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Socio-psychological factors in passing on a mother tongue to preschool

children: Exploring narratives by foreign mothers in Japan
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Abstract

This study explores the circumstances and initiatives pertaining to family language education of
children living in Japan with a non-Japanese (foreign) mother. The study establishes the socio-
psychological factors that impede passing the mother tongue on to the child, based on empirical
research in the form of a series of interviews and workshops. The aim is to develop a support
system for foreign residents with regard to maintaining their mother tongues. Through the
research, five factors were identified as influential in passing a mother’s native tongue on to her
children. These are the foreign mother’s level of knowledge of the host country’s language;
difficulties in freely using one’s mother tongue in Japanese society; women'’s burden due to the
unequal division of gender roles; the lack of reciprocal learning of the wife’s mother tongue by
the Japanese partner; and the foreign mother’s uncertainty with regard to her child’s ethnic
identity.
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