members (see, however, Meng and Protassova 2017 for
such an approach). Despite the existence of numerous studies on the Russian-speaking
community in Germany, including sociolinguistic ones, there still remains much to be done.
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Appendix A Cloze Deletion Test—The MC Format (English Below)

Mbermm ymetor niets. [loror, (1) Tak/mian/Kak mpaBuio camiibl, B Hajexk e (2) 3aBoeBaTh/
00j1a/1aTh / pacKphITh CUMIIATHIO caMOK. D10 ere (3) B/Ha/c 2005 roay oOGHAPYKUIM yUe-
uble (4) Ha/u3/10 YHusepcurera Bammnrrona, jokasas, 9ro (5) MenouaHbM / MeI0AnIHbIE /
MEJIOJIMYHBIX 3BYKH, KOTOpbIE U3/AI0T BJIIOOJEHHBIE (6) M/ mapbl/ yaeHble, OTHIONL He
ciydaitable. 13 (7) 91ux / Tex/ Takux 3BYKOB COTKAHbI y3HaBaeMble My3bIKajbHbIe (8) Mesto i/
kommosuimu/3armmcn. K coxkasieHnto, MbInHbIe TlecHn Haxogsrest (9) B/Ha/c Toit wacTu ju
amazona, koropsii (10) me/HO/HU mocrymen s Bocupusitus JromeMmu. (11) Harmmm/ux/
BaIM “IIpou3BeIeHNsT” MOYKHO YJIOBUTH TOJBKO (12) ¢/6e3/0 MOMOIIBIO CrienuabHbIX TPUOOPOB.

Mo (13) numar/30ByT/ 00T O4YeHb craparesbHO—He Menee (14) Tuxo/nnaBuo /
3aTeilyinBO U pa3zHooOpasHo, yeM mesune (15) mrunbl/3Bepu/ xuBorHbe. HOTIA KaKeTcs,
aro oun (16) GymayT/MOryT/ydarcs mOUTH OCMBICJIEHHO MeHATH BbicoTy (17) u/a/o mposo
JDKUTEILHOCTh usnaBaeMblx (18) nmpoussesnennit/counnennii/3sykos. Uepes 7 jler B pe-
synbrare (19) ananmsa/uccnenosanus / paceienosanns, Koropoe nposenu B 2012 (20) romx/
rojIy /TOJIOM aMepuKaHCcKue yaenble u3 Yuusepeurera /oka (21) B/ua/c Cesepnoit Kaposmne
OOHAPYKUJIUCE: MBIH (22) cliOCOOHDI / TOTOBBI/ YBEPEHBI ellle 00y IaThCsl IEHUIO, 3alI0MUHATD
(23) n/a/0 BOCIPOU3BOINTE HOBBIE IIOACIYIIAHHbIE Menoaun, (24) u/a/o He TOJBKO CBOU
cobcrBennbie (25) necun/cruxu/paccKasbl.

Mepimm Moryt maxke meth xopom. (26) Cpemu/Bre/U3 npumaToB TakuM TaJaHTOM
obazaer (27) unoraa/ b / Tak »Ke 9eI0BeK. Y YeHble cOOpaii HECKOJILKO MBIIIMHBIX CAMIIOB
B (28) ommy/BTOpYI0/MOPOryI0 KJIETKY, PsjioM—B apyryio—(29) nocrasuim/mocaauim/
moJIOXKUM caMky u ciyranu, 9to (30) on/ona/onn eii croror. Yepes Hekoropoe (31)
MeCTO/BpeMsi/ paccTOsTHUE CaMIlbl CJIOBHO ObI crieBaiuch (32) n/a/0 HaUMHAIM pacleBaTh
xopom. [Tpu (33) arom/3T0r0 /3T0My, OCHOBHO# MejIOnei cTanoBUIIaCh T4, (34) HEKOTOpPYIO/
KOTOPYI0/KOTOPBIME IIpe iara 60Jiee CUILHBIA CaMerl,

(35) UyTh/0ueHb/ coBCEM paHbIIE SITIOHCKIE YUIeHbIe u3 (36) My3est/ IIKOJIbI / PhIHKA 9KC-
epuMeHTAJIbHBIX TexHo oruilt Yuusepcurera Ocaku (37) coobmasu/coobimas/coobmmnm
0 TOXO0XKeM BblaaoreMcst OTkpeiTiu (38) B/u3/K ux mpoekre “Dposmonust mbimu”. (39)
Wuocrpanisl/ Yaenbie/ Y auTeis HACTOJBKO IPOJABUHYJIN TpyIILy Mbimeii (40) va/B10oJib /1o
3BOJIIOIMOHHOMN JjiecTHHIE, 9TO OHM (41) u/a/y mux samesm kak nruuakn. Hagasmoch (42)
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BCE/Bech/Bea ¢ OAHOM MbImy, y (43) KOTOPOIt/KOTOPYIO/KOTOpas O0HAPY KUIUCH BOKAJIHLHDIE
(44) norbl / uHCTPYMEHTHI/ CTOCOOHOCTU—PACCKA3BIBAET TJIABHBIA PYKOBOJIUTEIH IKCIIEPHU-
MeHTOB. (45) Teneps/Torna/Ckopo y Hac nesbiit xop— (46) nouru/0K0J10/HaBepHOE CTO
IIOIOIINX MBIIIIEN.

[orommast MpIb (47) MOJTy9IMIICs / IOy IUIIACH / TTOJTYy 9AI0CH TIOCJIE TOTO, KaK ee IPeIKaM
6bL1 (48) BHIIAH/3a1aH/ IaH TeH, KOTOPBI OTBevaer y Jiojeit (49) 3a/0r/u3 passurne pedn.
ITorom (50) uccirenosarenu/poaurenn/Bpadu Jaal STUM IeHETHIECKHA MOIU(MDUIINPOBAHHBIM
(51) mprmam / Mplmamu/ MbIIax CBOOOIHO PA3MHOXKATHCA—TO eCTh, (52) JABUraThest/ mBuracs,/
JIBUTATDH 110 9BOJIONUOHHON Jiectaure. U nakowern, (53) B/Ha/c oiuH npekpacHbiii e’
Ha cseT (54) nosABUTCs / IOABUIIACH / TIOSIBJISIETCS MBIIIh, KOTOPas 3aresa. JKcruepumenTsl (55)
IIPUBJIEKAIOT / TIPECICIYIOT / TIpeJIaraioT eIme OAHy Ieb. Ydenbie (56) 6buiu/OymayT/Oymynme
MBITATHCS J00PAThCsl JI0 MCTOKOB BO3HUKHOBeHMsi peun. U1 (57) B/0/Ha Mblmax, mo cyTH,
Mozenupyior (58) aror/ToT/TO TIpOIIECe.

English Translation (without blanks):

Mice can sing. As a rule, male mice sing in hopes of being favored by females. This was
discovered back in 2005 by researchers from the University of Washington, who proved that
the melodious sounds produced by mice are indeed music-like, recognizable compositions.
Sadly, the songs are produced at frequencies which cannot be perceived by human ear. The
songs of mice can only be registered using special equipment.

Mice are elaborate singers. They sing as intricately as birds. In other words, they
seem to have control over the pitch and length of the produced sounds. Seven years later
after the original discovery, research conducted in 2012 by American scientists from Duke
University in North Carolina showed that mice can also be taught how to sing and have
the ability to memorize and reproduce melodies produced by others.

They can even sing as a group. In the animal world, such talent is usually considered
to be found among humans only. Scientists placed several male mice in one cage, placed
a female in a cage nearby and listened. After some time, males were singing as a group,
in unison. At the same time, the melody produced by the strongest male was used as the
main tune during the group singing.

A bit earlier, researchers from the University of Osaka in Japan reported a similar
remarkable discovery in a project called “The Evolution of Mice”. The team was able to
advance the singing abilities of mice such that they began singing like birds. “It all began
with one mouse that demonstrated signing abilities.”-shares the lead researcher. “Now we
have a large group of singing mice—about a hundred of them”.

A singing mouse was born after researchers gave its ancestors a gene which is re-
sponsible for speech abilities in humans. The genetically modified mice were allowed
to procreate freely, and therefore, to evolve. Finally, one day, a singing mouse was born.
Researchers pursue one other goal by conducting experiments with mice. They search for
origins of speech abilities in humans and use mice to model the speech evolution process.
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