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ABSTRACT

In his landmark contribution to the ﬁeld of language shift/maintenance,
Fishman maintains that, for language shift to be reversed, “face-to-face,
small-scale social life must be pursued in their own right and focused upon
directly.” This article responds to this call to examine language shift at the
level of face-to-face interaction. It describes a speciﬁc interactional practice,
referred to as “medium request,” observed in the Rwandan community
in Belgium, where language shift is taking place from Kinyarwanda-French
bilingualism to French monolingualism. The practice consists in the fact that
younger members of the community, when in interaction with adult
members, constantly (albeit indirectly) request the latter to “medium-switch”
from Kinyarwanda to French. The article therefore describes the practice as
a speciﬁc type of language/medium negotiation, examines its various strategies, and shows how, through this interactional practice, members of the community actually talk language shift into being. (Medium request, language shift,
language maintenance, language/medium negotiation, other-initiated medium
repair, embedded medium repair, generalized content repair, targeted content
repair, understanding check)

INTRODUCTION

Modern-day societal phenomena of globalization and movement of populations have
led to renewed interest among scholars in the sociolinguistic phenomenon of
LANGUAGE DISPLACEMENT (Brenzinger, 1998), more commonly known as LANGUAGE
SHIFT/MAINTENANCE. Most prominent among these scholars is Joshua Fishman, who
has put forward a model for REVERSING LANGUAGE SHIFT (RLS; Fishman 1991). A
key claim of this model is that “RLS cannot be accomplished at all if it is not accomplished at the intimate family and local community level” (1991: 4). According to
Fishman (1991:4), for RLS to be possible, “face-to-face, small-scale social life
must be pursued in [its] own right and focused upon directly, rather than merely
being thought of as obvious and inevitable by-products of ‘higher level’ (more
complex, more encompassing, more power-related) processes and institutions.”
© Cambridge University Press, 2010 0047-4045/10 $15.00
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However, this call to practice RLS at the level of face-to-face interaction goes
against a very important fact: that language shift takes place out of sight and out
of mind. That is, in situations of language shift, the people involved are usually
not aware of the actual interactional processes through which the shift is proceeding.
For example, in his investigation of language shift in the village of Gapun, Kulick
(1992:257) convincingly shows that language shift was taking place precisely
because “adult villagers [did] not understand it or [were] not really conscious of
what [was] happening. Adults [were] doing nothing new, as far as they [could]
see, when they [raised] their children.” In other words, there is an urgent need
for research that focuses on and describes the actual interactional processes
through which language shift is realized in face-to-face interaction. Unfortunately,
as Rindstedt & Aronson (2002: 723) have noted, such detailed studies are few
and far between. This article is a modest contribution to ﬁlling this important
research gap.
The starting point of this contribution, in line with Fishman, is the view that
language shift is talked into being. Its aim is to describe a speciﬁc interactional practice, referred to hereafter as MEDIUM REQUEST, that I have observed in the Rwandan
community in Belgium. In this community, as detailed below, language shift is
taking place from Kinyarwanda–French bilingualism to French monolingualism.
An example of the speciﬁc interactional practice I will be concerned with in this
article is extract (1) below.
(1)1
Talk takes place in A’s home. B is a visitor and E is
A’s child, aged 6
1 B:
Alors E, washushanyije iki?
‘So E, what have you drawn?’
2 E:
Quoi?
‘What?’
3 B:
Ça c’est quoi?
‘What is this?’
4
(.)
5 B:
Qu’est ce que tu as dessiné?
‘What have you drawn?’
6 A: Il avait dit qu’il va dessiner un bonhomme
‘He had said he was going to draw a man’
7 B:
Ah! Je vois un bras
‘Ah! I can see an arm’

In line 1, B produces a FIRST-PAIR PART (Schegloff & Sacks 1973) using KINYAR(Gafaranga 1998). In line 2, E opens a POSTFIRST insertion sequence (Schegloff 2007) using French. More speciﬁcally, he
shows that he has failed to hear or understand B’s previous talk. In line 3 and in
line 5, B produces the required repair, reiterating his question. In both cases, he
uses French, switching from his use of Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical-purposes in
WANDA-FOR-ALL-PRACTICAL-PURPOSES
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line 1. And indeed from that point onward, French is adopted as the MEDIUM (Gafaranga 1999, Gafaranga & Torras 2001) by all participants. That is, out of the many
possible interpretations, B has interpreted E’s difﬁculty as having to do with
language and has offered to solve it by switching from Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical-purposes to French. In other words, B (and A later on) has interpreted E’s
action as a request for a medium switch to French. To be sure, such activities
whereby children demonstrably push for the adoption of French as the medium
when in interaction with adult members of the community are a routine feature
of conversations in the corpus I have collected.
Thus, the aim of this article is to describe this interactional order, addressing
three speciﬁc issues. First, I will seek to understand these MEDIUM-RELATED ACTIVITIES (Gafaranga 2001), relating them to the interactional practice other researchers
refer to alternatively as LANGUAGE NEGOTIATION (Auer 1984, 1995) or MEDIUM NEGOTIATION (Gafaranga & Torras 2001). Second, I will examine the various ways in
which medium requests can be accomplished. And third, I will show how key features of medium request can be explained by reference to the prevailing macrosociological order, namely language shift in progress, and, conversely, how the
macro-sociological order can be seen as talked into being in the microconversational order. The next two sections set the context, both theoretical and
sociolinguistic, for the discussion of these issues.
THEMES IN LANGUAGE SHIFT RESEARCH

As García (2003:37) notes in a recent review article, an exhaustive review of the
literature on language shift and maintenance is not humanly possible given “the
amount of activity in the ﬁeld,” and I will not even attempt it. Here I can offer
only a very cursory thematic overview. A common and general feature of all
language shift research is as a more or less explicit contribution to language maintenance (García 2003:23). Language shift and language maintenance are seen as
two sides of the same coin, such that a good understanding of language shift processes is seen, if not as a prerequisite for a language maintenance effort, at least as
improving its chances of success. It is also in this spirit that this article on medium
request in the Rwandan community in Belgium is written.
One of the most frequently recurring issues in research on language shift is to
ascertain that language shift is taking place, and, if it is, how it can be seen (e.g.,
Bills, Hudson & Hernandez-Chavez 2000, Slavik 2001). Researchers have highlighted the relationship between language shift and sociological categories, in particular gender (e.g., Gal 1979, Herbert 2002). Research has also focused on the
“determinants” (Gal 1979) of language shift. Factors most often cited include economic factors, institutional support, and ideological factors. For example, the shift
from Hungarian to German reported by Gal 1979 was due mainly to economic
changes that had taken place in the small village of Oberwart. In Gal’s (1978
[1997]:378) own words, the shift coincided with “the familiar post-war process
Language in Society 39:2 (2010)
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of urbanization and industrialization of the countryside often reported in the literature on the transformation of peasant Europe.” The case for institutional support for
language maintenance seems obvious and has led, among other things, to the many
programs of bilingual education (see Beardsmore 2009 and García & Beardsmore
2009 for a discussion). A number of studies have investigated the importance of
language attitudes and ideologies in language shift. In his study of language shift
in the village of Gapun, Kulick 1992 shows that it took place in the context of,
and was therefore facilitated by, ongoing redeﬁnition of SELF taking place in the
community. Of particular interest here are the many studies that report language
shift despite community members’ claims of attachment to their language and cultural identity (Slavik 2001, Papapavlou & Pavlos 2001, Lanza & Svendsen 2007).
Notions of language as a CORE VALUE (Smolicz 1981) and of the pragmatic or utilitarian view of language (Lanza & Svendsen 2007) have been used to explain such
situations. However, of all the factors, speakers’ social networks have received most
attention and are believed to be most important (e.g., Gal 1979, Wei 1994, Lanza &
Svendsen 2007, Ihemere 2006).
Although research addressing these themes is without doubt important, it nevertheless falls short of responding to Fishman’s call for direct action at the level of
face-to-face interaction. Closer to this agenda is research carried out under the
general framework of language socialization. Commenting on this framework,
Paugh (2005:1809) signiﬁcantly writes:
With its focus on everyday interactions between children and adults, this approach facilitates the study of how cultural and linguistic practices and values
are transmitted, transformed, or abandoned in a social group, including processes of language maintenance, shift and change.
Here again, an exhaustive review of studies is beyond the scope of this article (see
Baquedano-López & Kattan 2007). I will only mention some studies and their
ﬁndings by way of illustration. Paugh 2005 examined language socialization practices in the village of Penville (Dominica), where language shift was taking place
from Patwa, a French-based creole, to English despite ofﬁcial policies aimed at revitalizing the creole. At the level of face-to-face interaction, Paugh observed that
adult members of the community, parents and teachers in particular, systematically
rejected and repaired children’s use of Patwa in interaction both at school and at
home. Bani-Shoraka focused on “Azerbaijani families (in Teheran) experiencing
language shift from bilingualism in Azerbaijani and Persian to monolingualism
in Persian” (2009:105). In these families, Bani-Shoraka observed, among other
things, an interactional practice she referred to as “inclusion.” This consisted of
parents offering
a short version translation of what had been said (in the parent-parent talk in
Azerbaijani) in order to include their son in the conversation. This bilingual
strategy was carried out by … parents even though the son had not asked for
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a translation or clariﬁcation, and even though they knew that he had passive
knowledge of Azerbaijani and could follow everyday talk without difﬁculty.
(2009:124).
Rindstedt & Aronsson 2002 observed adult–child interaction in San Antonio
(Peru), where there was ongoing shift from Quesha to Spanish. They observed
two interesting language-choice practices. In interaction among themselves, adult
members used either Spanish or Quesha as the medium, but in interaction with children, they “generally spoke one language only, Spanish” (2002:732). In addition,
the authors observed a general lack of MEDIUM REPAIR (Gafaranga 2000), the only
two exceptions to this being those where Quesha (and never Spanish) was repaired.
Studies such as those mentioned above that have identiﬁed speciﬁc interactional
practices through which language shift is achieved take the research agenda close to
Fishman’s program for reversing language shift. However, these studies still suffer
a problem both Luykx 2005 and Lanza 2007, among others, refer to as that of traditional language socialization research. In this methodology, children are viewed
as “objects or recipients of socialization, rather than as agents” (Luykx 2005:1407),
“as something to be molded and guided by society in order to become a fullyﬂedged member” (Lanza 2007:47). In more recent language socialization research,
children are seen as “active and creative social agents” (Lanza 2007:47) and as “socializing agents” themselves (Luykx 2005). In other words, there is a need for
studies of language shift to recognize the role of children as interactional partners
more than seems to have been the case so far. Second, with respect to language
shift, researchers seem to have limited themselves to noticing interactional practices. If studies are to meaningfully inform language maintenance efforts, there is
a need to go beyond mere noticing to actually describing speciﬁc practices in
detail. The present article lies in this tradition of research, which focuses on
speciﬁc practices in adult–child interaction in language shift situations, while at
the same time striving to avoid the abovementioned problems.

T H E R WA N D A N CO M M U N I T Y I N B E L G I U M A N D
LANGUAGE SHIFT

Colonization is often thought of as taking the colonizer to the land of the colonized.
But the reverse, although less recognized as such, is also true. As a result of
Belgium’s being the former colonial master of Rwanda, there has always been a
Rwandan presence in Belgium, and in Brussels in particular. However, the size
of the Rwandan community in Belgium had remained relatively small until the
events of the early 1990s in Rwanda. Following the civil war (1990–1994) and
genocide against Tutsis (April–June1994), Rwandans ﬂed the country en masse.
The majority of these displaced persons temporarily settled in neighboring
countries,2 but a small minority of lucky ones made it to Europe, Belgium being
the preferred destination. Today, this new community of Rwandans comprises a
Language in Society 39:2 (2010)
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few tens of thousands of members.3 In terms of settlement, the general pattern can
be described as dispersal. The majority of these Rwandans live in the Brussels area,
but individual families can also be found in other cities in Belgium. Even in Brussels, however, settlement remains scattered, and nothing like a Rwandan version of
“Chinatowns” can be found. Such a scattered settlement pattern has been found to
be a strong factor of language shift (Mesthrie Swann, Deumert & Leap 2000).
On arrival, members of this community were bilingual in French and Kinyarwanda. Up until 1995, the Rwandan constitution recognized Kinyarwanda as the national
language and both French and Kinyarwanda as ofﬁcial languages.4 In terms of
acquisition, Kinyarwanda was acquired natively by almost every Rwandan, while
French could be learned only through formal education, where it was both taught
as a subject and used as the medium of instruction. As a result, French enjoyed
very positive attitudes and was often seen as the language of the elite. Understandably, the Rwandans in Belgium are mostly members of this former elite, for it
takes a lot of resources, ﬁnancial and otherwise, to enter Fortress Europe. The fact
that the Rwandans in Belgium were already bilingual in French and Kinyarwanda
might be contributing to the relative speed with which language shift is taking
place.5 In terms of use, standard Kinyarwanda and French could be used in formal
domains, but, in informal contexts, Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical-purposes, a
variety consisting of frequent alternation between Kinyarwanda and French, was
the preferred medium (Gafaranga 1998, Gafaranga & Torras 2001). This preference
for Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical-purposes can still be observed among adult
members of the community. That is, strictly speaking, ongoing language shift is
from Kinyarwanda-for-all-practical-purposes to French.6
In the community, attitudes toward ongoing language shift vary. Some, based on
an ideology of language as a core value (see above), feel genuine concern for the
future of Kinyarwanda and have even undertaken to counter language shift
through what researchers refer to as “bottom-up strategies” (Nettle & Romaine
2000). They have initiated a variety of sociocultural organizations (11 such organizations were identiﬁed during the research) with the explicit aim of preserving the
Rwandan culture and language. The views of this category of Rwandans are
summed up in the following statement from one of them:
(2) Interview 2.
tuli abanyarwanda hano…niyo baguha nationalité ya hano…n’indi nationalité iyaliyo yose…
uzakomeza witwe umunyarwanda, kandi ikikuranga ko uli umunyarwanda ni urulimi rwawe.
‘we are Rwandans here…even if you were granted Belgian citizenship or whatever citizenship,
you’d continue to be called Rwandan, and the single most important marker of your identity as
Rwandan is your language.’

However, as we have seen, such positive attitudes are not in themselves enough
for language maintenance. Language shift has been observed to take place even
when members hold very positive attitudes toward the language (see above).
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Unlike the person quoted above, other members of the community, basing their
view on a different kind of ideology, are at best indifferent and at worst in favor of
the shift, reasoning, as one member put it:
(3) Interview 4
Twebwe tuli impunzi…tulihishe…ntabwo dushaka ko bamenya ko tuli abanyarwanda….bakavuga
igifaransa muli tram …muli métro…wamuvugisha ikinyarwanda….ati nakubwiye ngw’iki?…nta
kinyarwanda…batamenya ko tuli abanyarwanda. Ibyo mu Rwanda byararangiye, ntacyo twasizeyo,
tuli ahandi…ibyo mubyibagirwe.
‘We are refugees … we’re hiding … we don’t want to be identiﬁed as Rwandans …So they speak
French in trams and metros … and when you speak Kinyarwanda to them …they go ‘what have I told
you … No Kinyarwanda … They shouldn’t know we are Rwandans. We’re ﬁnished with Rwanda. We
haven’t left anything behind. We’re in a foreign land. Forget everything (about Rwanda).’

To understand this position, one needs to make reference to the general sociopolitical background. After the genocide that claimed thousands of lives, both
the new Rwandan government and the international community at large (see International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda) are determined to bring the perpetrators to
book. In the process, there is an unfortunate amalgamation between being a
Rwandan in exile and being a “genocider”.7 The Rwandans in Belgium live with
a constant fear of being accused, rightly or wrongly, of being genociders. Therefore,
for the sake of safety, they avoid anything that could identify them as Rwandans.
Some have even gone as far as changing their names. It is in this context that Kinyarwanda, the most obvious identity marker, is rejected.
Language shift, as we have seen, is often said to take place out of sight and out of
mind. In the case of the Rwandan community in Belgium, as the brief account
above shows, this is not necessarily the case. Members are very much aware of
the situation and, whenever the occasion arises, they report it most articulately.
The following comments from community members are, I believe, highly signiﬁcant. In extract (4), two parents (E and B) and a visitor (A) are reporting that,
when among themselves, Rwandan children use French only.
(4) Interview 7.
1

E:

2

A:

3

B:

ariko iyo bari kumwe biganirira hariya muri cuisine baba
bavuga igifaransa.
‘but when they are on their own talking in the kitchen they use
French.’
Ni igifaransa (.) Erega ku bana bavukiye hano birakomeye,
avuka ajya muri crèche, muri primaire‘It is French (.) well for children born here it is very difﬁcult, as
soon as they are born they go to the crèche and primary schoolN’abakuru ni erega- n’abakuru ni uko- n’abakuru bivugira igifaransa
hagati yabo.
‘It’s exactly the same even among the older ones- even the older ones
speak French among themselves’

Language in Society 39:2 (2010)
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A pattern of language choice in which siblings use the non-indigenous language
among themselves is common in language shift situations (see, e.g., Rindstedt &
Aronsson 2002, Kulick 1992).
In extract (5), in contrast, two YOUNG ADULTS (D and C), aged 14 and 16, report
their LANGUAGE PREFERENCE (Auer 1984) to B, the ﬁeldworker.
(5) Interview 3.
1

B:

2

D:

3

B:

4

D:

5

B:

6

D:

7

B:

8

C:

Ikinyarwanda iyo ukivugaa (.) wumva- wumva bimeze gute? Comment te sens
tu quand tu parles le kinyaruanda?
‘When you speak Kinyarwanda (.) how do you feel? How do you feel when
you speak Kinyarwanda?’
Moi je ne parle pas souvent.
‘I do not speak it that often’
Ariko se nka mukuru wawe iyo muganira – muganira akubwira ikinyarwanda
cyangwa igifaransa?
‘But when you’re talking with your brother- do you use Kinyarwanda or
French’
Français
‘French’
Ni byo! Hum. Wowe se iyo uganiliza maman?
‘Is it so! Hum. How about talking to you mum?’
En Français
‘In French’
Nibyo! Igifaransa nicyo cyoroshye?
‘Is it so! French is easier?’
Iyo ushaka kwiyexprima- en Français wiyexprima plus facilement qu’en
Kinyaruanda parce qu’ en Kinyaruanda tu dois réﬂechir, tu dois chercher le
mot – mais c’est vrai- il faut réﬂechir au mot que tu dois dire, vous voyez – tu
connais parfois- tu veux dire des choses en Kinyaruanda tu ne trouves pas de
mots – en Kinyaruanda- parce qu’il n’y a pas de mots- tu ne connais pas le
mot ou tu ne trouve pas le mot.
‘When you want to express yourself- it is easier to express yourself in French
than in Kinyarwanda because in Kinyarwanda you have to think, you have to
search for the word (…) you might not know the word or you might not ﬁnd it.’

Auer (1995:125) uses the notion of language preference to refer to any tendency to use a particular language, whether this tendency is due to a higher or
lower competence in one of the languages involved or whether it is “based on
political considerations”. Torras & Gafaranga 2002 speciﬁcally speak of COMPETENCE-RELATED PREFERENCE and of IDEOLOGY-RELATED PREFERENCE. In the case of
the choice between Kinyarwanda and French by Rwandan children in
Belgium, preference is strictly competence-related. Research conducted in a
variety of settings shows that, in situations of language shift, members’ competence in the minority language ranges from full competence to zero competence.
In between, subcategories such as passive bilinguals and semi-speakers can be
found (Dorian 1981, reported in Mesthrie et al. 2000:259). Although, in this
research, we have not measured speakers’ competence,8 it is obvious that in
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the Rwandan community in Belgium similar categories can be found. Ethnographic evidence, speakers’ own reports, and interactional data themselves
conﬁrm the existence of a continuum of proﬁciency in Kinyarwanda. For
example, as we have seen, adult members of the community prefer Kinyarwanda. The views in extract (4) seem to point to the categories of passive bilinguals/French monolinguals. And the young adults reporting their preference
in extract (5) above can be said to belong to the category of semi-speakers.
We can therefore assume that, in their daily interactions, community members
orient to these language-based categories in various ways (Gafaranga 2001).
As I will argue, the practice of medium request is one of the ways in which
members orient to language-based categories and, by so doing, talk language
shift into being.
DATA AND METHODS

Through inside knowledge as a DISTAL (Baquedano-Lopez & Kattan 2007:73)
member and through my previous work in the community, I had become
aware of ongoing language shift long before the project on which this paper is
based.9 Thus, the project was speciﬁcally designed to document interactional
practices through which the shift was taking place. The project was also undertaken with the assumption that language shift is a community phenomenon,
rather than an individual or family one (Baquedano-López & Kattan 2007:79).
Thus, during the recording process, preference was given to interactions involving members of the wider Rwandan community (referred to in the transcripts
used here as “visitors”) in addition to immediate members of the family. This
inclusion of both family and non-family members was presumed to lead participants to adopt interactional practices in currency in the wider community. Also,
data were collected using the methodology I have referred to elsewhere as “Doing
research in and as social interaction” (Gafaranga 1998), which had already been
tested in the community. In a few words, this is a methodology whereby the ﬁeldworker, rather than artiﬁcially standing aloof so as to “observe” interactions, participates in them like any other member. In the transcripts to be used in this
article, where the researcher (a distal member of the community) is a participant,
he too is referred to as a visitor.
Data collection was conducted over three phases. In the ﬁrst phase, participant
observation was used so that the ﬁeldworker could familiarize himself with the
general sociolinguistic situation prevalent in the community (language shift).
During this phase, we also identiﬁed 25 families we would focus on during
later phases of the research. In choosing the families, preference was given to
those with children under 10 years of age, although some families with children
we refer to as “young adults” were also included. In the second phase, naturally
occurring interactions in the target families were recorded. Here again, as far as
possible, preference was given to interactions involving children (child–adult and
Language in Society 39:2 (2010)
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child–child interactions). Most recordings lasted between 30 and 45 minutes, but
some went on much longer. And in the third phase, the same target families were
interviewed for their views about the sociolinguistic situation and how they
experienced it. Both the interview and interactional data have now been
transcribed.
In approaching the data with a view to describing medium requests, I have
adopted the conversation analytic approach as outlined by Pomerantz & Fehr
1997, among others (also see Auer 1988 [2000], Wei 2002, Cashman 2008, and
Gafaranga 2009 for the application of Conversation Analysis to bilingual interaction). Pomerantz & Fehr (1997:71–74) have identiﬁed ﬁve steps one can go
through in describing interactional practices. These are:
1. Select a sequence.
2. Characterize the actions in the sequence.
3. Consider how the speaker’s actions are packaged and options such packaging sets
up for the recipient.
4. Consider how the timing and taking of turns provide certain understandings of the
actions and the matter talked about.
5. Consider how the ways the actions were accomplished implicate certain identities,
roles and/or relationships for the interactants.

This sequential approach, as it is also known, was applied as in the case of
extract (6) below. First, I noticed a situation where a child’s turn (line 2) and
a directly preceding turn by an adult (line 1) did not use the same language.
Typically, the child’s turn would be in French while the adult’s turn was in
Kinyarwanda. I would then ascertain whether the two turns could be seen as
belonging to the same sequence, a sequence being deﬁned as a stretch of talk
starting from the moment one participant “initiated an action and/or topic that
was taken up or responded to by co-participants … [through] to the place
where the participants were no longer speciﬁcally responding to the prior
action and/or topic” (Pomerantz & Fehr 1997:71). In (6), for example, in line
1 B initiates an action. In line 2, D speaks to it, and the participants remain
focused on it until line 5. As the transcript shows, from line 6 onward, the participants are no longer focused on the same action. In fact, we can speak of a
new participant constellation along with a new activity. Therefore, talk from line
1 through to line 5 constitutes one sequence, and talk from line 6 onward
belongs to a different sequence.
(6) Talk takes place in A’s family. B is a visiting adult and C, D are A’s children (13 and 6 respectively).
1

B:

2

D:

250

Uzaza kunsura ryari?
‘When are you coming to visit me?’
Quoi?
‘What?’
Language in Society 39:2 (2010)
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3

B:

4

D:

5

B:

6

A to C:

7
8

A:

Uzaza kunsura ryari?
‘When are you coming to visit me?’
Je ne sais pas.
‘I don’t know.’
Urabizi sha.
‘You do know, come on’
Wali wazitaye imfunguzo zawe? wali wazitaye?
ou had lost your keys, hadn’t you?’
(.)
None se ko wantelephonye?
‘Why did you call me then?’

In all, 31 relevant sequences were identiﬁed. Identifying sequences in this way was
felt to be necessary because, as I have argued elsewhere (Gafaranga 1998, 2007a,
2007b), language choice is an aspect of the overall order of talk organization. Thus,
I speak of the medium of an interactional episode, and, in this case, of the medium
of a sequence.
For each sequence I had identiﬁed, I proceeded on through the other steps.
More speciﬁcally, I examined the whole sequence in order to see if and how
the divergence in the ﬁrst two turns was consequential for language choice in
subsequent turns. In the extract above, for example, divergence at the level of
language in turn 1 and turn 2 is not consequential, in that each of the participants seems to have kept his talk going in the original language. In extract
(1), on the other hand, the juxtaposition of languages in turn 1 and turn 2 is
consequential for subsequent choices, since the other participants seem to
have given in to E’s choice of French. It is through these subsequent choices
that participants’ own understanding of ongoing actions was revealed. In (1),
for example, subsequent choices conﬁrm that A and B have understood E’s
action as a request for a medium switch to French. In (6), on the other hand,
subsequent choices reveal that participants have taken each other to be bilingual
in Kinyarwanda and French for all practical purposes (see the notion of LINGUISTIC IDENTITY in Gafaranga 2001), and therefore that the option of keeping the
interaction going in a PARALLEL MODE (Gafaranga & Torras 2001) was available
to them. This article reports on the results obtained by applying this analysis to
the whole data set.

FROM LANGUAGE/MEDIUM NEGOTIATION TO
MEDIUM REQUEST

To begin to understand the phenomenon I’m referring to as “medium request,” a
good starting point is Auer’s (1984, 1995) notion of language negotiation sequence, later respeciﬁed by Gafaranga & Torras 2001 as “medium negotiation.”
According to Auer (1984:20–21), a language negotiation sequence “begins with
a disagreement between two or more parties about which language to use for
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interaction, and ends as soon as one of them ‘gives in’ to the other preferred
language.” An example of a language negotiation sequence is extract (7) below.
(7) (from Gafaranga & Torras 2001)
Talk takes place at a town hall reception in Barcelona between a receptionist (REC) and an enquirer
(EN2)
REC: bon dia senyora.
‘good morning madam’
EN2: mire quería hacer una pregunta # a ver # para inscribir al niño
al instituto de aquí?
‘I Would like to ask you a question # let’s see # how do I register my son
for the secondary school here?’
REC: directamente al instituto # está empandronado aquí el chico?
‘just at the secondary school # was the boy registered here?’

In the example, REC opens the encounter using Catalan, but EN2 formulates the
service request using Spanish. That is, in the ﬁrst two turns, participants are not
in agreement as to which language to use. However, in turn 3, REC accommodates
to EN2 and adopts Spanish, thus concluding the language negotiation sequence.
As discussed in Gafaranga & Torras 2001, such negotiation sequences can take
many forms, some being more explicit than others. For example, extract (7) above is
a case of implicit negotiation, while extract (8) below is a case of explicit negotiation.
In (8), after the exchange of greetings, BBB explicitly requested to use English.
(8) (from Codo 1998)
Talk takes place in an English pub in Barcelona.
AAA: hola.
‘hi’
BBB: hola (.) can I order in English (.) yeah
‘hi’
AAA: Sí
‘yes’
BBB: uh: I’d like to have a pint of blonde beer
AAA: mmm mmm

The phenomenon I’m referring to as “medium request” bears signiﬁcant structural similarity with language/medium negotiation sequence. Consider the small
exchange between a mother (A) and her 6-year-old daughter (D) in extract (9):
(9)
1

A:

2

D:
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D, ngaho mujye gutegura ameza (.) ((talking to herself)) n’uko nta
kintu gihari
‘D, go and get the table ready (.) ((talking to herself)) unfortunately
there is nothing (to eat)’
On va manger quoi maman?
‘What are we going to eat mummy?’
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3

A:

Rien (.) on va manger les assiettes.
‘Nothing (.) we’re going to eat plates.’

In the example, participants start from different perspectives as A uses Kinyarwanda while D uses French. However, by turn 3, A gives in and accommodates to D’s
choice of French. Now consider the more complex example in extract (10):
(10)
Talk takes place in a family between B, a visiting adult, and C, a 9 year old child. C’s mother, A, is
also present.
1
B:
uzi gukora sport se burya?
‘So you know how to do sports?’
2
C:
Oui.
‘Yes’
3
A: Azi gukora sport cyane.
‘She does a lot of sports.’
4
B:
None se babikora ku ishuli?
‘Do they do it at school?’
5
A: Ibyo abikora mu rugo.
‘She does these particular ones at home.’
6
B:
Ni nde wakwigishije?
‘Who taught you to do it?’
7
C:
Moi toute seule.
‘(I learned) all by myself’
8
B:
Toute seule?
‘(you learned) all by yourself?’
9
C:
Les copines qui m’ont montrée.
‘Some friends showed me (how to do it).’
10 B:
K connait? K peut faire ça?
‘Does K know (how to do it)? Can K do it?’
11 C:
Oui il peut essayer.
‘Yes he can try.’

If we put aside the insertion sequence between the two adult participants (turns
3–5), it becomes clear that the pattern of language choice resembles the one in
extract (7). In turn 1, B starts an adjacency pair using Kinyarwanda. In turn 2,
C produces the second pair part of the adjacency pair using French. In 6, B again
initiates an adjacency pair using Kinyarwanda. In 7, C responds using French. In
turn 8, B accommodates to C and, from then on, talk is conducted in French. So
in this case, one can speak of a successful implicit language negotiation sequence.
Although the phenomenon I am describing is similar to language negotiation in
many respects, there are three reasons to see it as a very speciﬁc type. First, in
language negotiation sequences, either party can initiate the negotiation. In the
case at hand, only children initiate the negotiation to switch from Kinyarwanda
to French. Typically, when children initiate an interactional sequence, they do so
in French. And when this happens, the adult participant normally follows the
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leader (Zentella 2007) and adopts French. Only one exception to this was found in
the whole data set. This is extract (11) below, where a mother (B) has used Kinyarwanda after her daughter (E) had initiated the sequence using French.
(11)
B is a mother and E is her 6- or 7-year old daughter.
1 E:
Où est ton sciseau?
‘Where are your scissors?’
2 B: Oya nta sciseau (.) utaza kunyicira ibintu.
‘No scissors (.) I don’t want you to mess up my work.’
3 E:
Maman, il est où ta couture?
‘Mummy where is your sewing?’
4 B: Oya nayibitse buriya.
‘I put it away.’
5 E:
Non je ne vais pas lui donner ((referring of her little sister)) .
‘No I won’t give it to her.’
6 B: Mujyane hejuru muli chambre (.) E wimusiga- E wisiga umwana.
‘Take her to the room (.) E don’t leave her behind- don’t leave the child behind.’
7 E:
Il est où ta couture?
‘Where is your sewing?’
8 B: Jya kureba dans ta chambre.
‘Look in your room.’

In addition, adult participants may introduce sequences using French, but such
cases are not interesting because children respond using French and, therefore,
these cases do not involve any negotiation.
Second, the notion of language negotiation, as used by Auer, does not imply any
directionality. In language negotiation, the language to be switched from can be
either language A or language B. Likewise, the language to be switched to can
be either A or B. That is, neither the starting point nor the outcome can be predicted.
An oft-cited example from Heller 1982 makes this point clearly:
(12)
This interaction takes place at a hospital reception in Montreal, Canada.
1
Clerk:
Central Booking, may I help you ?
2
Patient: Oui, Allo?
3
Clerk:
Bureau de rendez-vous, est-ce que je peux vous aider? May I help you
4
Patient: [French]
5
Clerk:
[French]
6
Patient: [English]
7
Clerk:
[English]
8
Patient: [French]
9
Clerk:
[French]
10 Patient: Etes-vous française ou anglaise? (are you French or English?)
11 Clerk:
n’importe, je ne suis ni l’une ni l’autre … (it doesn’t matter, I’m neither one nor the
other…)
12 Patient: Mais … (But…)
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13
14

Clerk:
Patient:

Ça ne fait rien (It doesn’t matter)
[French] [Conversation goes on in French]

As the transcript shows, from what participants are doing it is clear that, in this case,
the outcome could have been either French or English.
In the case at hand, as I have already indicated, the starting point is a turn by an
adult participant in Kinyarwanda followed by a turn in French by the child. As for
the outcome, in principle three possibilities could be said to be available: a monolingual Kinyarwanda medium, a monolingual French medium, and a KinyarwandaFrench parallel mode. In reality, Kinyarwanda is never adopted. That is, after they
have initiated the would-be negotiation, children do not switch from French to
Kinyarwanda. Rather, the choice, if any, is between adopting a monolingual
French medium and adopting a Kinyarwanda-French parallel medium for the subsequent interactional episode. In extracts (9) and (10) above, the outcome of the
would-be negotiation is a monolingual French medium. In extract (13) below, on
the other hand, the outcome is the parallel medium, with the adult participants
maintaining the use of Kinyarwanda while the child consistently uses French:
(13)
Talk takes place in A’s home. B is a visiting adult and C is A’s daughter (9 years)
1 A: Icara hasi uganirize monsieur.
‘Sit down and talk to mister.’
2 C:
Puis-je m’amuser?
‘Can I go to play?’
3 A: Wamubwiye se ko wagiye muli Ardennes?
‘Did you tell him that you went to the Ardennes?’
4 C:
Oui (.) j’ai été aux Ardennes avec mes amies- j’ai dormi là-basj’ai dormi avec mes amies.
‘Yes, I went to the Ardennes with my friendsI slept there- I slept with my friends.’
5 B:
Wamaze yo iminsi ingahe?
‘How long were you there?’
6 C:
Une nuit
‘One night’
7 A: Umm
8 B:
Warahakunze?
‘Did you like it?’
9 C:
Oui c’était frais.
‘Yes it was cool.’

This seems to be consistent with other studies that have observed directional
language choices in language shift situations (see for example the direction of
repair in Paugh 2005 and in Rindstedt & Aronsson 2002).
Third, according to Auer, the outcome of a language negotiation sequence is the
adoption of one of the available languages as the medium. A language negotiation
sequence “ends as soon as one of (the participants) ‘gives in’ to the other preferred
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language” (Auer 1984:20–21). In the case at hand, as extracts (6) and (13) show,
such need not be the case. Adoption of one of the two available languages,
French in this case, is only one option, the other being the possibility for the interaction to carry on in the parallel mode. Thus, there may be a case for a more accurate
descriptor for the sequences under investigation, but I leave this issue for another
time. Rather, in order to ﬁrmly focus attention on the action of children in position
2, here I will speak of MEDIUM REQUEST and use the term to refer to the whole sequence for all practical purposes. The action of children in position 2 does
indeed meet all the felicity conditions of the speech act of request (see Searle
1969, reported in Levinson 1983 [2000]:240). The section below examines this particular speech act in detail, focusing on the strategies children use to accomplish it.
MEDIUM REQUEST STRATEGIES

In the data I have worked with, I have been able to identify four main strategies for
accomplishing medium request. All four strategies can be thought of as repairs. A
review of the literature on repair in conversation is beyond the scope of this essay,
but it is important to note that repair can be accomplished explicitly as well as
implicitly (Jefferson 1987); it can be initiated by current speaker as well as otherinitiated; and it can be operated by current speaker (self-repair) as well as by the
next speaker (other-repair) (see Liddicoat 2007:171–212 for a comprehensive discussion). More important for us, repair can affect any “signiﬁcant aspect of talk
organisation” (Gafaranga 1999), including language choice (see medium repair
in Gafaranga 2000). The four strategies for achieving medium request can be
thought of as various forms of medium repair whereby the speaker in position 2
asks the speaker in position 1 to repair his or her choice. That is, the four strategies
can all be seen as cases of OTHER-INITIATED MEDIUM REPAIR.
Two further pieces of research that it is useful to keep in mind in order to fully
grasp the strategies that children use in medium request are Zentella’s (1997
[2007]) work in El Bloque and Lanza’s (2004, 2007) research on language use in
a mixed American-Norwegian couple in Norway. Both studies are relevant
because, coming in the language socialization framework, they focus on language
choice in parent/adult–child bilingual conversations. Zentella’s study is further interesting because the sociolinguistic situation in El Bloque is signiﬁcantly different from
the one in the Rwandan community in Belgium. In El Bloque intergenerational transmission of the language (Spanish) was more or less ensured because the “ﬂow of migrants and visitors between Puerto Rico and New York provided the children of El
Bloque with regular contact with Spanish” (2007:49). Zentella (2007:84) found
that, in this community, there was a norm that required children to “speak the
language their addressee could understand best.” In turn, this translated into a conversational principle Zentella (2007:86–88) phrased as FOLLOW THE LEADER. This means
that children tended to adopt the language that their adult interlocutor had chosen to
address them in. Of course, as Zentella notes, there were occasions when this
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principle was not followed, and participants adopted “non-reciprocal conversations”
(2007:89). Zentella (2007:86) further noted a frequent use of What?? / Qué? as a clariﬁcation strategy. Maybe as a result of signiﬁcant differences at the level of the sociolinguistic background, medium request as observed in the Rwandan community in
Belgium seems to be the exact opposite of the follow-the-leader principle. In
medium request, after the parent/adult has used Kinyarwanda, the child requests
the use of French. In fact, in the context of the Rwandans in Belgium, unlike that
of El Bloque, the follow-the-leader principle can be said to apply to parents/adult participants, since, as we have seen, one possible outcome of medium request is to adopt
a monolingual French medium after the adult participant has switched from Kinyarwanda to accommodate to the child’s choice. As for the clariﬁcation strategy, its use
was also found to be frequent among the Rwandans in Belgium, as were non-reciprocal conversations or those in which the parallel mode was adopted (see above).
As indicated earlier, Lanza has studied language choice in a mixed AmericanNorwegian couple. The parents were trying to raise their child bilingually and
claimed to be using the famous One Person–One Language strategy (Lanza
2007:55). Lanza (2007:56) identiﬁed ﬁve different discourse strategies that the
parents were adopting in interaction with their child:
1. Minimal grasp strategy, whereby the “adult indicates no comprehension of the
child’s language choice”;
2. Expressed guess strategy, whereby the “adult asks a yes-no question using the
other language”;
3. Adult repetition, whereby the parent repeats “the content of the child’s utterance,
using the other language”;
4. Move-on strategy, whereby the adult allows the “conversation to continue without
intervening”; and
5. Adult code-switching, whereby the parent himself/herself uses both languages.

Lanza further noted that these strategies can be ranked along the continuum from
monolingual context to bilingual context, with strategy 1 promoting a monolingual
context while strategy 5 fosters bilingualism. In other words, the strategies could be
ranked according to the degree to which they promoted the maintenance of the minority language, with strategy 1 being the most maintenance-oriented. As will
become clear in the following paragraphs, many of the strategies I will describe
have signiﬁcant similarities to Lanza’s, even though our analyses start from different perspectives. Lanza looks at language choice in child–parent conversation from
the parent’s perspective (see above) while, in my case, the focal point is the child’s
action in position 2. Thus, Lanza’s strategies 4 and 5 cut across the ones described
below, as they correspond, respectively, to what I have referred to above as the adoption of the parallel medium and of French as the medium.
The ﬁrst strategy for medium request, which corresponds maximally to implicit
language negotiation (see above), can be termed, following Jefferson 1987, as
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EMBEDDED MEDIUM REPAIR. In this strategy, after the

adult participant has proposed to
use Kinyarwanda as the medium, the child participant attends to the ideational
content of what the ﬁrst speaker has said, but, at the same time, proposes to use
French. That is, language choice being “a signiﬁcant aspect of talk organisation”
(Gafaranga 1999), the child implicitly asks the adult participant to repair his or
her choice simply by ﬂagging it as the only aspect of talk organization where
they are not in line with each other. In turn, this act of ﬂagging language choice
is achieved thanks to a local organizational principle Auer 1984 refers to as “preference for same language talk.” In some cases, as in extract (9), alignment is
achieved as soon as position 3, but, in some other cases, as in extract (10) above
and (14) below, it may take longer to achieve alignment. Extract (14) is particularly
interesting because it shows B facing a dilemma (use of both French and
Kinyarwanda in 3 and of Kinyarwanda in 5) in choosing whether or not to give
in to C:

(14)
Talk takes place in C’s (10 years) family home. B is a visiting adult. Other members of the family are
present but they do not appear in this sequence.
1
B:
C, wakoze iki muri vacances?
‘C, what did you do during the holidays?’
2
C:
J’ai été un peu partout (.) j’ai été chez mes amis (.) j’ai joué dehors (.)
j’ai eu mon anniversaire (.) j’ai mangé un beau gateau‘I’ve been everywhere (.) I’ve been to see my friends (.)
played outside (.) I had my birthday (.) I ate a nice cake-’
3
B:
Un beau gateau d’anniversaire! Ni nde wayiteguye?
‘A good birthday cake! Who prepared it?’
4
C:
On l’a acheté.
‘We bought it.’
5
B:
Maman yaguhaye cadeau?
‘Did mummy give you a present?’
6
C:
Non (.) Puis je devais partir en France mais je ne suis pas allé
puisque le train était très cher (.) Le prix était 300 euros. Il n’y a pas de bus
qui va là. Là où je devais aller c’ était loin de Paris.
‘No (.) Then I had to go to France but I didn’t go
because the train was too expensive (.) the ticket was EUR 300 (.) There is
no bus going there- where I was going is far from Paris.’
7
B:
Oui il y a un bus.
‘Yes there is a bus.’
8
C:
Pas là où je vais.
‘Not where I was going.’
9
B:
Tu vas laisser maman seule?
‘Are you going to leave mummy on her own?’
10 C:
Oui.
‘Yes.’

As we have seen, alignment may never even be achieved, each participant refusing
to give in to co-participant’s choice (see (13)).
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Unlike the above, the next three strategies all imply a problem at the level of content
in the adult participant’s talk. To that extent, they are all forms of explicit content repair.
Let’s look at them one at a time. The ﬁrst of these three consists of claiming not to have
heard or understood, but using a different language. Parallelism with Lanza’s strategy
of minimal grasp and Zentella’s clariﬁcation strategy is obvious. We will use the term
GENERALIZED CONTENT REPAIR. In this case, the child in position 2 reacts to the adult’s talk
in position 1, typically using the unspeciﬁed question Quoi? In responding to this
claim, the adult participant has the choice to align or not with the child at the level
of language choice. If there is no alignment, a parallel medium ensues as in extract
(6) above. In the example, note that, after D’s repair initiator Quoi?, B repeats
himself, thus conﬁrming that the strategy can be interpreted as a mere claim of lack
of hearing by participants themselves. A second example is (15):
(15)
Talk takes place in A’s home. B is a visitor and D is A’s child (6 years)
1 A: Ngaho D mujye gushyiraho- mujye gutegura ameza.
‘Go D go and prepare the table.’
2 D: Moi je vais préparer la table.
‘I’m going to prepare the table.’
3 B:
Urashyiraho iki D?
‘What are you going to put on it D?’
4 D: Quoi?
‘What?’
5 B:
Wowe urashyiraho iki?
‘What are you going to put on it?’
6 D: Le couvert (.) on est combien (.) un deux trois quatre cinq
‘Plates (.) how many are we (.) one two three four ﬁve’
7 A: Abadahari ni bande D? Ni bande badahari? Qui et qui?
‘Who is not here D? Who is not here? Who and who?’

The relevant sequence is turns 3 to 6. In turn 3, B asks a question of D using Kinyarwanda. Instead of answering it using French, D calls for repair, indicating that he
hasn’t heard or understood it properly. In turn 5, B reformulates his question,
still in Kinyarwanda, and in turn 6, D brieﬂy answers the question, still in
French, and goes on with further talk.
Alternatively, the adult participant may respond to the child’s repair initiator by
attending to content, and, at the same time, aligning at the level of language choice.
In this case, a monolingual French medium is adopted. Consider extract (1), reproduced below as (16) for convenience:
(16)
Talk takes place in A’s home. B is a visitor and E is A’s child, aged 6
1 B:
Alors E, washushanyije iki?
‘So E, what have you drawn?)
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2

E:

3

B:

4
5

B:

6

A:

7

B:

Quoi?
‘What?’
Ça c’est quoi?
‘What is this?’
(.)
Qu’est ce que tu as dessiné?
‘What have you drown?’
Il avait dit qu’il va dessiner un bonhomme
‘He had said he was going to drow a man’
Ah! Je vois un bras
‘Ah! I can see an arm’

In turn 1, A uses Kinyarwanda. In 2, E calls for repair. In 3, A produces the repair
and, using French, aligns with E.
Of course, in this strategy as in the one described above, things might not be so
straightforward. Sometimes, participants face a dilemma as to whether or not to
align with co-participants. Consider (17):
(17)
Talk takes place in A’s home. D is her 6 year old daughter. Another child has ﬁnished going through
a round of counting in Kinyarwanda.
1 A: D, ngaho nawe bara turebe.
‘D, you too count so we can see.’
2 D: Quoi?
‘What?’
3 A: Compte en Kinyarwanda (.) bara mu kinyaruanda (.) compte‘Count in Kinyarwanda (.) count in Kinyarwanda (.) count-’
4 D: Je ne sais pas moi.
‘I don’t know.’

In turn 1, A uses Kinyarwanda to instruct D to count. In 2, D calls for a repair, using
French. In 3, A produces the repair, repeating her instruction in French. However,
this time, she goes on to repeat herself for a second time, using Kinyarwanda. In this
case it may well be that the repetition of the instruction in Kinyarwanda is due to the
fact that talk is language-focused. Ongoing topic is whether D can or cannot count
in Kinyarwanda. However, the fact that the repair is ﬁrst produced in French is a
good indication that the repair initiator is interpretable as an invitation to
medium repair.
The third strategy is one whereby the child in position 2 calls for the repair of a
speciﬁc item in what the adult participant has just said. We can use the term TARGETED CONTENT REPAIR for this strategy. In its simplest form, only the speciﬁc item
is repaired, as in extract (18):
(18)
A father (A), a mother (B) and their two children (D and E), aged 8 and 5 respectively, are playing a
game of cards.
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1

D:

2

B:

3

E:

4

B/D:

5

A:

Et comme ça tu ne vas pas trouver. Tu n’as pas de chance E.
‘In that way you won’t ﬁnd (it). You don’t stand a chance E.’
Reka mbanze nshyireho icumi.
‘Let me put down ten to start with.’
C’est quoi icumi?
‘What does ‘icumi’ mean?’
Dix.
‘Ten.’
Ntushyire ku meza E.
‘Don’t put (it) on the table E.’

In turn 2, using Kinyarwanda, B announces the move she’s about to take. E fails to
understand the statement fully and picks up one element (icumi) as the cause of the
problem and calls for it to be repaired. And in 4, both B and D provide the repair,
translating the item into French, and a new sequence begins in 5, involving A and E.
However, the need to repair a speciﬁc item may be enough motivation for
switching the medium. Consider (19):
(19)
Talk takes place in A’s family. B is a visiting adult, C is A’s son (9 years).
1
B:
None se ko utazanye n’inshuti zawe? (.) Uﬁte inshuti zingahe?
‘So why didn’t you bring your friends? (.) How many friends do you have?’
2
C:
Umm ((starts listing them by name))
‘Umm’
3
B:
Uﬁte inshuti zingahe?
‘How many friends do you have?’
4
C:
Au Rwanda j’ai aussi des amis.
‘I have friends in Rwanda too.’
5
A: Yakubajije hano- mu Rwanda ntaho yakubajije- mu Rwanda ntabo uzi.
Atangiye kwibagirwa kubera vacances. Yakubajije umubare w’inshuti zawe.
‘He asked you about here- he didn’t ask you about Rwanda- You do not
know anybody in Rwanda. He is starting to forget because of the holidays.
He asked you the number of your friends.’
6
C:
La soeur?
‘The sister?’
7
A: Umubare.
‘The number.’
8
C:
C’est quoi ça?
‘What’s that?’
9
A: Le chiffre.
‘The number’.
10 C:
((lists names))
11 B:
A peu près combien? Dix?
‘Roughly how many (friends) do you have? Ten?’
12 C:
Non plus, Marie, Andrea‘No more, Mary, Andrea-’
13 A: Ni bangahe?
‘How many?’
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14

C:

15

B:

16

C:

Voilà je pense que c’est onze.
‘There you go. I think they are eleven.’
Onze amis? Et maman, elle a combien?
‘Eleven friends? How many does mummy have?’
Je ne sais pas. Sûrement beaucoup
‘I don’t know. Certainly many.’

We can approach this rather long extract by noting B’s shift from using Kinyarwanda (turns 1 & 3) to using French (turn 11 onward), aligning with C’s consistent
use of French and by analyzing how this alignment came about. In turn 1, B asks a
question, but C fails to provide a relevant answer to it, leading B to reformulate the
question in turn 3. At this point, no speciﬁc problem has been identiﬁed as the
reason why the relevant answer has not been produced. After this second
attempt, C again provides an answer that is not very relevant, and this leads A to
come in to try and sort out the problem. Similar talk facilitation practices by
parents have been observed in other settings (e.g.. Stivers 2001). To do so, she attempts to clarify B’s question as best she can, using Kinyarwanda. But her clariﬁcation is not very helpful. Particularly, C experiences problems understanding the key
word umubare and calls for its repair (see below for the speciﬁc strategy used here).
In turn 7, A shows recognition of where the problem lies and repeats the problem
item, hoping that, once the item is taken in isolation, C will be able to understand
it. In 8, C calls for its repair and A repairs it in 9, using French. In 10, C proceeds
with his list. At this point any hope that C will provide a relevant answer vanishes,
and B switches to French. Two things must be noted in this example. The ﬁrst is that
A has interpreted the problem as having to do with a speciﬁc item, the word
zingahe, and has replaced it with umubare and later on with chiffre. In other
words, from A’s perspective, the simple form of the strategy discussed above
obtains. From B’s perspective, however, things are different. After the problematic
item has been repaired, B does not go back to using Kinyarwanda. Rather, in
switching to French, he seems to indicate that, for him, the problem is not one of
individual words as such, but one of the medium as a whole.
The fourth strategy, which parallels Lanza’s strategies 2 and 3, consists in offering
a tentative interpretation of co-participant’s talk and calling for it to be conﬁrmed. We
will refer to this strategy as UNDERSTANDING CHECK. In extract (19) above, for example,
C has a problem with the word umubare and offers a tentative interpretation of it in
turn 7 (soeur), hoping it will be conﬁrmed. At this point, switching to French could
have occurred. This is exactly what happens in extract (20):
(20)
A is the mother, C is her child (7 years), E is a visitor.
1 A: Uzi kubara?
‘Do you know how to count?’
2 C:
Je sais compter?
‘Do I know how to count?’
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3

E:

4

C:

5

E:

6

A:

Tu sais compter?
‘Do you know how to count?’
Oui.
‘Yes.’
Jusqu’ à combien?
‘Up to how much?’
Uzi kubara mu Kinyaruanda?
‘Do you know how to count in Kinyarwanda?’

In turn 1, A uses Kinyarwanda to ask a question of C. In turn 2, C reformulates
the question, using French. As he has not selected who the next speaker should
be, E self-selects and, using French, conﬁrms C’s understanding, and the conversation between the two continues in French until A comes in again (turn 6).
However, an understanding check need not lead to alignment at the level
of language choice. This is the case in extract (21). As can be seen from the
transcript, the parents, A and B, are consistently using Kinyarwanda while the
children (D and E) are consistently using French, even though, in turn 2, E has
produced an understanding check, displaying his tentative understanding of
B’s talk.
(21)
A is the father, B is the mother and D and E are their children (8 and 5 respectively).
1 B:
E, mubyinire gato arebe (.) bimwe bya un deux trois
chu chu chu – bya bindi byaa- mwakoze kuri onze.
‘Dance a bit for him to see (.) the one you go one two three
chu chu chu- the one you- you did up to eleven.’
2 E:
Que j’ai fait jusqu’à onze?
‘The one I did up to eleven?’
3 B:
Ubare kugeza kuri onze (.) ya nkoni yawe iri hariya genda uyizane
kugirango ubare kugeza kuri onze.
‘You count up to eleven (.) Your stick is there go and get it
so you can count up to eleven.’
4 A: Genda ubyine wereke tonto.
‘Go and dance for uncle.’
5 E:
Je n’ ai pas envie.
‘I don’t want to.’
6 D: Elle n’a pas envie.
‘She doesn’t want to.’
7 A: Ngaho E nzakugilira bombons’
‘Come on E I’ll buy you some sweets.’

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: TALKING
LANGUAGE SHIFT INTO BEING

In this article I have described a recurrent feature of talk organization in adult–child
conversations among the Rwandan diaspora in Belgium: This is the fact that
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children constantly request parents/adult participants to medium-switch from Kinyarwanda to French. In approaching this feature, I ﬁrst noted that it shows signiﬁcant similarities with the feature of bilingual conversation Auer 1984 refers to as
language negotiation, while Gafaranga & Torras 2001 refer to it as medium negotiation. However, I went on to say that it must be seen as a very speciﬁc type for three
main reasons: First, only children call for the switch; second, the called-for switch is
unidirectional (from Kinyarwanda to French); and third, the request to mediumswitch may, but need not, lead to alignment at the level of language choice.
While recognizing these facts, I proposed to adopt the term MEDIUM REQUEST so as
to focus on the work that children accomplish in position 2 in the sequence.
After this initial observation, I went on to examine what speciﬁc strategies can be
used to accomplish medium request. In total, four strategies were described. First,
the child in position 2 can attend appropriately to the ideational content of the adult
participant in position 1 while using a different language. I have referred to this as
embedded medium repair, as nothing is speciﬁcally signaled as problematic at the
level of content. As we have seen, the contrast created at the level of language
choice can be resolved either by the adult participant’s aligning with the child or
by holding fast to his or her initial choice. In the ﬁrst possibility, a monolingual
French medium obtains, and in the second, a parallel Kinyarwanda-French bilingual medium ensues. The second strategy, which I have referred to as generalized
content repair, consists of the child in position 2 indicating that she has failed to understand what the adult in position 1 has said, typically using the unspeciﬁed question Quoi? In repairing this general problem of understanding/hearing, the adult can
either align with the child at the level of language choice or retain his initial choice.
Here again, the ﬁrst possibility leads to the adoption of a monolingual French
medium while the second leads to the parallel medium. Slightly similar to the
second strategy, the third strategy consists of the child participant’s pointing to a
speciﬁc item in adult’s talk as the source of the problem and thereby asking for it
to be repaired. I have spoken of targeted content repair in this case. As we have
seen, adult participants may choose to repair only the single item, but they may
also choose to repair the whole medium. The fourth and ﬁnal strategy, which I
have called understanding check, consists of the child participant’s displaying a tentative understanding of the adult participant’s talk, using French, and calling for this
understanding to be conﬁrmed. In conﬁrming the child’s understanding, the adult
participant may align with the child at the level of language choice or may hold onto
his initial choice. Brieﬂy, among the Rwandans in Belgium, medium request
follows a speciﬁable conversational order.
At this point two general questions arise: WHY is this process occurring as observed? And SO WHAT? I would like to comment on them brieﬂy before I conclude
this essay. As this discussion has shown, among the Rwandans in Belgium there
appears to be an unequal distribution of the power to inﬂuence the medium, at
least in sequences involving medium requests. In these interactional sites, children
have the upper hand in the sense that their language preference always prevails.
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Whether a medium request leads to the adoption of a monolingual French medium
or whether it leads to a Kinyarwanda-French parallel medium, children are allowed
to use their preferred language. This is consistent with recent trends described in the
language socialization literature, where the child is seen as an active actor in the socialization process (see above). Therefore, the issue is where this particular distribution of power comes from, especially as we know that, as in the case of El
Bloque, the normal expectation would be for children to accommodate to adults’
language choices, if only out of respect. The answer to the question lies in the
relationship between micro-conversational structures and the macro-sociolinguistic
context. As argued in Gafaranga 2001 and Torras & Gafaranga 2002, language preference is a membership categorization device. In language choice, speakers take
account of each other’s preferences – that is, they categorize each other in terms
of language preference. Language-based categories may be decided locally in a
speciﬁc conversation, but they may also be part of members’ stock of knowledge.
In the case of the Rwandan community in Belgium, members know in common that
children prefer to speak French. On the other hand, they know that adult members of
the community are bilingual in French and Kinyarwanda. The state of language
shift lies in this categorization and its effect on members’ consequent actions.
Medium request, with the speciﬁc packaging I have described, is one of the
ways in which members orient to prevalent language-based categories. As we
have seen, in the Rwandan community in Belgium, only children accomplish
medium requests – and the request is for the use of French. Additionally, independently of the outcome, children hold onto their initial choice of French. Conversely, adult members of the community do not initiate medium requests and
respond to child-initiated medium requests either by switching to French or by
holding onto Kinyarwanda. All these actions are consequential and accountable
given the prevalent language-based categorization. In requesting the use of
French (after Kinyarwanda has been used) –– that is, in accomplishing medium
requests – children are in a sense reminding their interlocutors to be socially accountable in their language choice acts, to take account of their interlocutors’
language preference; hence the notion that medium request is a type of repair.
Likewise, after a medium request, Kinyarwanda is never adopted as the
medium, because doing so would be contrary to the categorization of children
as preferring French. By implication, adult members do not initiate medium
request because their preferred language is never going to be adopted. On the
other hand, adult members of the community can be asked to accommodate to
the children’s choice of French because they are known in common to be bilingual
in French and Kinyarwanda.
The above explanation, although it is valid at a general level, leaves some of the
details of the interactional practice unaccounted for. For example, it does not
account for the fact that adult members initiate sequences in Kinyarwanda in the
ﬁrst place, nor does it explain why they can hold onto their choice of Kinyarwanda,
leading to the parallel medium. In fact, the explanation, if it stopped here, would
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strongly imply that adult members are sociolinguistically incompetent since they
have to be constantly reminded how to interact with some members of the community. Throughout this article, I have used the expressions LANGUAGE SHIFT IN PROGRESS and ONGOING LANGUAGE SHIFT, and they have their full meaning here. As I
have indicated, in the Rwandan community in Belgium there is a continuum of
proﬁciency in Kinyarwanda. If the different subcategories of speakers are interactionally “relevant” (Schegloff 1991), we can easily assume that, in their everyday
interaction, speakers orient to them. Medium request appears to be co-selective
with the category of passive bilinguals. That is, in actual interaction, adult
members of the community hold children to be not monolinguals in French, but
rather passive Kinyarwanda-French bilinguals. Thus, they can accountably initiate
sequences in Kinyarwanda and continue to use Kinyarwanda after their child interlocutors have used French only because they hold them to be capable of following
the conversation. Children themselves, in adopting speciﬁc strategies such as embedded medium repair, targeted content repair, and understanding check,
conﬁrm to their interlocutors that they have some competence in Kinyarwanda.
Brieﬂy, medium request as I have described it here is possible because of the
language shift from Kinyarwanda-French bilingualism to monolingualism in
French currently in progress in the community. The macro-sociological order
OCCASIONS the conversational order. Conversely, through medium request language
shift actually takes place – is talked into being. The conversational order and the
wider macro-sociolinguistic order come together.
As indicated above, the second question that emerges from the analysis is the
so-what question. As I have said above, data were collected with a view to
documenting interactional practices through which language maintenance is
accomplished as well as those that facilitate language shift. To understand the contribution of medium request to the issue, we need to refer to Lanza again. As we
have seen, Lanza has identiﬁed ﬁve strategies that parents can use in interaction
with bilingual children. Furthermore, she has ranked those strategies in terms of
those that promote the maintenance of the minority language and those that
don’t (bilingual). The discussion above shows that, with reference to medium
request among the Rwandan diaspora in Belgium, similar strategies can be identiﬁed from the child’s perspective. On the whole, therefore, we can say that
medium request, as a conversational strategy, facilitates language shift because it
promotes the adoption of a monolingual French medium. However, as we have
seen, none of the strategies for medium requests necessarily leads to the adoption
of a monolingual French medium. Adult participants may hold onto their choice
of Kinyarwanda, in which case a parallel medium is adopted. Elsewhere, I have
highlighted the signiﬁcance of the parallel mode as a practice through which
language shift is accomplished (Gafaranga 2007b:196). In light of the above analysis, this view has to be nuanced. When it occurs in the context of a medium request,
the parallel mode can be seen as a maintenance-oriented strategy, if only a very
weak one.
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As I noted in the second section, an underlying motivation for studies of
language shift is to contribute to language maintenance. In addition, as we have
seen, for language maintenance to be possible, “face-to-face, small-scale social
life must be pursued in their own right and focused upon directly” (Fishman
1991:4). The aim of this article has been precisely to focus on an interactional practice in a situation of language shift in order to understand it in detail. Drawing on the
above analysis, my advice to members of the Rwandan community in Belgium is to
practice RLS in face-to-face interaction, in addition to setting up and participating
in sociocultural organizations. A speciﬁc interactional practice they could adopt in
this respect is to refrain as much as possible from giving in to children’s medium
requests in their different forms, even if this means adopting the parallel
medium. However, as important as medium requests are in language shift situations, alone they cannot account for the totality of language shift in a community.
Therefore, in line with Fishman 1991, I would like to conclude by calling for further
detailed descriptions of interactional practices through which language shift is
accomplished in the Rwandan community in Belgium and elsewhere.
NOTES
1

Analysis in this article did not require a sophisticated transcription system. In the KinyarwandaFrench bilingual data, a basic system indicating turns and language contrast (roman type for Kinyarwanda and italics for French) has been used. Free translation in English is provided immediately after each
turn. As for data from published sources, original conventions have been retained.
2
Many of these displaced have now been repatriated.
3
No actual statistics are available to the researcher.
4
Today, English has been added to the two as a third ofﬁcial language.
5
Language shift is commonly thought to be a slow process taking many generations to be complete. In
the Rwandan community, signs of it are evident even in the speech of the ﬁrst generation, people who
were proﬁcient speakers of Kinyarwanda before arrival.
6
For the remainder of this article, I will only use the term “Kinyarwanda,” even if actual instances
referred to include small passages in French, instead of the long “Kinyarwanda-for-all-practicalpurposes.”
7
A local term used to refer to somebody who has killed people during the genocide against Tutsis in
Rwanda.
8
We have worked under the understanding that, as Auer says, bilingualism, and by implication,
language shift, is not “something inside the speaker’s head, but … a displayed feature in participants’
everyday behaviour” (Auer 1988 [2000]:169). (Also see Baquedano-López & Kattan 2007:79).
9
The project was conducted with ESRC funding under project Res-000-22-1165. Data were collected
by Dr Jean Baptiste Munyandamutsa. For further information on the project, see http://www.esrcsocie
tytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/ViwAwardPage.aspx?AwardId=3906.
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