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Abstract: Language socialization concerns the
verbal interactions of children and novices in
social and cultural communities, and a
number of studies have been conducted to
examine the role of language in learners’
social and cultural development around the
world. This paper aims to give a literature
review on language socialization to discuss
current research issues and future research
trends. Firstly, it starts with a brief
introduction to the background and research
significance of language socialization.
Secondly, this paper gives a historical
overview on the theoretical development of
language socialization and discusses its
related definitions and characteristics.
Thirdly, it reviews the existing literature from
different perspectives. Lastly, with the
summary of the major findings and research
gap detected in literature review, the
conclusion part gives a brief remarks on the
implications for future research of language
socialization in China.
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1. Introduction
The world today has increasingly become a
global village with economic integration, global
migration and highly developed network, and the
role of languages in people’s social life counts.
Since we are born, the process of language
acquisition and socialization begins and
continues throughout our life, and language is a
fundamental medium in people’s social and
cultural development, especially for children’s
socialization. With the development of high
technology, social change, and globalization in
the 21st century, children’s socialization and
development would be impacted in linguistically
and culturally diverse communities (Ward, 2019).
As a country of 56 ethnic groups, China is a
country with distinct ethnic, linguistic and
cultural diversity. The government has made a

series of laws and policies across recent decades
to promote both Mandarin and champion
regional varieties (Wang, 2015; Wang & King,
2022). For example, China has made and
implemented multilingual education policies
(1982, 1984) for many years. With the
philosophy of being a state of Duoyuan Yiti (Fei,
1989), Putonghua is promoted for all ethnic
minority groups. As the medium of instruction in
classroom, Mandarin is learnt formally by ethnic
young children since kindergarten. In the year of
2001, English was introduced into the primary
school curriculum. Since then, the same with
Han children, ethnic young learners also need to
learn English since grade three if there are
qualified English teachers in their schools (Wang,
2015). Therefore, Chinese children, especially
ethnic minority children, are socialized in
different linguistic and cultural contexts
including the above mentioned multilingual
community.
Language socialization was proposed in the
1980s, emphasizing language learners’
simultaneous development of linguistic
acquisition and pragmatic competence through
interaction in local community (Duff, 2010). It is
a new paradigm arising from the wave of social
turn of second language acquisition, and it
claims that children or novices also learn how to
appropriately use language in social contexts
during the process of language acquisition. It is
of great importance to research into language
socialization of children or novice learners,
because language socialization is not only a
process of learning to promote communicative
competence from experienced speakers but also
a process of enhancing identity, membership and
legitimacy (Duff, 2008; Schieffelin & Ochs,
1986a). Therefore, studies on language learners’
socialization can be a valuable source of
information beyond issues regarding their
linguistic repertoires, register formation and
language norms. In addition, issues related to
social contexts and interactional activities can
also be discussed.
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Since the 1980s, this innovative approach to the
study of the verbal interactions of children and
novices in social and cultural communities has
appealed widely to researchers from different
fields in the world. The related studies
complement research on language acquisition
and formal language education by paying
particular attention to the social, cultural, and
interactional contexts (Cekaite, 2020; Gordon,
2004; Pease-Alvarez, 2001; Pesco & Crago,
2017), and by examining the role of teachers,
peers, siblings, and other more experienced
members who explicitly or implicitly help
novices gain expertise in the ways of the
community practices (Huang, 2011; Mangual &
Baquedano-López, 2017; Sophocleous &
Loannidou, 2020). Western scholars have
investigated various aspects of language
socialization, providing theoretical foundation
and practical implication to encourage and
inspire future research. While in China,
relatively a few studies have examined language
socialization of children or novices (Huang,
2019; Li & Cui, 2017; Mao, 2019; Shi, 2017;
Yang, 2012), and only some studies concern
language socialization of bilingual and
multilingual learners (Yang, 2008; Yuan, 2014;
Zheng, 2011). Considering the distinct linguistic
landscape and special linguistic diversity, it is of
great significance to explore the relationship
between language and culture in terms of
language socialization of Chinese children
across different social and cultural contexts.
This overview has focused on the socialization
into and through language of children or novices,
and it aims to arouse our attention to language
learners, who are facing more challenges and
difficulties during their interactions in various
contexts as they become socialized into novel
activities, identities, and objects relevant to
school, family, recreation, and other
environments in communities influenced by
increasingly globalized world. In the following,
this paper firstly gives a historical overview on
the theoretical development of Language
Socialization Theory, and then it discusses some
definitions and characteristics respectively. After
that, the paper reviews the existing literature of
language socialization and elaborates the
research gap and future research trends. Lastly,
with a brief summary, suggestions on domestic
researches of language socialization are provided
in the part of conclusion.

2. Language Socialization Theory
As an increasingly popular research area,
language socialization is influenced by many
disciplines, including anthropology, psychology,
sociology, sociolinguistics and education etc.
(Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986b; Yin & Kang, 2009;
Zeng & Huang, 2019). It is a newly developed
cross-discipline and it can be regarded as a
distinct sub-field of linguistic anthropology and
applied linguistics (Duff, 2008). Language
socialization is a process with interactive
relationships among language, culture and
society (Wei & Zhang, 2013). It is both an
important part and a necessary precondition for
language learners’ socialization development,
which is important to young children or novices
from different communities of practices. This
part firstly reviews the historical development of
Language Socialization Theory, and then it
discusses the definitions and characteristics of
language socialization respectively.

2.1 Language Socialization: A Historical
Overview
Language socialization is the first theory
concerning the relationship between language
acquisition and socialization, which are
separated research areas before. However,
language acquisition research largely ignores the
role of the interaction between language and
sociocultural environment. As to socialization
research, it often ignores the mediation role of
language in the process of socialization ( Kulick
& Schieffelin, 2004; Ochs & Schieffelin, 2012).
But language socialization, as a
multidisciplinary concept, integrates theories of
language acquisition and socialization studies,
and proposes that both sociocultural interaction
and the mediation of language should be
considered. In order to have a better
understanding of Language Socialization Theory,
the related theoretical and disciplinary roots in
anthropology, psychology and sociolinguistics
are elaborated in the following.
Firstly, language socialization can be traced back
to anthropological studies in the 1960s.
Anthropologists pointed out that traditional
psycholinguistics researches focused on
phonological and grammatical competence of
young children (Bloom, 1970; Ochs &
Schieffelin, 2008) but paid little attention to the
factor of social environment. Language
socialization was influenced by early
anthropologists like Sapir (1921) and Whorf
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(1956), and it emerged from their discussion on
the relation between language and culture, and
the conviction that language is a fundamental
medium in children’s social and cultural
development. To linguistic anthropology, the
most fundamental principal is language is more
than a communicative medium. Language is also
a powerful tool to evoke social sentiment,
personal identity, knowledge and belief, etc.
(Duranti, 1997, 2003, 2004; Hymes, 1964; Sapir,
1921). Therefore, Language Socialization
Theory argues that children’s worldview can also
be shaped when they acquire language. And the
paradigm of language socialization addresses the
lack of culture in language acquisition studies.
Secondly, from the psycholinguistic perspective,
Language Socialization Theory is influenced by
Vogotsky’s theories, which has made the major
contribution to the social dimension of language
acquisition since the early 1990s. For Vygotsky
and his supporters, socialization is part and
parcel of acquisition. They believe that the use
of language in communicative activities plays a
prominent role in the development of mental
function, and learners’ language use in social
communication promotes the development of
learners’ cognitive ability. Social and cultural
variability in form and meaning becomes a
source of concern for psycholinguists. The
notions of mediation, collaborative learning,
participation, and the achievement of common
activities all show a desire to move language
acquisition in the direction of language
socialization. Sociocultural theories have
become particularly popular to explain the
relationship between individuals’ socialization
and language acquisition. Influenced by
Vygotsky’ theories, Language Socialization
Theory emphasizes the interaction between
language acquistion and social history and
culture (Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin, 1990), and the
language socialization paradigm offers a
socioculturally informed analysis of life course
and historical continuity and transformation.
The third important discipline related to
language socialization is sociolinguistics. As we
know, Gumperz’s (1968) notion of the speech
community and Hymes’ (1962, 1964) theory of
the ethnography of communication influenced
researches on communicative forms and
functions of a speech community. On the one
hand, the notion of the speech community
proposed by Gumperz (1968) and the notion of
communicative competence proposed by Hymes

(1972) are two important definitions considered
by language socialization researchers. These two
notions point out the necessity of sociocultural
knowledge when members of a speech
community need to use language in
appropriately social ways. On the other hand,
ethnography of communication creates a way to
organize studies on children’s communicative
development from linguistic, social and cultural
perspectives. Hence, language socialization
emphasizes the simultaneous formation of
linguistic and cultural competence, and a
language is not just a mode of communication
but also a symbolic statement of social culture.
Rooted in the above briefly discussed theories
and disciplines, language socialization research
emerged in the 1980s to consider the
sociocultural environment of children’s
communicative practices that were left out of
anthropological, psychological, and linguistic
studies. Based on longitudinal studies of
children’s language acquisition in different
countries, Ochs and Scheffelin (1984) proposed
that the process of language acquisition is rooted
in the socialization process of becoming a
competent member of a social group, and the
influence of socialization practice and ideology
on language acquisition is consistent with that of
neural development. Their proposition proves
Hymes’ views that linguistic competence is a
component of communicative competence and
language acquisition is organized by local
socialization. And then, in 1986, Schieffelin and
Ochs proposed the Language Socialization
Theory and research methods firstly and
formally. Inspired by Sapir’s classic article on
“Language” , in which he regarded language as a
great force of socialization (Mandelbaum, 1949),
the term of language socialization was proposed.
In the early 1990s, Schieffelin and Ochs further
developed Language Socialization Theory, and
they pointed out that language acquisition and
culture learning are interdependent, which was
the concern of this theory (Zeng & Huang, 2019).
From then on to the end of the 1990s, the main
focus of language socialization studies was first
language socialization. Later, in the early 21st
century, with the sociocultural turn in the field of
language acquisition, more and more scholars
began to be interested in the study of second
language socialization. Therefore, Language
Socialization Theory was formally introduced
into the field of second language acquisition
(Watson-Gegeo & Nielsen, 2003). Researchers
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pointed out that traditional second language
acquisition theory ignored the connections
among cognition, society and culture. In recent
years, language socialization has received more
and more attention, and it has been a flourishing
research field to explore the relationship
between language and culture in social contexts.

2.2 Definitions and Characteristics of
Language Socialization Theory
In order to have a better understanding of
Language Socialization Theory, its definitions
and characteristics will be explained in the
following. With related discussion and
description, the paper elaborates some key terms
and points that need to be noticed in the research
process and emphasizes the significance of
language socialization studies. For definitions of
language socialization, as mentioned above, the
notion was proposed by Schiefflin and Ochs in
the year of 1986 as a new paradigm with social
and contextual orientations to language. They
discussed two aspects of socialization: the first
point is “socialization through the use of
language”, and the second point is “socialization
to use language” (Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984;
Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986a, b). And also, they
describes language socialization as the process
during which children and novices acquire
knowledge of social rules, principles, beliefs and
values through participation in and exposure to
social interaction which is mediated by the
language (Ochs & Schiefflin, 2008). Besides,
based on relevant studies, Duff (2008) believed
that language socialization included both the
acquisition of language and cultural knowledge
through social experience, and defined it as a
lifespan process, which specially meant that
individuals, especially novices, acquired some
specific knowledge, belief and identity through
language practice and social interaction. Both of
theses two definitions can reflect the essence of
the process and characteristics of language
socialization.
And then, for its characteristics, Language
Socialization Theory emphasizes several aspects,
which are absences in the fields of language
acquisition and socialization. Many researchers
shared their interpretation of the characteristics
of Language Socialization Theory, for example,
Su (2021) proposed five points of features of
Language Socialization Theory. These features
are summarized as follows: first, the process of
language learning is also a process of cultural

acquisition, during which language plays an
important role; second, the zone of contact is a
core concept of language socialization; third, the
socialization process is interactive, bidirectional
and characterized by learners’ agency; fourth,
ethnography is regarded as the main research
method; fifth, language socialization is
multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary. As
mentioned above, as a multidisciplinary subject,
language socialization was proposed under the
influence of anthropology, psychology,
sociolinguistics and other disciplines (Schieffelin
& Ochs, 1986b; Yin & Kang, 2009). This paper
elaborates four points of characteristics of
language socialization based on its disciplinary
roots and definitions.
First, this theory emphasizes the role of culture
and the interdependence between language and
culture. The paradigm of language socialization
suggests that children and novices are socialized
through language, and at the same time, they are
also socialized to use language when becoming
legitimate and competent members of their
social group (Lave & Wenger, 1991) by
addressing the absence of culture in studies of
language acquisition and language in studies of
children socialization. Language Socialization
Theory concerns both of language and
sociocultural components, and focuses on the
ways in which children and novices are
socialized in different social and cultural
contexts (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986a). Through
the verbal interactions with caregivers or peers,
children can also understand sociocultural
orientations (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986a).
For the emphasis of culture, ethnography, which
is the most commonly used in anthropology, is
regarded as the main research method when
conducting language socialization research. As a
qualitative research method, ethnography is a
better choice for researchers to detect the
relationship between language and culture in the
process of individuals’ language socialization.
The word ethnography is combined with two
parts: ethnos (culture) and graphy (writing)
(Johnson, 2013), which can be interpreted as a
combination of the study and description of
human culture. Ethnographic research is a
method of detailed and dynamic situational
description of people and their culture, exploring
the lifestyle, values and behavior patterns of
people in a particular culture (Chen, 2000). Due
to the development of sociolinguistics,
ethnography became an emerging and
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developing research method used in linguistic
research in the 1970s and 1980s. Later, with
various data collection strategies, ethnography
became the mainstream method for the
qualitative study of language socialization since
the 1990s (Crago, 1992).
Because one conviction of the language
socialization paradigm is that the intellectual
practices of children and novices are structured
by various social institutions, public and
domestic systems (Heath, 1983), thus the
longitudinal study of ethnography can help
researchers to find out the trend of language
development and change in the process of
individual socialization (Wei & Zhang, 2013). In
western counties, ethnographic studies on
language socialization have received attention
from amount of researchers. The most influential
study of literacy practices is Heath’s (1983)
work, which is a good example of ethnographic
research. Based on such an ethnographic study,
Heath finds out the literacy socialization process
plays a deep, powerful, and complex role in
organizing these children’s learning performance
in the classroom. Another example is a more
recent study. Sophocleous and Loannidou (2020)
conducted an ethnographic study to compare
children’s classroom and play-time language use
in the bidialectal context of Cyprus to “examine
how children use multiple varieties in different
domains of a social life, especially in relation to
the home-school space ”(p. 346). Ethnography
helps analyze learners’ trajectory development of
language acquisition and the relationship
between language and culture during the process
of language socialization more directly from the
participants’ perspective. If more studies are
carried out with the facilitation of ethnography,
it is better to explore the role of culture and the
interdependence between language and culture
in the process of individuals’ language
socialization.
Second, Language Socialization Theory
emphasizes social interaction, which is also a
basic concept of sociology. From the perspective
of sociology, any form of social contact can be
regraded as social interaction. Language
socialization of children or novices is achieved
through social interaction with others in specific
social and cultural communities. “The true locus
of culture is in the interaction of specific
individuals and, ..., in the world of meaning
which each one of these individuals may
unconsciously abstract for themselves for their

participation in these interactions” (Sapir, 1949,
p. 515). Culture is closely related to social
interaction, and human beings’ social interaction
reflects their culture. Therefore, social
interaction in everyday life can help us better
understand culture and the larger social systems
and institutions.
In addition, based on Vygotsky’s theories,
Language Socialization Theory not only
emphasizes the interactive relationship between
children’s socialization and social and historical
culture, but also adheres to the occurrence of this
kind of interaction between specific social
context and its members caused by their agency
(Duff, 1995; Ochs & Shieffelin, 2012; Burdelski
& Howard, 2020). Language socialization may
happen at any stage of life, but it is viewed as an
interactive rather than a unidirectional process
(Pontecorvo et al., 2001). Language socialization
research concerns children’s verbal interactions
with experienced social group members and
aims to not only examine the linguistic
regularities of utterances but also explore the
underlined reasons or philosophy of preferred
and expected sentiments, ideas, moralities,
values, beliefs, identities and orientations in
social and cultural communities like families,
schools, other institutions etc. (Heath, 1983).
Third, in terms of research participants,
Language Socialization Theory not only focuses
on children but also concerns novices. Both
children and more experienced community
members can be socialized through language
practices, which means young men, parents,
teachers and other adult learners can also be
socialized into new activities, understandings,
and orientations as what happens to children
(Ortaçtepe, 2015; Uzum, 2017). In this sense,
language socialization could be a lifespan
process in different communities across school,
household, workplace, religious institution, sport,
media, recreation, legal activity, political activity,
and other environments (Duff & Hornberger,
2008; Fader, 2009, Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004 ;
Mertz, 2007). This theory recognizes language
socialization is not just limited to children, it
begins since the time when a person comes into
existence, aiming to become a legitimate and
competent participant of a specific community,
and continues throughout the whole life course,
finally it ends when a person is viewed as no
longer a living social being (Ochs & Shieffelin,
2012).
Besides, this theory emphasizes agency of
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children or novices. A central principal of
language socialization research is that language
learners’ participation in communication
activities is encouraged and facilitated by social
and cultural groups, artifacts and the built
environment, rather than determined by these
factors (Ochs & Shieffelin, 2012). Language
socialization is viewed as an interactional and
collaborative process, during which both
children or novices and experienced speakers,
the two parties of socializing practices, are
agents in the formation of linguistic and cultural
competence. It is also a dynamic outcome of
these agents’ active participation. Hence,
children or novices are regarded as active
participants rather than passive receivers.
The fourth characteristic refers to Language
Socialization Theory values the notion of
community of practice (Su, 2021), which is also
one of the key terms in Language Socialization
Theory. Lave and Wenger (1991) proposed the
notion of community of practice firstly. Later,
Wenger (1998) further developed the theory of
community of practice, and proposed its three
factors: mutual engagement, joint enterprise and
shared repertoire. When coming to language
socialization research, children or novices in fact
may belong to several different communities of
practice. Each community of practice is
organized concerning the above three factors,
and of course has its own norms and preferences
about language practices and ideologies within
that local culture. When children or novices,
belonging to one community of practices, enter
into another community of practice, the
heterogeneity of these two different communities
makes language socialization possible. What’s
more, due to heterogeneity of linguistic and
cultural ideologies and practices in different
communities, the linguistic and cultural lives of
children or novices lie in the zone of contact
(Pratt, 1991; Ochs & Schieffelin, 2012; Su,
2021), which may be stable or fluid, resulting in
language shift, loss and change (Ochs &
Schieffelin, 2012). These differences, conflicts
and contradictions between these two different
communities of practices become an important
medium for children or novices to negotiate with
other social members and then construct
meaning (Bruner, 1990; Su, 2021; Su & Yang,
2021), which is regarded as the process of
language socialization. That is to say, an
accurate definition of community of practice is
precondition and of great importance when

conducting language socialization studies.
With the above discussion on the historical
development in the first part, we can have a clear
review on the theoretical and disciplinary roots
of language socialization. And then, a relatively
detailed elaboration of the related definitions and
characteristics of language socialization is
provided to help us have a better understanding
of this theory. As for studies on language
socialization, an in-depth discussion is provided
in the following part.

3. Studies on Language Socialization
In the 1960s and 1970s, anthropologists and
sociologists began to focus on the relation
between language and culture, which laid a
sound foundation for the development of
Language Socialization Theory. Later, based on
those early work, Language Socialization
Theory was proposed formally by Schieffelin
and Ochs in 1986 as a cross-discipline drawing
on many disciplines including anthropology,
psychology and sociolinguistics etc. And then,
since the late 1980s, language socialization has
received great attention and considerable
researches have been conducted to explore the
verbal interactions of children or novices in
specific social communities.
This part reviews the relevant existing literature
around the world. In western counties, the
academic field has witnessed the the burgeoning
researches focusing on language socialization.
Numerous studies have been conducted on how
children and novices become communicatively
competent in their homes, schools, and other
discourse communities. While in China, as the
development of Language Socialization Theory,
more researchers have realized the importance of
language socialization in the educational field.
According to the historical development of
language socialization, the research in this area
can be generally categorized into four aspects in
main: studies on theoretical development of
language socialization, studies on first language
socialization, studies on second language
socialization, studies on multidisciplinary
research on language socialization, which are
discussed as follows.

3.1 Studies on Theoretical Development of
Language Socialization
First, studies on the theoretical basis of language
socialization. It was not until the late 1960s and
early 1970s, the notion of speech community
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and the model of ethnography of communication
inspired researchers to examine how cultural
values and social processes could provide a
fertile ground for understanding children’s
socialization and communicative practices in
different contexts (Hymes, 1974; Cazden et al.,
1972). Since then, language socialization
research has aroused amount of scholars’ interest.
From the year of 1975 to the year of 1977,
Schieffelin focused on Kaluli children’s
language acquisition in Papua New Guinea
(Schieffelin, 1985). Later, many researchers
conducted studies on language socialization
concerning both the theoretical development and
learners’ verbal utterances. In 1990s, Ochs and
Schieffelin further developed their theory
through the related research, they proposed a
new model, which suggested that communities
differed in establishing communicative goals
relevant to young children, and they continually
organized the developing children’s language
environment after these goals were established.
At the beginning of the 21st century, Watson-
Gegeo and Nielsen (2003) formally introduced
Language Socialization Theory into the field of
second language socialization. Since then, more
researchers began to focus on the study from a
combined perspective.
In addition, the relations between language
socialization and theories of other disciplines
like systemic functional linguistics,
ecolinguistics have been considered by the
following researchers. For example, William
(2008) discussed language socialization under
the perspective of systemic functional linguistics
by reviewing the related literature. He focused
on the relationship between meaning
construction before language learning and that
during the process of socialization. This study
further illustrates the feasibility of language
socialization research from the perspective of
systemic functional linguistics. As to the
ecological perspective, there are four
contributors, Kramsch (2002), Leather and van
Dam (2003), and van Lier (2003), whose
theories of language acquisition as socialization
were influential. They all believe that language
acquisition as socialization is caused by the
availability of affordance in the environment,
which means people’s perception of affordance
in social context and their will to participate
actively in the process of language acquisition
and socialization are of vital importance.
And in China, since the beginning of this century,

many scholars have translated and introduced
the theories or research findings of language
socialization (Shi, 2009, 2016; Wei & Zhang,
2013; Yin, 2011, 2017; Yin & Kang, 2009; Zen
& Huang, 2019; Zhou, 2020). For example, Shi
(2009) introduced the basic concepts and
characteristics of the theory of second Language
Socialization Theory, and then pointed out the
necessity of proposing the theory of cross-
cultural language socialization to expand the
scope of the research domains. Later, in the year
of 2016, Shi further discussed the theory of
second language socialization from a
transdisciplinary perspective. And also, Zhou
(2020) examined systemic functional linguistics
research on language socialization in terms of its
key concepts, research methodologies and major
contributions. Previous studies prove that
researchers in China have been continuously
focusing on the development of Language
Socialization Theory, and trying to provide their
own interpretation and innovation.
Based on the above analysis, it is not difficult to
see that Language Socialization Theory was
developed further since it is put forward by
Schieffelin and Ochs in the 1980s. All those
studies on the theoretical development of
Language Socialization Theory provide an
adequate theoretical foundation for the
subsequent research, and they can also help
other researchers have a better understanding of
the theory and guide them to conduct the related
studies more precisely. Meanwhile, those
scholars mainly focused on children’s first
language practices to explore different
theoretical perspectives, which brings us to the
next point.

3.2 Studies on First Language Socialization
The second point is about studies on first
language socialization. In the 1980s, early
language socialization researchers represented
by Schieffelin, Ochs and Heath, mainly focused
on language socialization in children’s first
language acquisition. Specifically speaking, they
are concerned about how children acquired and
understood cultural values and social norms in
their language socialization. Therefore,
researchers’ primary focus is children’s language
practice with parents or caregivers in the family.
For example, Huang (2011) analyzed the
conversations between parents and 2-year-old
children, and found that both of them tended to
use words referring to specific emotional states,
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and parents deliberately used evaluative words
in order to guide children to behave in line with
social norms. When children begin schooling,
the socialization of their first language begins to
be affected in different educational stages. The
volume entitled Language socialization in the
classrooms: Culture, interaction, and language
development, edited by Burdelski and Howard
(2020), covers issues on language socialization,
including first language socialization in the
classroom context. In addition, the development
and acquisition of pragmatic competence is also
one of the concerns in the studies of first
language socialization. Blum-Kulka (1997)
defined pragmatic socialization as “the ways in
which children are socialized to use language in
context in socially and culturally appropriate
ways” (p. 3).
While in China, a few studies are conducted in
communities of different families (Wu, 2012;
Ward, 2019) and different classrooms at different
educational stages including kindergarten,
primary school, middle school and tertiary
education institution (Lan & Huang, 2022; Mao,
2019; Zeng & Li, 2020). Wu (2012) focused on
children’s language competence and
socialization in the family of mixed marriage to
discuss the roles of various factors including
parental language proficiency, parents’ attitude
towards language acquisition and verbal
interaction between children and parents etc.
Besides, in order to explore the process of 4-5-
year-old children’s first language socialization,
Mao (2019) conducted a study on their
interactions with teachers in kindergarten area
activities. These two examples of domestic
research prove that Chinese scholars begin to be
interested in first language socialization and they
have made some explorations.
First language socialization is a lifespan process,
and it continuously happens in different social,
cultural and interactional communities.
Language socialization research explores the
connection between language, culture and
environment, and provides a different theoretical
framework for the study of first language
acquisition, which is also an emerging research
field that deserves more attention.

3.3 Studies on Second Language Socialization
And then, the third part is about second language
socialization. It is believed that second language
socialization encompasses second, foreign,
bilingual, and multilingual learning contexts

(Duff, 2012). A number of studies have
examined second language socialization in terms
of various aspects, which can be categorized into
three points: first, different communities of
practices and social contexts: classroom or
school, immigrant family, workplace,
ethnolinguistic community and other contexts;
second, ideology and identity in relation to
second language socialization; third, gender and
social stratification in relation to second
language socialization. A brief review will be
discussed as follows.
Undoubtedly, classrooms and schools are
essential contexts for children and adults to learn
a second language. Mangual Figueroa and
Baquedano-López (2017) review language
socialization research conducted in schools over
time and across the globe, and point out that
classroom and school L2 socialization has been
increasingly popular among researchers since the
beginning of the 21st century. And also, Cekaite
(2020) explores how Swiss teachers explain
vocabulary through narration and students’
demonstration in second language classroom,
thus, to help new immigrant students learn
related values, norms, and emotional stance to
construct their new identities in Switzerland
when learning vocabulary. In essence, the
second language classroom environment has
social attributes, and the second language
classroom also presents a different cultural
system compared with the native language
classroom, which can promote second language
acquisition and language socialization (Watson-
Gegeo & Nielsen, 2003).
Apart from studies in the context of classroom
and school, second language socialization
research also concerns the context of immigrant
families. Pease-Alvarez (2001) conducted a
research on second language socialization in
Mexican immigrant community through a 7-year
longitudinal study of the Mexican immigrant
community in Northern California. Besides, L2
socialization research has been conducted with
adults seeking entry into workplaces. For
example, Li (2000) made a study on L2
pragmatic socialization in a US Chinatown
workplace and found out that native-speakers
were not pragmatically sophisticated in
workplace language use, although they assisted
novice co-workers’ L2 use. Because the
discursive and interactional demands of work
evolve with the development of new
technologies, social and industrial change and
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globalization, people’s career trajectories are
now also quite dynamic and precarious (Duff,
2017). It is necessary for researchers and
members of social groups to understand these
language socialization process, especially in a
complex L2 workplace. As to second language
socialization in ethnolinguistic community,
many research works reflect a great deal of
multilingual and multicultural diversity of L2
socialization. Pesco and Crago (2017) suggest
that language socialization practices in
ethnolinguistic communities are heterogeneous,
which reflects differences and changes in
education and language policies within
communities.
Apart from the above mentioned aspect of
different communities and contexts, many
studies have examined ideologies and identities
in relation to second language socialization
during the process of language socialization in
bilingual and multilingual communities (Miki,
2014). For example, Anderson (2022) examines
the role of written feedback in the academic
discourse socialization of second language at a
Canadian research university, and discusses that
written feedback, as a form of social practice of
second language, socializes students into a range
of identities, discourse practices and
communities. That is to say, there is a close
relation between identity and second language
socialization. When students enter second
language academic communities, those linguistic,
sociocultural and academic factors would
integrate with each other. Therefore, language
learning is a complex process, during which
learners are socialized linguistically and
culturally. Finally, the last related aspect is the
relation between gender, social stratification and
second language socialization. Pavlenko and
Piller (2008) find that L2 learners’ challenges are
related to people’s accessibility to L2 social
interaction and assistance in different social
spheres, which means women have less
opportunities compared with men.
In recent years, only a few researchers began to
explore the application of second language
socialization in domestic research fields. For
example, Lin (2019) examined international
students’ agency, linguistic competence, identity
construction and their influence on language by
collecting data through tests, interviews,
participant observation, and field notes. As to
bilingual and multilingual learners, Yuan (2014)
focused on the language practices of Shansu-Yi,

an ethnic minority group in Yunnan, and
discussed their language socialization process of
both Chinese and their own ethnic minority
language in the bilingual classroom community.
According to the above analysis, obviously,
there are various contexts for second language
socialization, and it is complicated for more and
different modes of communication, multiple
languages and prior life experiences. In fact,
there are still many studies concerning the
relation between L2 socialization and other
aspects like agency, pragmatic socialization,
academic discourse, etc. As all of these studies
have shown, second language learners’
socialization will be challenging and
complicated in a world with new technologies
and rapid social changes.

3.4 Multidisciplinary Studies on Language
Socialization
Lastly, the scope of research domains has been
expanded in recent years. Language
Socialization Theory has been further applied
into more studies related to the broader social
life on the basis of the continuation of previous
studies (Duff, et al., 2019). Both the theoretical
perspective and research domain of language
socialization have been expanded greatly. For
example, Language Socialization Theory focuses
on the negotiation and co-construction
relationship between learners agency and social
cultural environment from the perspective of
sociocultural linguistics (Guhin et al., 2021). In
addition to paying attention to the development
process of language and culture acquisition, it
also involves the interrelationship among
heritage language (He, 2017) and language
transfer (Howard, 2017) as well as the
interactive relationship between the identity
construction and language consciousness in
bilingual and multilingual communities (Takei &
Burdelski, 2021).
And then, for the disciplinary roots of language
socialization, researchers can identify, analyze
and solve problems more comprehensively with
a multidisciplinary or transdisciplinary paradigm.
For example, Hadizadeh and Vefali
(2022) explored how a group of graduate
students in a non-western educational context
were socialized to use oral academic discourse in
whole-class discussions through a specific type
of formulaic language, lexical bundles (p. 449).
Another example is about a study drawing on the
theory of the Production of Space to interpret the
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silence in language socialization. Soltani and
Tran (2022) conducted a study to examine space,
silence, and agency of one female international
student from Japan in her language socialization
in a New Zealand Tertiary institution. This
research is carried out via an ethnographic
research method to collect data from various
sources including video or audio recordings of
classroom interactions, interviews, field notes,
and institutional documents. It responds to the
critical gap in the literature and develops
language socialization research further to be
conducted in a more comprehensive perspective.
Meanwhile, a small number of Chinese scholars
also began to be interested in the
multidisciplinary studies on Language
Socialization Theory involving some specific
aspects like cross-cultural communicative
competence (Shi & Feng, 2018), pragmatic
socialization (Yin, 2017) and academic literacy
socialization (Su, 2021; Su & Yang, 2022) etc.
For example, Yin (2017) investigated the
pragmatic competence development of six
international students in China from the
perspective of request speech act by using the
method of case study. Another example is about
a study on language majors’ textbook reception
behavior from the perspective of language
socialization, which was conducted by Su et al.
(2023) through an ethnographic case study. The
research findings show that students textbook
reception behaviour in and out of classroom was
closely related to their textbook perception,
strategy use and emotional experience.
According to above analysis, obviously, with the
development of language socialization for more
than a half century, the scope of research
domains has been expanded. Language
Socialization Theory has been applied into
different research fields with a multidisciplinary
or transdisciplinary paradigm, which arouses an
increasing number of researchers’ interest in
such a globalized world with social changes.

3.5 Future Research Trends
Since the 1960s and 1970s, western researchers
began to make an in-depth discussion on
language socialization. In the early years, this
field was mainly concerned with children’s
language acquisition and socialization practices
that specifically examined how children acquire
cultural skills to participate in society, which laid
a solid foundation for the development of
Language Socialization Theory. Later, with the

increasing popularity of the theory, scholars have
made a detailed interpretation on the essential
connotation and methodological orientation
since the 1980s. The scope of the research
domains has also been expanded, and more
studies begin to focus on different participants
like ethnic multilingual learners, and different
social contexts like L2 classroom.
Based on the above analysis and discussion,
language socialization is an increasingly popular
research field in the world. Numerous
researchers have explored related studies
involving theoretical development of language
socialization, first language socialization, second
language socialization, and multidisciplinary
perspectives. At present, the theory of language
socialization is developed further by a great
number of researchers, especially in western
countries. Researches on language socialization
in the west are ample and fruitful, and the
flourishing development of language
socialization research not only provides
important theoretical references, practical
implication and inspired exploration, but also
illustrates how to conduct relevant studies in a
more comprehensive perspective. In recent years,
more and more multidisciplinary researches are
conducted around the world, and domestic
scholars also apply Language Socialization
Theory into some research fields (Lan & Huang,
2022, Su, 2021; Su & Yang, 2021, 2022; Su et
al., 2023; Xu et al., 2023).
With the theoretical basis and practical
implication offered by western scholars, more
and more domestic researches have been carried
out currently. However, most of them are
introductions and translations concerning
theories, which falls at the stage of preliminary
exploration. Some scholars begin to investigate
different aspects in relation to Language
Socialization Theory involving different social
groups, communities of practices and applied
research fields, but their theoretical approach
and research design still need to be improved,
which means many of them fail to present a
holistic picture of language socialization. In
future, Chinese scholars can carry out more
studies related to the following five aspects: first,
different age groups, such as children,
adolescents, young men, adults and senior
citizens; second, diverse backgrounds of
language learners, such as first language learners,
second language learners, foreign language
learners, heritage language learners, bilingual
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learners and multilingual learners; third, various
social communities, such as school, family,
workplace, sport, media, recreation, legal
activity, political activity, and other
environments; fourth, different related issues,
such as gender, ideology, agency, pragmatic
competence, academic literacy, etc.; fifth, the
main research method of ethnography. As Su
(2021) points out the research domain of
language socialization is still underdeveloped
and lack of the research design of an
ethnographic research method. These research
gaps would make the future study of language
socialization in China more fascinating and
valuable.
Language socialization studies about linguistic
interactions between children or novices and
experienced speakers in terms of different
domains can shed light on how they perceive
and embody linguistic styles, cultural values and
social attitudes (Sophocleous & Loannidou,
2020). Hence, it is also of great significance to
examine how social beliefs and cultural values
provide a fertile ground for interpreting the
process of learners’ socialization and the
development of their communicative practices.
Moreover, more attention should be paid to how
the social changes in linguistically and culturally
diverse communities impact the socialization
and development of Chinese children, including
bilingual or multilingual children.

4. Conclusion
This paper firstly introduces the research
background and significance of Language
Socialization Theory, and then it provides a
historical overview on its theoretical
development including an elaboration of
disciplinary roots in chronological order, a
discussion on definitions and an explanation of
characteristics. Following that is a literature
review on language socialization studies in both
western countries and China. The review of
related studies on Language Socialization
Theory clarifies the existing literature and helps
subsequent researchers make a theoretically
informed and methodologically grounded
description and interpretation.
As discussed, language socialization concerns
both sociocultural interaction and the mediation
of language to examine the verbal interaction
between children or novices and experienced
speakers in specific social communities.
Currently, numerous researches have been

conducted by scholars to consider different age
groups, social communities and language
learners. Obviously, remarkable fruits of the
studies on language socialization have been
gained, and scholars begin to attach great
importance to multidisciplinary studies. While in
China, language socialization researches have
aroused the interest of an increasing number of
scholars and they have translated and introduced
the theories or research findings on language
socialization. However, only a few researchers
began to investigate the application of Language
Socialization Theory in terms of some aspects.
Therefore, the research domain should be
expanded, and further studies on specific
subjects still need to be discussed and analyzed
to explore sophisticated features and
complicated factors of language socialization in
domestic social and cultural contexts, which
have a long civilization of history, linguistic
richness and cultural diversity. And also, more
accurate and applicable suggestions should be
provided to help and inspire domestic
researchers to conduct more studies on language
socialization in an ethnographic research method.
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