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CHAPTER 6: REAL-LIFE LANGUAGE 
PRACTICES IN THE HOME: OBSERVATIONS 
AND REPORTED USE 
 
Margaret Deuchar 
 
 
As indicated in Chapter 2, various kinds of data were collected to supplement 
those collected by the interview: we shall report here on those collected by 
observation. This observation allowed us to compare the actual language usage 
of interviewees with their reports of language usage. It is known that respondents 
in interviews sometimes tend to give the answers they think are expected rather 
than those which reflect usage.  Since an accurate record of actual usage was 
essential to this project,  the observation of the interviewees’ language behaviour  
provided us with the opportunity to check the accuracy of respondents’ reports on 
their language choice.   

METHOD 

There were two methods of recording actual language usage during the 
interview: (1) the researcher filled in an observation sheet immediately after the 
interview  and (2) the researcher created a digital sound file of her/his entire visit 
using Marantz digital recording equipment.  In this report we refer specifically to 
data gleaned from the observation sheets rather than to the actual recordings.  
Transcription and analysis of the recordings will be carried out at a later date. 

Design of Observation Sheet 

The Observation Sheet is shown in Appendix 6.1.  As can be seen, the sheet 
contained sections for the researcher to note various kinds of information.  These 
included the language used by the interviewee on the telephone prior to the visit, 
the language used by the person who opened the door to the researcher on 
arrival at the interview, and the language chosen by the interviewee for the 
interview itself. The sheet also provided for the researcher to make a note of the 
language used by the interviewee to address anyone outside the interview, 
including the interviewee's partner, another adult, son or daughter, another child, 
someone on the telephone, someone at the door, and even a pet animal. In 
addition, the sheet allowed for the researcher to note the language used by 
anyone other than the interviewee, such as another adult or a child. The sheet 
also had sections in which the language chosen by any child interviewed could 
be noted, as well as the language of any radio or television programme that was 
on in the home at the time of the interview.  A final section allowed for the 
researcher to make any additional observations about language use observed. 
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Procedure 

Even before the visit to the respondent’s house, the researcher filled in details 
concerning the language used by the interviewee on the telephone when 
arranging the visit.  All other details on the observation sheet were filled in by the 
researcher immediately after visiting the home.  These details were then entered 
in coded form onto Excel and SPSS spreadsheets for analysis. 

Participants 

The researchers completed an observation sheet for 268 interviewees.  Since a 
number of interviews were conducted in places away from the interviewees’ 
homes (e.g., in a community centre, in a mobile research laboratory, at a leisure 
centre), there is a subset of interviewees for whom no observation sheet was 
completed. 

RESULTS 

Correlational analyses were performed to investigate the relation between many 
aspects of the observations and the following non-observational variables: Adult 
Category, mother’s self-report of language usage to child and father’s self-report 
of language usage to child.  The results are summarised in Table 6.1, which 
shows that almost all factors correlated significantly (shown by shading) with one 
another. In what follows we shall focus more specifically on (i) the relation 
between the Adult Category of the interviewee and their language usage 
observed and (ii) the extent to which self-report data correspond to observational 
data.  

The relation between the Adult Category of the interviewee and observed 
language usage 

Since the Adult Category was shown in Chapter 4 to be an important factor in 
relation to many of the variables examined, the validity of this result was 
expected to be confirmed by the finding that Adult Category also had a clear 
effect on language use when observed.  As shown in Table 6.1, there was a 
significant correlation between the Adult Category and every aspect of language 
usage observed in the home that is shown in the table. For example, there was a 
correlation of  r = .431, p<.000 between the Adult Category of the interviewees 
and the language they chose for the interview. We already saw in Chapter 4 (see 
Fig. 4.7) that the Adult Category had a clear impact on the choice of the language 
of interview.  Figure 4.7 shows that over 95% of W-W parents chose Welsh as 
the language of the interview, whereas in the case of E-E parents 61% of 
mothers and 44.4% of fathers chose Welsh.  Where the interviewee had been 
brought up in a Welsh-speaking home but had an English-speaking partner, 
he/she was still more likely to choose Welsh for the interview than English 
(92.6% of mothers and 72.2% of fathers in these categories chose Welsh). 
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In the reverse case, where the interviewee had been brought up in an English-
speaking home but had a Welsh-speaking partner, English was the most likely 
language of the interview, although almost half (43.3%) of mothers and over a 
quarter (27.8%) of fathers in this category chose Welsh as the language of the 
interview. 

In Chapter 4 (see Table 4.3) we also saw that there was a high correlation 
between the Adult Category and the language reported to be used to the 
interviewee’s child.  A significant correlation is also found between the Adult 
Category and the language actually observed being used to address 
interviewees’ children: r = .352, p<.325 for sons and r = .456, p<.000 for 
daughters.  Similar correlations are also found between the Adult Category of the 
interviewee and the language observed to be used by their children.  This is r = 
.470, p<.000 for sons and r = .456, p<.000 for daughters.   

Finally, there was a correlation of  r = .468, p<.000 between the Adult Category 
and the language observed to address the interviewee’s partner.  This is shown 
in Figure 6.1.  The vast majority of W-W mothers and fathers (88.9%) are 
observed to use Welsh to their partners, whereas the majority of E-E mothers 
(78.6%) and fathers (72.7%) are observed to use English.    In between these 
extremes we find, for example, that 38.5% of BIL mothers and 31.6% of BIL 
fathers use Welsh to their partners. 

The extent to which self-report data correspond to observational data.  

In this section we focus on (a) the relation between the language observed to be 
used in addressing the interviewee’s children and that reported to be used and 
(b)  the relation between the reported language of radio and television 
programmes in the home and the observed language in cases where a radio or 
television was on in the home at the time of the interview. 

(a) Language used to address children 

Comparing the language(s) observed to be used when the interviewee 
addressed his/her children with the language(s) he/she reported using was an 
important way of assessing the accuracy of the information reported in the 
interview and thus the validity of the interview as a whole.  

The language reported by parents to be used when addressing their children has 
already been discussed in Chapter 4 and is represented in Figs 4.5 and 4.6.  
These can be compared with Figure 6.2, which shows the language observed to 
be used by mothers addressing their children and fathers addressing their 
children. Table 6.1 shows that mothers’ self-reported language usage with their 
children was correlated significantly with their observed usage both with sons (r = 
.580, p<.000) and with daughters (r = .545, p<.000).  Similarly, there was a 
significant correlation between fathers’ self-reported language usage with their 
children both with sons (r = .451, p<.000) and with daughters (r = .479, p<.000). 
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These results suggest that, overall, parents were quite accurate in reporting their 
language usage.  There were some exceptions, however.  For example, one 
mother (who spoke Welsh before the researcher’s visit, on her arrival and with 
her during the interview) claimed to speak only Welsh to address her children. 
However, she was observed to address them in both English and Welsh, and her 
child chose to speak English in the interview. So this may have been a case 
where her aspirations to use Welsh did not match her actual practice.  However, 
in many cases where there were discrepancies between individuals’ reported 
language use with their children and their actual observed use, this could be 
explained by the fact that they were using the same language to address their 
children as that used with the interviewer.  For example, one participant said that 
she used mostly Welsh with her child but was observed to address him in 
English.  This mother was noted by the researcher not to be confident in Welsh 
and to have chosen English as the language of the interview.  She was then 
observed to choose the language of the interview to address her son. Another 
mother reported using English with her child, but was actually observed to 
address her in Welsh, which was the language she had chosen for the interview. 
It may be possible to explain this behaviour in terms of ‘politeness’ to the 
interviewer, or of a tendency to use the same language as that chosen for the 
interview if possible.  Switching to English in addressing her child might have 
been interpreted as excluding the interviewer; so she addressed her child in 
Welsh, knowing that the child could understand the language.  Interestingly, this 
mother was observed to use English in addressing her partner. However, this 
choice can be explained by the fact that he did not understand Welsh, which 
meant that she was thus obliged to address him in English despite the 
constraints of politeness.   

The idea that parents tended to use the language of the interview to address their 
children even when this conflicted with the language they reported using to their 
children is compatible with the fact, shown in Table 6.1, that there is a slightly 
higher correlation (r = .594, p<.000) between the language of the interview and 
the language observed to be used to interviewees’ sons and daughters than 
between this latter factor and reported usage (r = .580, p<.000 for mothers,  r = 
.472 p<.000 for fathers).   

There was also a significant correlation (r = .560, p<.000) between the language 
of the interview and the language observed in addressing the interviewee’s 
partner.  This suggests that in general, the language chosen for the interview 
may have been indicative of the language usage generally preferred and 
practised in the home.  An alternative interpretation would be that the language 
chosen for the interview was the one that the interviewee wished to go on record 
as using, and that he/she changed the normal language patterns in addressing 
the rest of the family for the purposes of the interview.   One way of deciding 
which interpretation was more likely in the majority of cases is to consider cases 
where the child was also interviewed, and to see to what extent his/her language 
choice correlated with that of the parent in addressing the researcher.  Table 6.1 
shows that there was in fact a significant correlation  (r = .581, p<.000) between 
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the language chosen by the child and the parent for interview, suggesting that in 
general, the language chosen for interview was the language of the home. 

As shown in Figure 6.3 (see also Figure 4.7 for a breakdown by Adult Category) 
the language chosen for interview was Welsh in over 60% of the cases, and the 
results reported above indicate that this was parallel with the fact that Welsh was 
being used in more than 60% of the homes of our interviewees.  

(b) Language of radio and television programmes  

In the interview participants were asked how often they listened to Welsh and 
English radio programmes and how often they watched Welsh or English 
television.  Thirty-two percent of participants reported that they watched 
television daily in Welsh, compared with 81% who reported that they watched 
programmes in English daily.  These results are shown broken down by Adult 
Category in Figures 6.4 and 6.5.   Figure 6.4 shows that there is a relationship 
between Adult Category and Welsh television viewing, and this was confirmed by 
obtaining a significant correlation between these variables of r =.373, p<0.01.   
As we can see in the Figure, over 60% of W-W adults report watching Welsh 
television daily, compared with only 13.6% of E-E adults.  What is interesting is 
that some Welsh television is watched by people in all categories.   

Figure 6.5 contrasts with Figure 6.4 in that there is no clear relationship between 
Adult Category and English television viewing; and no significant correlation 
between these variables was found.   This could be explained by the finding 
already mentioned in Chapter 4 that it is the quality rather than the language of 
English language programmes which is decisive in viewers’ selection.   We were 
able to check the self-report television viewing data with observation in just under 
one fifth of homes, where the television was on during the interview.  The 
languages of the programmes are shown by Adult Category in Figure 6.6.  Here 
we can see that the observation data correspond well to the self-report data in 
that adults of all categories view some programmes in English, but adults in only 
three categories (W-W,  E-W and W-E) are observed to view programmes in 
Welsh only or in both Welsh and English. 

As for the radio data, 35.6% reported in the interview that they listened to the 
radio daily in Welsh while 61.9% reported that they listened to it in daily in 
English.  These results are shown broken down by Adult Category in Figures 6.7 
and 6.8.  Figure 6.7 shows that over 60% of adults in the W-W category listen to 
the radio in Welsh daily, whereas the proportions are much lower in the other 
categories.  Figure 6.7 thus shows that there is a relationship between Adult 
Category and listening to the radio in Welsh: this was confirmed by obtaining a 
significant correlation between these variables of r =.383, p<0.01.   Figure 6.8 
shows that there also appears to be a relationship between Adult Category and 
listening to the radio in English: it is notable, for example, that the proportion of 
adults in the W-W group who listen to the radio in English daily is much lower 
than in the other categories.  The existence of a relation between Adult Category 
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and listening to the radio in English was confirmed by obtaining a significant 
negative correlation of r = -.297, p<0.01.  The contrast between this result and 
that relating to television can perhaps be explained by  a perception that the 
relative quality of radio programmes in Welsh and English is more equal than in 
the case of television.   It was more difficult to check the radio self-report data 
than in the case of television, since the radio was on in only 11 (3.5%) of 
households visited. However, Figure 6.9 (showing raw figures rather than 
percentages) may be indicative. We can see in the Figure that the W-W category 
seems to have the widest variety of listening habits in terms of language (i.e. only 
English, only Welsh and both Welsh and English) whereas the E-E category 
mostly listens only in English.   We must emphasize that these numbers are very 
small, but they are not incompatible with the self-report data.  
 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
As reported in Chapter 4 in relation to the interview results, we have found 
that the adult language category has a significant impact on almost all 
variables examined in the observational data.   Our comparison of the 
observational data and the self-report data suggests a high degree of 
correspondence, and thus validity, for the core interview data.  Where 
parents are observed to use a different language to address their children 
from that reported, we have suggested that this can usually be explained in 
terms of politeness to the interviewer by avoiding switching languages to 
address someone else. We have also suggested that the language chosen 
for the interview was a particularly good indicator of the amount of Welsh 
being spoken to children at home. 

The comparison of the self-report and observed data relating to radio and 
television shows that self-report appears to be accurate on the whole, and 
confirms the suggestion made in Chapter 4  that television programmes in 
English are selected because of their quality rather than their language. 
The same does not appear to be true of radio programmes, however. 
 
POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

PR 21.  Policy can be formulated with confidence on the basis of our 
interview data, which has been shown to correspond well to our 
observational data.  
 
PR 22.  As suggested in Chapter 4, efforts should be made to 
improve the quality of Welsh television programmes. 

 


