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An empirical validation study of Spolsky’s language policy
model
Victoria Van Oss a, Piet Van Avermaet a, Esli Struys b and
Wendelien Vantieghem a

aCentre for Diversity and Learning, Ghent University, Ghent, Belgium; bCentre for Linguistics, Vrije
Universiteit Brussel, Brussels, Belgium

ABSTRACT
This study investigates Spolsky’s conception of language policy as
the amalgam of language beliefs, language practices and language
management. To the best of our knowledge, no quantitative
evidence has ever been produced for his theoretical model. The
current paper addressed this void, albeit specifically in the domain
of Early Childhood Care and Education – scarce in terms of
language policy research, but vital for children’s (multilingual)
language development. An Exploratory Factor Analysis yielded
three valid and reliable scales that capture language policy from
the perspective of early childhood professionals (N = 305)
associated with infant welfare clinics in the Flemish Community of
Belgium. Furthermore, a Confirmatory Factor Analysis indicated
that the three components are ‘independent’ as well as
‘interconnected,’ thereby quantitatively corroborating Spolsky’s
theory. We conclude that language policy is no unitary concept;
therefore, if one intends to study language policy holistically, the
three indispensable components are to be identified. As a
corollary, one simply cannot investigate management without
considering beliefs and practices, and vice versa.
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Introduction

Today’s multilingual reality, engendered by the ever-growing mobility across the globe, is
reflected in all spheres of modern society. Against this backdrop, research into language
policy (LP) has been steadily gaining momentum. According to Spolsky (2004), LP can be
defined as the amalgam of ‘three interrelated but independently describable components:
practices, beliefs, and management’ (Spolsky, 2007, pp. 3–4). Language practices are the
language behaviour of individuals, or, ‘what people actually do.’ Language beliefs relate to
what people think is ‘appropriate or desirable’ language use and language management
refers to people’s attempts to modify the practices or beliefs of members of a speech com-
munity (Spolsky, 2017). A manifestation of language management is advice giving – an
outside advocate’s effort to (un)intentionally change the beliefs and practices of an indi-
vidual or family (Spolsky, 2007). A pertinent example is the New Zealand early childhood
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workforce, whose advice to families contributed to the shift from Māori to English in the
1960s – which, twenty years later, was to be corrected by the immersion preschool pro-
grammes (Spolsky, personal communication, December 22, 2019).

While LP has been studied in multifarious domains, one domain that received surpris-
ingly little attention is Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) (Caporal-Ebersold,
2018, p. 57). The broad domain of ECCE comprises childcare, social welfare, child pro-
tection and health care for (expectant) parents, neonates and young children (Marope &
Kaga, 2015). Nevertheless, the linguistic diversity inherent in early childhood settings
poses challenges for its workforce (Chan, 2011). One instance of these challenges is
that despite the overwhelming evidence for the importance of home language develop-
ment for multilingual children (Cummins, 1991; Hélot, 2010; Verdon et al., 2014) and
the far-reaching repercussions of home language neglect (Couëtoux-Jungman et al.,
2010; De Houwer, 2017), ECCE professionals feel uncertain about how to promote
home languages (Kirsch & Aleksic, 2018, p. 148). Be that as it may, ECCE professionals
could be instrumental in inducing children’s home language maintenance during those
critical years of language acquisition (Rodríguez, 2015; Verdon et al., 2014). After all,
ECCE professionals’ language management – in the form of advice to parents – can be
a determining factor in the development of children’s language skills – or lack thereof
– as the advice may affect multilingual families’ language beliefs, practices and decisions
apropos the language(s) in which they want to raise their children. Hence, professionals’
Early Childhood Language Policy (henceforth ECLP) vis-à-vis the multilingual family –
warrants thorough investigation.

To the best of our knowledge, however, no quantitative evidence has ever been provided
for Spolsky’s LP model – not in ECCE, nor in any other domain for that matter. The
primary purpose of this research is therefore to explore whether language policy can be
decomposed into three interrelated but independently describable components – as
advanced by Spolsky – albeit applied to an ECCE setting, and viewed from a grassroots
perspective. More concretely, we aimed to verify whether advice giving as a language man-
agerial act is related to ECCE professionals’ beliefs and practices with regard to children’s
home languages. To this end, the first aim of this study was to develop three valid scales
measuring professionals’ ECLP. The second aim was to test Spolsky’s theory and establish
whether the constructs are indeed ‘independent’ as well as ‘interconnected’ (2019, p. 323)
by means of an evaluation of construct validity. The creation of these measures may be
useful for future research to investigate mechanisms among a larger population.

Previous research on Spolsky’s model

LP is a well-documented (Johnson, 2013; Shohamy, 2006) and flourishing field of study.
Amidst the manifold approaches, we rely on two influential yet compatible frameworks.
To begin with, we recognize that language policy can occur on different layers (i.e. micro,
meso, macro) that permeate and interact with one another and which coalesce into an
‘onion’ – an apt analogy drawn by Ricento and Hornberger (1996). From this multi-
layered perspective, the current paper regards LP as a multidimensional construct by
investigating the dynamics in Spolsky’s (2004) triangular model. As such, the inter-
relationship between language beliefs, practices and management has been the focal
point of a number of studies in disparate spheres.
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In the national domain, Kristinsson (2012) reviewed one hundred years (from 1860 to
1960) of Iceland’s implicit ‘academy-free’ language policy. He found that, until the estab-
lishment of a central language council in the 1960s – with the aim of consolidating the
nation’s language management – language beliefs, practices and management were inter-
connected. Björkman (2014) applied Spolsky’s trilogy to the school domain. His analysis
of language policy documents from Swedish universities showed interdependence
between language beliefs (i.e. the worry that Swedish is losing ground due to the wide-
spread use of English), language management (i.e. to protect and promote Swedish)
and descriptions of language practices. Nevertheless, while the LP constituents have
been identified in the scholarly realms in a variety of ways, the interrelationships
among the components manifest quite differently depending on the research context.
Angouri (2013) and Kingsley (2009), for instance, examined LP in the workplace; the
former in multinational companies in Europe and the latter in international banks in
Luxembourg – two loci with English as the formal working language. Their mixed
methods research revealed some discrepancy between language management and
employees’ beliefs and practices, as staff adopted a multilingual ‘flexible’ approach
when communicating at work, despite official recommendations stipulating the
inverse. Consonance between the three pillars in the family domain does not seem
evident either. Chatzidaki and Maligkoudi (2013) interviewed Albanian immigrant
parents in Greece about their family languages policies (FLPs) in relation to ethnic
language maintenance. They found that despite parents’ positive beliefs about Albanian,
the majority did not engage in language management efforts to transmit Albanian to
their children. Mirvahedi and Jafari (2021) reported similar results; their interviews
with bilingual parents in Iran revealed that despite parents’ ideological attachment to
Azerbaijani (i.e. their ethnic language), Farsi (i.e. the official language) was omnipresent
at home and management efforts to alter this were in short supply. When we turn our
gaze to the paucity of studies investigating LP in ECCE; it is noticeable that these are
invariably conducted in childcare facilities, while other sectors (e.g. health, child protec-
tion, social welfare) seem absent from the literature. Bergroth and Palviainen (2017), for
example, investigated child agency in the interplay between Finland’s official monolin-
gual language policy and its education policy (i.e. acknowledgement of the bilingual
child’s right to make use of both languages). They monitored bilingual children at
Swedish-medium preschools in Finland and found that all children played an active
role in the construction of both policies. They argue that the two policies (i.e. manage-
ment) and perceptions of these policies (i.e. beliefs) were intertwined with language prac-
tices. Another study, by Caporal-Ebersold (2018), explored LP in a bilingual crèche in
France, which operates a One Professional-One Language (OPOL) language policy to
support children’s bilingual development. Her ethnographic case study showed interre-
latedness among the LP components as the crèche’s official LP (i.e. management), and
parents and professionals’ language practices, were formed by their language beliefs.

On the whole, we found that whereas some – but definitely not all – studies have
demonstrated the ‘interrelatedness’ between the LP components, it appears that the
second part of Spolsky’s definition has been somewhat overlooked, for no studies have
concomitantly substantiated that the components are also ‘independent.’ While these –
preponderantly qualitative – studies yielded enlightening insights into LP, it remains
unclear – due to the lack of quantitative instruments – how closely the components
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are connected and how widespread certain language beliefs, practices and management
acts are; a void this paper aims to fill, in the hitherto neglected domain of ECCE.

Method

Research context

The locus of this project is the FlemishCommunity inBelgium– an entity of the federal state
comprising all inhabitants from the officially monolingual Flemish Region and the Dutch-
speaking inhabitants of the officially bilingual (Dutch-French) Brussels-Capital Region –
which has legal responsibility for matters including welfare and education. The Flemish
Community’s language policy –marked by the preeminence of Dutch – can be illuminated
by several factors; oneofwhich is thefight for the recognitionofDutch (against French) as an
official language inFlanders andBrussels in thenineteenth and twentieth centurywhich trig-
gered the prevailing notion that Dutch is in jeopardy and that, accordingly, it has to be pre-
served as the majority language in the Flemish Community (Mettewie & Mensel, 2020).
Despite this official strict monolingual policy with scant attention for languages other
than Dutch, its linguistic landscape is nevertheless increasingly heterogeneous. In 30% of
the children born in 2019 the language use between mother and child was not the majority
language (i.e. Dutch). Other languages most widely spoken in home environments are
French (5.9%), Turkish (4.3%) and Arabic (2.7%) (Kind en Gezin, 2019).

The ECCE context for this study is Flemish infant welfare clinics. The institutions in
question offer medical, psychosocial and educational prevention to parents with newborns
and children up to three years old. The raisond’être of the infantwelfare clinic is to create the
necessary conditions to maximize young children’s development opportunities by offering
family support, entirely free of charge. Their outreach is therefore remarkably broad; of all
babies born in Flanders in 2018, no less than 90% paid a visit to the infant welfare clinic
(‘Child and Family’, n.d.). The clinics provide health care (e.g. administering of vaccines,
monitoring child development, etc.) as well as (multilingual) parenting advice. The fact
that these professionals reach nearly all families in the Flemish Community entails that
their potential impact onmultilingual parents’ FLP is by nomeansmarginal – and therefore
highly interesting for our research. As for the clinics’ LP; we should first mention that these
facilities are under the auspices of ‘Child & Family,’ an agency of the Flemish government.
However, in contrast to other domains of Flemish language policy, professionals in infant
welfare clinics are allowed to use other languages than Dutch in their communication
with non-Dutch-speaking parents, which is justified by the specific need to provide
health care to vulnerable families (Van Gorp & Moons, 2014). In addition to such leeway,
the Child & Family agency promulgates a multilingual LP for early childhood facilities
and emphasizes the importance of home language development for young children
(2012). This openness to linguistic diversity is unparalleled in other domains of Flemish
language policy, such as education or government communication targeted at adults.

Survey development

The first step towards the creation of ECLP measures was the development of a question-
naire. This process was carried out as part of the research project ‘Pro-M,’ which was
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launched in 2018 with the objective of promoting early multilingualism in childhood and
childcare. Item generation was the fruit of deductive and inductive strategies (Kapuscinski
&Masters, 2010). The former involved a literature review and examination of pre-existing
scales, whereas the latter included in-depth discussions between the project members (i.e.
five policy officers and nine academics). The initial item pools were to reflect the desired
ECLP constructs; viz. professionals’ beliefs about the value of home languages, their
language practices at the clinic, and their language management – in casu operationalized
as advice on multilingual parenting. Face validity was evaluated by target population
judges to verify whether the instrument was appropriate for the intended purpose
(Morgado et al., 2018). Three professionals – one volunteer, one nurse and one district
teammanager – pilot-tested the survey and their subjective judgement was taken into con-
sideration (e.g. withdrawal of ambiguous and formal language). In the penultimate stage an
editor was hired to perform item redaction and to fine-tune the questionnaire.

Respondents and data collection

Data gathering commenced with a random sample selection by virtue of a stratified two-
stage sampling method. In the first stage, nineteen municipalities located in Flanders and
Brussels were selected based on the high prevalence of mothers who do not speak the
dominant language (i.e. Dutch) to their child. In the second stage, one to two institutions
were selected per municipality (depending on the population size) resulting in a sample
of 34 institutions. The latter’s staff were then invited to participate in our survey. Five
teams declined and 29 facilities, including 337 professionals, consented – thus represent-
ing 10% of the 302 Flemish infant welfare clinics in Belgium. Data collection ran from
March until August 2019, during which professionals with a coordinating function (32
from the 337 respondents) completed a survey comprising only management related
questions. These 32 questionnaires were omitted from the dataset. Our final sample
(N = 305) thus consists of 74 nurses (24%), 73 physicians (24%), 21 family supporters
(7%) and 137 volunteers (45%), of which the vast majority are female (94%). The
gender-skewed sample distribution does not undermine generalization of our findings,
for at the time of the data collection virtually all (91%) of the employees working for
the Child and Family agency were women (‘Child and Family’, n.d.). The mean age of
the respondents was relatively high (M = 52.58, SD = 15.96) and ranged from 23 up to
80 years old. This is due to the high average age of volunteers working in the clinics,
who are primarily retired women. Ensuing administration and collection, the authors
embarked on a quest to find three suitable scales by dint of rigorous psychometric ana-
lyses as well as theoretical rationales.

Analytical plan

In view of the first aim of this paper – the development of three scales – we adopted a
stepwise approach consisting of five phases. Firstly, response distributions of the individ-
ual items were inspected. Self-reports are known to elicit response bias (Paulhus, 2017);
therefore, all items exhibiting limited variability were identified and disposed of (Clark &
Watson, 1995). With regard to the batteries of binary items assessing language beliefs and
management, if more than 85% of respondents either endorsed or denied the statements
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administered, a ceiling or floor effect was considered present (Bot et al., 2003). Conver-
sely, the battery of potential ‘language practices’ comprised items that were presented in a
five-point frequency Likert rating format; hence, if more than 85% of participants
responded identically to the items (e.g. if the vast majority ticked ‘sometimes’), they
were excluded from the item pool. In the second step, an Exploratory Factor Analysis
(EFA) was conducted (in SPSS Statistics, V26.0) to ensure unidimensionality of each
scale. More specifically, a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) with orthogonal rotation
(Varimax) was performed to evaluate each of the angles’ internal structure. In the third
step, a screening of the factor loadings of the items in the rotated solution was carried out.
Indicators which loaded above .30 were retained, a minimum acceptable cutoff point that
is recommended for a sample size of 300 respondents (Field, 2009). Furthermore, only
factors with a minimum of three items with factor loadings above the cutoff point
were retained in view of the subsequent factor analysis which necessitates at least three
items per factor to ensure minimum coverage of the theoretical domain and to properly
identify the construct (Hair et al., 2014, p. 608). Finally, all items in the retained factor
solution which cross-loaded above .30 were eliminated as these items are affected by
more than one factor and were thus deemed too intricate (Worthington & Whittaker,
2006). Next, internal consistency reliability was assessed by computing Cronbach’s
alphas and corrected item-total correlations (CITC). Whilst the acceptable level of
reliability remains a moot point, an alpha value below .60 is considered questionable
and above .75 demonstrating good reliability (Field, 2009). As regards CITC, which is
sometimes considered a more straightforward measure of internal consistency (Clark
& Watson, 1995), items with coefficients below .30 and above .80 were excluded as the
former suggests a lack of homogeneity (Viswanathan, 2005) whereas the latter is indica-
tive of multicollinearity.

To fulfil the second aim of this study – testing Spolsky’s theory – we conducted a
Confirmatory Factor analysis (CFA) (using SPSS Amos, V22.0). To assess how well a
measurement model fits the empirical data, a plethora of fit indices is available. We
report at least one incremental index and two absolute fit indices to provide sufficient
evidence of model fit (Hair et al., 2014). Comparative Fit Index (CFI) values above .90
and Root Mean Square Errors of Approximation (RMSEA) and Standardized Root
Mean Square Residual (SRMR) values smaller than .08 are commonly acceptable
cutoff criteria and were thus applied (Hooper et al., 2008). Chi-Square values along
with their p values and degrees of freedom are reported but disregarded, due to limit-
ations of the Chi-square test (Hooper et al., 2008).

Following the assessment of the overall fit of our measurement model, the second
objective of the CFA entailed an evaluation of construct validity. Therefore, three validity
aspects were explored including convergent, divergent and nomological validity. Conver-
gent validity (i.e. whether the items are related to the latent construct they are theoreti-
cally predicted to be) was examined by employing twomethods. Firstly, factor loadings of
the items were inspected, thereby eliminating standardized loading estimates that were
not statistically significant. In addition, all factor loadings below the cutoff value of .50
were removed (Hair et al., 2014), provided that contraction did not have a detrimental
effect on the construct in its entirety. Secondly, construct reliability (CR) was assessed,
thereby accepting all values above .70. Subsequently, divergent validity (i.e. the extent
to which the constructs are unequivocally different from one another) was examined
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by comparing the original three-factor-model with a unidimensional model in which the
same items load directly onto one latent construct. If the original measurement model
yields a better fit, evidence for divergence is supported since this finding implies that
the items represent different constructs (Hair et al., 2014, p. 619). Thirdly, we sought evi-
dence for nomological validity by exploring the model’s nomological network (Cronbach
& Meehl, 1955). The latter was established if the constructs in the measurement model
related to one another in a theoretically consistent manner and if this interrelatedness
was in line with Spolsky’s theory. Finally, we relied on the modification indices to ascer-
tain whether the model could be further improved.

Results

Development and validation of three scales measuring Spolsky’s triad

In this section, we first portray the methods that were employed to develop three scales
measuring ECLP from the professional’s vantage point. In the second part, we cast light
on how we established construct validity of the scales that emerged in the EFA and we
elucidate how the vertices of the language policy triangle are related.

Language management
As previously stated, the management component of the model was operationalized as
‘language advice’ of the ECCE professional to the multilingual family. The administered
questionnaire included twelve statements formulated as recommendations to parents
with regard to multilingual parenting. Professionals were asked what kind of advice
they offer families by ticking all the boxes that apply to them (in an ‘agree/disagree’
format). A first inspection of the variability in the response scores led to the removal
of one item which exhibited a floor effect, as 91.6% of respondents disagreed with the
statement ‘I advise multilingual parents to only speak Dutch to their child.’ Next, PCA
was performed on eleven items. The KMO value was .83, exceeding the recommended
value of .50 (Field, 2009) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity displayed statistical significance
(Chi-square = 833.90, df = 55, p < .001). We then relied on the Kaiser criterion and
inspection of the screeplot to identify the number of significant components
(Yeomans & Golder, 1982). Two components with eigenvalues greater than one were
generated. Factors I and II yielded eigenvalues of 3.50 and 2.35, respectively, together
accounting for 53.19% of the variance. The first factor contained six items with factor
loadings >.30 and the second factor five items. Table 1 portrays the rotated factor sol-
ution. For clarity of presentation, factor loadings that did not meet the standard cutoff
point were excluded from this table. Subsequently, Cronbach’s alphas were computed
to examine whether the pools of items exhibited coherence. Two items were omitted
from factor I to enhance internal reliability, thereby yielding an alpha coefficient of
.86. The set of items of factor II obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of .70. The corrected
item-total correlations of the items in both factors exceeded the threshold of .30,
suggesting good item consistency. Scrutiny of the psychometric properties of both poten-
tial scales suggested opting for factor I, yielding the highest alpha value (.86 > .70), and
the juxtaposition of factor contents only confirmed this tendency. Some extent of subjec-
tivity was required to label the factors based on our interpretation of the items (Morgado
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et al., 2018). It seemed suitable to label factor I as ‘management towards the home
language’ and factor II as ‘management towards the majority language.’ The latter
factor included items such as ‘I advise multilingual parents to read in Dutch to their
child’ and ‘I advise multilingual parents to speak Dutch and the home language inter-
changeably’ and accentuated the use of the dominant language (i.e. Dutch). In stark con-
trast, the factor summarized as ‘management towards the home language’ most closely
resembled the theoretical construct we envisaged. That is, the statements explicitly
involved the home language environment, example items are ‘I advise multilingual
parents to speak the language they know best with their child’ and ‘I give multilingual
parents tailored advice on language and multilingual parenting.’ Validity is an estimation
based on empirical grounds as well as theoretical rationales (Messick, 1995; Viswanathan,
2005) and a deviation from the proposed conceptual domain may result in ‘technical
sophistication in isolation’ (Van Maanen et al., 2007, p. 1146). As the focus of this
study is on the use of home languages, factor I labelled ‘management towards the
home language,’ was found to best capture the intended construct’s content domain
and was thus retained for further analysis.

Language practices
The administered questionnaire comprised twenty items measuring professionals’
language practices. First, two items exhibiting limited variability and three items
which concerned only one profession in particular were removed; resulting in a
battery of fifteen items on which PCA was performed. The KMO value was .79 and Bar-
tlett’s Test of Sphericity displayed statistical significance (Chi-square = 918.24, df = 105,
p < .001). Factor loadings were screened and all items that loaded below .30 were dis-
carded. Five components with eigenvalues greater than one were generated, accounting
for 61.56% of the variance. Eigenvalues were 3.78 for factor I (explaining 25.17% of the
variance), 2.10 for factor II (explaining 13.97% of the variance), 1.26 for factor III
(explaining 8.40% of the variance), 1.08 for factor IV (explaining 7.22% of the variance)

Table 1. Loadings of items measuring management on the two rotated factors.
Indicators F I F II

I advise multilingual parents to read in their home language to their child .86
I advise multilingual parents to read in Dutch to their child .66
I advise multilingual parents to speak Dutch and their home language interchangeably, but to
consciously plan which language is used and when.

.74

I advise multilingual parents to let one parent speak one language to the child, and the other parent the
other language

.68

I advise multilingual parents to only speak their home language with their child .53
I advise multilingual parents to speak the language they know best with their child .80
I advise multilingual parents to speak Dutch and their home language interchangeably, but to
consciously plan which language is spoken depending on the moment

.70

I advise multilingual parents to mix Dutch and their home language when speaking to the child, but to
consciously plan which language is spoken depending on the location

.70

I advise multilingual parents to speak Dutch and the home language interchangeably .56
I give multilingual parents tailored advice on language and multilingual parenting .77
I spontaneously give multilingual parents advice on language and multilingual parenting and indicate
what is best

.80

Eigenvalues
% variance explained

3.50
31.83

2.35
21.37

Note: Factor loadings from PCA. Factors with a minimum of three items with loadings >.30 are listed.
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and 1.02 for factor V (explaining 6.80% of the variance). However, inspection of the
screeplot suggested retaining only two to three factors. Moreover, factors IV and V dis-
played two items with factor loading above our cutoff value of |.30|, thus failing to meet
the established standard of a minimum of three items. The first three factors, however,
each comprised more than three items with factor loadings >.30. Thus, a three-factor sol-
ution was retained (see Table 3), thereby first eliminating cross-loadings. Consequently,
after removal of cross-loadings, only one item in factor III remained, and the factor was
thus discarded. Cronbach’s alphas were computed for the pools of items which loaded
above .30 in factor I (number of items = 6, after removal of one item, α = .81) and
factor II (number of items = 3, α = .65). However, factor II was somewhat of a curate’s
egg since its alpha value increased to .70 after removal of one item, but in that case
only two items remained, thus failing to adhere to the three-item-rule. Nevertheless,
the two remaining factors (I & II) were subjected to scrutiny. Factor I was labelled
‘language use with the multilingual family,’ and factor II was summarized as ‘deployment
of resources to facilitate the multilingual interaction.’ Besides the fact that ‘language use
with the multilingual family’ exhibited higher internal reliability than ‘deployment of
resources to facilitate the multilingual interaction,’ content inspection of the items in
factor II revealed that the ‘resources’ in factor II concerned multimedia resources as
well as involvement of an interpreter during the service encounter. The scale was thus
found to be less straightforward than factor I. Consequently, the latter factor labelled
‘language use with the multilingual family’ was retained for further analysis (Table 2).

Language beliefs
All items designed to assess beliefs about language use of and with the multilingual family
were selected from the overall survey resulting in a battery of 34 items. Subsequently, all
items with limited variability were omitted, curtailing the initial battery to 19 variables.
PCA yielded a KMO value of .72, and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity showed statistical sig-
nificance (Chi-square = 670.52, df = 171, p < .001). A screening of the items’ factor load-
ings was carried out of which the retained factors after Varimax rotation are displayed in

Table 2. Loadings of items measuring practices on the three-factor solution.
Indicators F I F II F III

I greet multilingual children in their home language .75
I only speak Dutch with the children -.68
In one-on-one situations with a multilingual child, I consciously use a few words from the
child’s home language

.77

I disapprove when children speak a language other than Dutch .66
If a child uses a word in their home language, I repeat that word in Dutch -.36 .66
I greet multilingual parents in their home language .78
I speak Dutch with the multilingual parents -.51
I speak to multilingual parents in their home language .68
I make use of resources if I do not share a language with multilingual parents (e.g. image
dictionary or Google Translate)

-.78

I use pictograms or photographs in oral communication with multilingual parents .84
I use pictograms or photographs in written communication with multilingual parents .73
I ask multilingual parents to share a few words from the child’s home language with me .35 -.42
I ask for an interpreter to communicate with multilingual parents .55 .33
Eigenvalues
% variance explained

3.76
25.17

2.10
13.97

1.26
8.40

Note: PCA factor loadings >.30 are listed.
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Table 3. Seven components with eigenvalues greater than one accounted for 60.88% of
the variance. Eigenvalues were 3.16 for factor I (explaining 16.65% of the variance),
2.40 for factor II (explaining 12.64% of the variance), 1.49 for factor III (explaining
7.86% of the variance), 1.22 for factor IV (explaining 6.42% of the variance), 1.16 for
factor V (explaining 6.10% of the variance), 1.10 for factor VI (explaining 5.78% of the
variance) and 1.03 for factor VII (explaining 5.43% of the variance). However, inspection
of the screeplot suggested retaining only three to four components. Factor VII displayed
only one item with factor loading above our cutoff value of |.30|. The sixth factor con-
tained three items which loaded above .30, although one item cross-loaded with an
item from factor III, and was therefore omitted. This resulted in a factor with only
two items with factor loadings >.30, thus failing to meet the established standard of a
minimum of three items per factor. Factors V and IV each displayed two items with
factor loadings >.30, hence they were discarded. Subsequently, reliability of the three
remaining factors was examined. Cronbach’s alphas were computed for the retained
items in factor I (number of items = 4, α = .67), factor II (number of items = 5, α = .64)
and factor III (number of items = 4, after removal of one item, α = .51). Factor III
showed poor reliability, so was discarded. Conversely, the alpha coefficients of the two
remaining factors (I & II) suggested moderate reliability. Consequently, both factors
were considered. The difference between their psychometric properties was negligible,
which is why further inspection of response distributions and contents was required.
The four retained items in factor I were summarized as ‘benefits of multilingualism.’
Most respondents, however, denied the administered statements. Only 19% of respon-
dents endorsed item ‘multilingual children have a stronger bond with their family
than monolingual children’ and 25% thought that ‘multilingual children do better at
school than monolingual children.’ Interestingly, the response scores were incongruent
with those of the pool with the corresponding polar opposite reverse worded items,
for example 3% of the respondents agreed that monolingual children who only speak
Dutch, have a stronger bond with their family than multilingual children. Accordingly,
the vast majority of respondents denied the statements from both pools. These contra-
dictory results made it difficult to draw conclusions regarding the interpretation of the

Table 3. Loadings of items measuring beliefs on three rotated factors.
Indicators F I F II F III

A multilingual child is best addressed in their home language at the IWC .72
A multilingual child is best addressed in Dutch at the IWC -.70
IWCs should reflect the different realities of multilingual children .38
At the IWC, a multilingual child is best addressed in the language in which he or she feels safe .63
multilingual children do better at school than monolingual children .62
multilingual children make friends more easily than monolingual children .65
multilingual children have a stronger bond with their family than monolingual children .73
multilingual children have more self-confidence than monolingual children .75
My own language use at the IWC has a great influence on the language development of the
children.

.59

I find it important to offer multilingual parents advice on multilingual parenting -.45
It is best for multilingual parents to mix Dutch and their home language freely .72
I find it important that multilingual parents can be assisted in their home language at the IWC. .65
At least one of the multilingual parents must speak Dutch to the children .69
Eigenvalues
% variance explained

3.16
16.65

2.40
12.64

1.49
7.86

Note: PCA factors with a minimum of three items with loadings >.30 are listed. IWC = infant welfare clinic.
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scales and might have led to an underestimation of professionals’multilingual beliefs. On
the grounds of this, the ‘benefits of multilingualism’ factor was omitted and factor II was
examined. The latter was summarized as ‘beliefs about language use with the multilingual
family during the service encounter’ and exhibited sufficient variability. Hence, the item
pool of factor II was retained for further analysis.

Corroboration of Spolsky’s theory

As the proof of the pudding is in the eating – one can only produce empirical evidence for
Spolsky’s theory by testing it. Accordingly, in view of the second aim of this paper, a CFA
was performed. We applied a maximum likelihood estimation method which required
raw and complete data. We found 9.8% missing values for management, 7.5% for
beliefs and 4.6% for practices, but Little’s MCAR test (1988) established that the data
were missing completely at random, χ2 = 419.689 (377), p = .064. The issue was addressed
by employing a regression-based imputation technique, thereby generating a new dataset
with imputed values, based on all available data for a given respondent, to replace isolated
missing values (Kline, 2011). Next, management, beliefs and practices were integrated as
constructs of a reflective measurement model including fourteen items. The chi-square
statistic, with 74 degrees of freedom, was 171.31 (p < .001). The value for RMSEA was
.066 and SRMR displayed a value of .057, both below the adopted standards of .08.
The CFI estimate was .93, thereby surpassing the standard of .90. Ergo, the three fit
indices provided support for overall acceptable model fit. The subsequent stage involved
an assessment of the construct validity by investigating convergent, discriminant and
nomological validity (Hair et al., 2014).

First, we verified whether the items tapping into their corresponding constructs
shared a significant amount of variance, thus exhibiting convergent validity. All path
estimates were statistically significant (p < .001), and a screening of the factor loadings
revealed that the indicators showed appropriate factor loadings (>.50), with the only
exception of one item (‘infant welfare clinics should reflect the different realities of
multilingual children’), with factor loading .44, which was retained in the model
because the reliability of the beliefs factor decreased if the item was deleted. Thereafter,
construct reliability was calculated manually for each latent construct under investi-
gation. The CR values for management, beliefs and practices were .86, .65 and .82,
respectively. Thus, all constructs exhibited acceptable to high reliability thereby
suggesting that all of the individual items were measured consistently. Next, it was
examined whether the three constructs positively differed from one another. To this
end, the three-factor model was transformed into a unidimensional model in which
all fourteen items tapped directly into a single latent construct. Comparison of the
fit of the one-factor model to that of the original three-factor model demonstrated sub-
stantial discrepancy between the two model fits. In fact, the unidimensional model
showed a very poor fit, χ2 (77) = 618.796, p < .001; CFI = .62; RMSEA = .15; SRMR
= .12, which indicates that the fourteen indicators represent three separate and
unique constructs (i.e. management, practices and beliefs), thus providing evidence
for divergent validity.

The correlations between the three constructs were all significant (p < .001), ranging
from .37 between management and practices, .43 between management and beliefs, up
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to .74 between beliefs and practices (Figure 1). As our measurement theory predicted the
three measures to be positively associated with one another, a certain degree of nomolo-
gical validity could be established. Ultimately, a minor and theoretically justifiable altera-
tion was made to fine-tune the measurement model (Arnau & Thompson, 2000). More
specifically, we allowed one pair of measurement errors to covary, as suggested by the
modification indices. It was indeed plausible that the error terms of ‘I greet multilingual
parents in their home language’ and ‘I speak to multilingual parents in their home
language’ were correlated as the formulation as well as the meaning of both items
were not entirely dissimilar. Therefore, the permission of within-construct error variance
posed no threat to the proposed theoretical structure. A visual diagram depicting the
modified model is displayed in Figure 2. The rectification resulted in a slightly better
fit with the data, χ2 (100) = 153.94, p < .001; CFI = .94; RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .057.
The latter model could have been further refined by adding more correlation error
terms. Nevertheless, without solid theoretical justification, this may have led to accep-
tance of a new model while concealing a more meaningful theoretical structure, and is
often advised against (Gerbing & Anderson, 1984; Kline, 2011). Therefore, no other
(unnecessary) modifications were carried out (Table 4).

Figure 1. Correlations (p < .001) of the three sides of the ECLP triangle.

Figure 2. Final three-factor measurement model.
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Discussion

Language policy (LP), according to Spolsky (2004), comprises three interconnected but
independently describable components: language beliefs, language practices and
language management. This paper challenges his claim by seeking empirical and quan-
titative evidence which – to date, at any rate – appears absent from the scholarly realms.
We addressed this void, albeit specifically within the domain of Early Childhood Care
and Education (ECCE) and viewed it from a grassroots perspective. To this end, we col-
lected data from professionals (N = 305) employed at Flemish infant welfare clinics in
Belgium. In this regard, the LP model was interpreted as follows: language management
was operationalized as advice to parents on multilingual parenting. Language beliefs
specifically concerned beliefs about children’s multilingual development and language
use with the family and language practices encompassed professionals’ language use
with multilingual families at the facility.

The purpose of this paper was twofold. First, to build three valid scales measuring pro-
fessionals’ Early Childhood Language Policy (ECLP). Second, to test Spolsky’s theory and
establish whether the constructs are indeed ‘independent’ as well as ‘interconnected’
(2019, p. 323) by means of an evaluation of construct validity. As regards the first objec-
tive, we successfully launched three unidimensional and reliable scales which can now be
utilized to measure beliefs, practices and management.

With regard to the second objective, we made a theoretical contribution to the field by
providing solid support for Spolsky’s conceptual model. The results of the Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) involved evidence for three subtypes of construct validity: conver-
gent, divergent and nomological validity. We first demonstrated that all items converge
adequately and consistently on their respective constructs. Next, by offering proof for
divergent validity we established that there are three components (i.e. beliefs, practices
and management) of an overarching construct (i.e. language policy) that are sufficiently
distinct from one another to be considered as separate components. Language policy is
no unitary concept; therefore, if one intends to study language policy in its entirety, all of

Table 4. Standardized factor loadings of the final measurement model.

Factor Item contents
Factor
loading

Management M1 I advise multilingual parents to read in their home language to their child .83
M2 I give multilingual parents tailored advice on language and multilingual parenting .74
M3 I spontaneously give multilingual parents advice on language and multilingual

parenting and indicate what is best
.75

M4 I advise multilingual parents to speak the language they know best with their child .78
Beliefs B1 At the IWC, a multilingual child is best addressed in the language in which he or she

feels safe
.51

B2 IWCs should reflect the different realities of multilingual children .44
B3 I find it important that multilingual parents can be assisted in their home language

at the IWC
.56

B4 At the IWC, a multilingual child is best addressed in their home language .56
B5 At the IWC, a multilingual child is best addressed in Dutch ® .55

Practices P1 I greet multilingual children in their home language .70
P2 In one-on-one situations with a multilingual child, I consciously use a few words

from the child’s home language
.78

P3 I greet multilingual parents in their home language .76
P4 I speak to multilingual parents in their home language .61
P5 I only speak Dutch with the children ® .57

Note: N = 305. IWC = infant welfare clinic. ® = reversed coding.
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its indispensable ingredients are to be identified. As a corollary, one simply cannot inves-
tigate management without considering beliefs and practices, and vice versa.

In addition, evidence was obtained for nomological validity as our results revealed the
expected positive correlations between the three constructs. This empirical finding cor-
roborates that beliefs, management and practices are indeed ‘interrelated,’ in accordance
with Spolsky’s theory. In other words, when applying Spolsky’s model to the multilingual
reality of an ECCE context, this means that professionals who strongly believe in the
value of home languages (i.e. beliefs) are more inclined to advise multilingual parents
to speak the language they know best with their child (i.e. management) and tend to
make use of home languages during the service encounter (i.e. practices). Conversely,
professionals who are somewhat sceptical about the benefits of home languages (i.e.
beliefs), are less likely to communicate with multilingual parents in any other language
than the dominant language (i.e. practices). And, professionals who advise multilingual
parents to only read in the dominant language to their child tend to show their disap-
proval when children speak their home language during the service encounter. While
we admit that this article focuses exclusively on the dynamic interaction between the
determinants that form language policy – we are, of course, aware that language policy
does not exist in a vacuum. Subsequent quantitative studies could therefore probe into
internal or external forces that drive language policy. Whilst the latter has already
been done qualitatively, and at the macro level (Albury, 2016; Guerini, 2011), this has
not yet been done quantitatively – and at the micro level.

By no means do we pretend to have generated turnkey measures that are universally
applicable. Moreover, ‘validation is an ongoing process’ (Zumbo & Chan, 2014, p. 4),
which means that while ‘authentically valid’ scales cannot be produced in a single
study, they can be achieved through replication and refinement in other research
environments (Venkatraman, 1989). Therefore, it would be invaluable to continue our
tentative steps by testing, improving and further validating the three scales. Needless
to say, the rich data of the present study suggest avenues for future research. After exam-
ining the Average Variance Extracted (AVE) of each factor we discovered that the beliefs’
average communality was very low, which is indicative of inordinate measurement error.
However, as AVE estimates are often found to be subpar, especially in exploratory
research (Hair et al., 2014), the matter was disregarded for the purpose of this study.
Also, validity is a matter of degree, rather than a question of all or nothing (Viswanathan,
2005; Zumbo & Chan, 2014), so we did not want to throw the baby out with the bath-
water. After all, the construct was found to be unidimensional and yielded adequate
internal consistency reliability. The authors did not intend to turn a blind eye to the
matter at issue, yet the reader should bear in mind that no measure is entirely free
from measurement error (Schmidt & Hunter, 1996) and that it is difficult to pinpoint
what lies at the root of this bias (e.g. halo effects, proximity errors, social desirability).
The beliefs construct thus requires some adjustment and we urge researchers to circum-
vent measurement error at item level (e.g. evaluate content, purify and if necessary
reword the items) and at measure level (e.g. examine sequencing, introduce filler items
from other scales between items) (Viswanathan, 2005).

A noteworthy finding was that the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) of the ‘man-
agement’ scale revealed two entirely different components, rather than some kind of con-
tinuum. This may indicate that in the respondents’minds there are actually two separate
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management dimensions, that is, ‘management towards the minority language’ (factor I)
and ‘management towards the majority language’ (factor II). Consequently, although our
preference for factor I was warranted, for this study focuses on the role of home
languages, the scale that emerged in the second factor may be useful in other research
contexts where the focus is more on the dominant language or on language mixing. It
would also be interesting to determine the grounds for this management bifurcation
by investigating what elicited professionals to opt for one of the advice directions.

And two final remarks. First, we acknowledge that the dichotomy between the Flemish
Community’smacro LP – with its strong focus on using only the majority language in the
public domain – on the one hand and the facilities’ meso LP – with an explicit openness
to linguistic diversity – on the other, may have permeated respondents’ micro level LP
dynamics. That is, professionals may have responded to the questions in terms of
what they think is expected of them, whether that may be from the Flemish authorities
or from the Child and Family agency. Nonetheless, this multilayered permeation
(Ricento & Hornberger, 1996) is not only challenging to grasp solely by means of a ques-
tionnaire, but is also beyond the scope of this paper. Secondly, we draw the attention to a
conspicuous feature of the parent-professional relationship which cannot be passed over
in silence: power disparity (Hall & Slembrouck, 2009; Maynard, 1991). The very nature of
advice giving engenders an asymmetric power relationship between both actors, whether
the advice was solicited or not (Schaerer et al., 2018). This does not necessarily mean that
the asymmetry is a resultant of the relationship; rather, it is naturally inherent, without
negating the possible reciprocity between the actors (Vandenbroeck, 2015, p. 111). It is
potentially a two-way street; for parents (e.g. with high socioeconomic status) can not
only reject the offered advice, but they can in turn (un)consciously influence pro-
fessionals’ ECLP. As a matter of fact, it would be interesting to establish which of the
LPs (macro or meso) most influences the LP dynamics within the parent-professional
relationship. That being said, both limitations could be addressed via an ethnographic
enquiry into early childhood professionals’ language beliefs and everyday language prac-
tices as well as interviews with multilingual parents – in order to paint a more holistic
picture of the phenomenon under investigation. We believe that our study provides a
solid foundation to embark on such an inquiry.

Conclusion

Linguistic plurality, engendered by the ever-growing mobility around the world, has
become ubiquitous in every sphere of contemporary society. This affects the kind of
language policies that are shaped and implemented in the domain of ECCE and poses
challenges for the early childhood workforce. The empirical contribution of this study
lies in introducing a measurement model – that satisfied rigorous validity criteria as
well as theoretical rationales – to capture Early Childhood Language Policy (ECLP)
from a grassroots perspective. For the first time, it is now possible to measure LP in
ECCE using valid scales which can be employed to clarify the triangular interconnec-
tions, and which are conducive to obtaining information on a large number of individ-
uals. The three measures constitute a rough cut that may contribute to more quantitative
research on LP in different spaces and layers. As regards our theoretical contribution to
the field; we dare say that our endeavour to empirically test Spolsky’s conceptual model
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proved worthwhile. We produced quantitative evidence by demonstrating that the ver-
tices of the language policy triangle are significantly and positively related to, but also
truly distinct from, each other. From these findings, one may conclude that language
policy functions as a gestalt – generated by the interaction between its indispensable
parts and where the whole is more than the aggregation of its ingredients.
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