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Abstract 
 

Contrary to what is frequently imagined by many monolingual Americans, 

maintaining a non-English language in the United States is an 

extraordinarily difficult task. In the case of Latinos, in spite of the 

continuing arrival of new, Spanish-speaking immigrants, the shift toward 

English is unmistakable. Among Latino professionals, the shift  is 

extremely rapid and appears to take place by the second generation 

(Valdés, Fishman et al. 2006). 

If Fishman (1991) is correct about the importance of intergenerational 

transmission for minority language maintenance, Spanish will only be 

maintained in the United States if parents commit to speaking Spanish at 

home with their children; however, the development of high-level, 

literacy-related proficiencies in Spanish, cannot be brought about by 

parents alone. This development will require the direct involvement of 

educational institutions. Unfortunately, the American educational system-- 

in its present configuration—has not been designed to involve itself in the 

maintenance and development of non-majority languages. 

This paper examines the ongoing journey of two sisters  (now 10 and 13 
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years old) who have developed their English/Spanish bilingualism 

primarily through American schools. It presents data on the characteristics 

of both their Spanish and their English language development and on their 

evolving sense of identity as Latinas. It also presents information about the 

school contexts in which the girls developed their bilingualism, the 

challenges faced by these schools in providing instruction in a minority 

language, and the dilemmas facing other Latino families in maintaining 

Spanish for another generation. 

 
 
 

When language plays an important role in defining cultural 

or ethnic identity we refer to identity as ethnolinguistic. 

Ethnolinguistic identity can thus be viewed as a subjective 

feeling of belonging to a particular ethnolinguisitic group 

for which the language spoken by the group is an important 

characteristic. (Hamers and Blanc 2000:202) 

 
 
Introduction 

 

Marisa and Adriana are sisters of mixed heritage who are now 11 

and 14. They are the children of a second-generation Latina whose 

dominant language is English and an Anglophone father who does not 

speak Spanish. Their grandmother, the author of this paper, is a Latina 
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professional who grew up on the US-Mexico border and who has a strong 

commitment to the maintenance of Spanish among Latinos in this country. 

Her family continues to reside in Mexico, and her own professional 

identity is closely linked to the teaching of Spanish to heritage speakers in 

the United States. Marisa and Adriana, then, have grown up in a family 

context in which Spanish is valued, in which attention and thought has 

been given to the development of their bilingualism, and in which there is 

much current concern about the maintenance of their existing Spanish 

language competencies as they enter the next phases of their formal 

education.  

The purpose of this paper is to describe the ongoing journey of 

these two sisters as well as the challenges faced by the children and their 

family in creating a home and school context in which Spanish might be 

maintained for another generation. In describing the experiences of 

youngsters whose bilingualism has been developed to a great degree 

through American schools, I hope to problematize the role of American 

educational systems in maintaining and developing minority languages in 

this country as well as the dilemmas facing other immigrant families in 

maintaining their heritage language for other generation. I first begin by 

briefly describing the current context of hostility toward Latinos and 

popular concerns about their failure to learn English. I review the strong 

evidence countering this position which clearly documents the reality of a 



 4 

pattern of transitional bilingualism among Latinos leading to English 

monolingualism by the third generation. I then turn to the challenges and 

to the resources available to families who, in spite of the strong existing 

ideologies of monolingualism that surround them, elect to develop non-

English language proficiencies in their children. Using the experiences of 

Marisa and Adriana as a lens through which to present information about 

the challenges of maintaining bilingualism primarily through American 

schools, I present an overview of their bilingual trajectory at home and at 

school, examine the characteristics of the two girlsÕ written and oral 

Spanish, and discuss their evolving sense of identity both as Americans of 

mixed background and as bilingual individuals. I conclude by proposing 

an ecological vision of languages for the language-teaching profession that 

might support the maintenance of heritage languages in third generation 

children.  

 

Language Shift and Language Maintenance and the Context of 
Hostility Toward Latinos in the United States 
 

 The political environment surrounding Spanish-speaking persons 

in the United States is currently a hostile one. In the existing anti-

immigrant climate, the image of Latinos has been deeply tainted by 

debates about the number of both documented and undocumented 

immigrants currently in this country and the lack of a coherent national 



 5 

policy on immigration. Not surprisingly, given hostility toward 

immigrants in general and toward Latino immigrants in particular, there is 

a fear all over the countryÑ especially in states where recent influxes of 

Latino immigrants have increased dramatically Ð that Spanish might 

replace English and that the dominant culture will be polluted by 

foreigners. In a recent article a distinguished Harvard University scholar, 

for example, argued that Mexican immigrants in particular pose special 

challenges to the American state. He speaks of immigration from Mexico 

as Òa unique, disturbing, and looming challenge to our cultural integrity, 

our national identity, and potentially to our future as a countryÓ 

(Huntington 2004:8). 

Research on language maintenance and language shift, by 

comparison, presents a very different picture. English acquisition among 

Latinos has followed the same pattern of transitional bilingualism typical 

of other immigrant groups in this country which, according to Fishman 

(1964), inevitably leads to English monolingualism by the fourth 

generation. In the case of Latinos, this rapid language shift is masked by 

the continuing arrival of new, monolingual, Spanish-speaking immigrants 

into communities in which both English and Spanish are spoken. As a 

result there is a belief that Latinos are linguistically incapable of 

assimilating into the American identity (de la Garza 2006). 
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Notwithstanding popular concerns about the ÒrefusalÓ of Latinos to 

learn English, both long term and recent research on language use in 

Latino communities has made clear that, in spite of the influx of 

monolinguals into Latino communities, the shift toward English by 

Hispanics or Latinos in the United States is unequivocal. In the early 

eighties, for example, several scholars (e.g., Fishman 1985, 1987; Veltman 

1983, 1988) clearly demonstrated that late twentieth century immigrants to 

the US, including Latinos, were regularly acquiring English and shifting 

away from the use of their ethnic languages. Research in the 90s (de la 

Garza, R. O., DeSipio, L., Garcia, F. C., Garcia, J. and Falcon, A. 1992) 

also directly supported these findings. 

More recent work on Latino immigrants and language use 

(Hakimzadeh and Cohn 2007; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 2004; 

Tienda and Mitchell 2006a, 2006b; Potowski 2004) strongly supports the 

position that in spite of the continuing arrival of new, Spanish-speaking 

immigrants into bilingual communities, a shift toward English is taking 

place. According to Hakimzadeh and Cohn (2007), Òhalf of the adult 

children of Latino immigrants speak some Spanish at home, but by the 

third and higher generations, that has fallen to one-in-four.Ó Among Latino 

professionals in states like California, the shift is still more rapid and 

appears to take place by the second generation (ValdŽs, Fishman, Chavez 

and Perez 2006). Even foreign-born Latinos who came to this country as 
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children, report becoming English dominant and exclusively English-

speaking in their adult years. 

 For those who worry about LatinosÕ being left out of the American 

dream, it may be comforting to discover that Latinos are learning English 

and that this language is rapidly displacing Spanish. For those concerned 

about maintaining immigrant language resources in the United States for 

both economic and strategic purposes, on the other hand, the news about 

the rapid shift away from SpanishÑ even with the potential support of 

groups of fluent native speakersÑ  is not encouraging. It means that 

maintaining non-English languages--whether widely spoken or not-- 

involves a set of serious challenges that make the current goal of 

dramatically increasing the number of Americans who speak critical need 

foreign languages such as Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, Farsi, and others an 

extremely difficult task.i  

 

Strategies and Resources for Maintaining Non-English Languages in 

the United States 

 

 Bilingual acquisition has been defined as Òthe acquisition of two 

languages in childhoodÓ (Deuchar and Quay 2000: 1).  There is 

disagreement among researchers, however, about the precise time in 

childhood when exposure to the two languages must begin in order to be 
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considered acquisition of two L1Õs.   McLaughlin (1978), for example, 

defined simultaneous acquisition as a situation in which a child is exposed 

to two languages before the age of three and successive acquisition as a 

situation in which exposure to a second language after the age of three. 

Other researchers (e.g., De Houwer 1995), reserve the term bilingual 

language acquisition to the exposure of a child to two languages within 

the first month of birth. Exposure to a second language after one month up 

to the age of two is described instead as bilingual second language 

acquisition (De Houwer, 1995).  Deuchar and Quay (2000: 2) use the term 

bilingual acquisition Òto refer to situations where the child is regularly 

exposed to two languages from birth or during the first year of lifeÓ.  

RomaineÕs classification (1995) of the principal types of bilingual 

families, acquisition contexts, and strategies used in exposing children to 

two languages in infancy include: one person-one language, one language-

one environment, and one language used in the home, and the other 

language used outside the home. What is common to these examples of 

acquisition contexts and strategies is that at least one of the two parents 

committed to bilingual acquisition is a strong native speaker of the 

language that is to be transmitted to the child. Many of these parents are 

first-generation immigrants or relatively recent sojourners of different 

types. They frequently maintain very strong ties to their countries of origin 

and often have strong dominance in the language in question.  
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By comparison, individuals who are committed to maintaining and 

developing non-dominant or minority languages in the third generation 

face an extraordinarily difficult task.  In the United States, whether such 

individuals are parents or grandparents, community activists, language 

planners and/or government strategists, they must counteract the 

ubiquitous presence of English in the lives of ÒnormalÓ American children 

and attempt to motivate them to develop or maintain a language that has 

much less currency and prestige. This is a challenge because many third-

generation English-speaking youngsters often pass undetected among their 

white, ethnic, or multi-ethnic peers and are exceptional only because they 

still happen to have access to a non-English language in their homes and 

families. 

It is important to emphasize that such second generation parents 

and other family members may agree with Fishman (1991) that 

intergenerational transmission is essential to language maintenance, but 

because of the strong English-speaking context that has surrounded them 

their entire lives, they may not have the personal language resources 

themselves to provide their children with the type of exposure to the non-

English language that they consider essential. A one parent, one language 

strategy, for example, may not be appropriate or sustainable for 

individuals who are quite conscious of their language limitations in a 

variety of areas. Second-generation parents, therefore, may use a range of 
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other complementary resources (listed in Figure 1) including hiring 

nannies who speak the non-English language, calling upon fluent speakers 

of the language in their family circle to spend time with their children, and 

arranging for visits to and from the home country. As far as possible, they 

also will attempt to create opportunities outside the home for language use 

by joining other like-minded individuals in play groups in which their 

children will have increased access to the language.  

In some contexts, other community resources may be available 

such as church services in the non ÐEnglish language and Saturday 

language schools staffed by teachers recruited in the home country. In 

general, such Saturday schools or classes are found in communities that 

have strong feelings about maintaining the ethnic language abilities of the 

children. Many such schools also offer instruction in traditional customs, 

ceremonies, dances and other practices. Language instruction in such 

programs frequently assumes that students have oral skills developed by 

using the language with family members and concentrates on developing 

reading and writing abilities in the language in question. 

Figure 1: Personal and Community Resources for 
Developing/Maintaining Non-English Languages 
Personal/Family Resources Community Resources 

 
Use of language in the home by parents Church Resources 

 
Use of baby sitters and nannies who speak 
the language 

Saturday language schools 
 

Planned frequent interactions with older 
relatives in the area who speak the 
language 

Ethnic community centers 
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Frequent visits to the family by relatives 
from the home country 

Ethnic festivals and celebrations 

Visits to the home country by the children  
Organized language play groups with 
children of acquaintances 

 

 
 What is often evident to second (and third) generation parents, 

especially those that are members of interlingual families (those in which 

the one parent is bilingual and the other monolingual in the dominant 

language) is that the children will have much greater exposure to English 

both at home and in the surrounding community than they will have to the 

minority language. This is particularly the case if they live in largely 

English-speaking neighborhoods where relatives and other bilingual 

individuals cannot provide necessary support.  Additionally, however, 

they may also be quite aware that, regardless of the resources available to 

them, the development of the non-English language for both personal and 

professional purposes will require the direct involvement of educational 

institutions. As a result, second/third generation parents will logically look 

to resources available outside the community and the home within the 

public (and private) education system with the hope that there might be 

programs that can assist them in developing the non-English language 

proficiencies that they envision for their children. As Figure 2 suggests, 

they have two choices: (1) regular foreign-language programs which 

normally start in middle school and high school and (2) elementary school 

programs that were established as part of the bilingual education initiative 

in many parts of the country.ii  
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Figure 2: Resources for Maintaining/Developing Non-English 
Language Available within the American Public Education System 
 

Foreign Language Program 

Resources 

Bilingual Education Program 

Resources 

 

Foreign Language in the Elementary 
School Programs (FLES) 
 

Bilingual Programs (K-3) for newly arrived 
monolingual speakers of non-English 
languages 

Middle School Foreign Language 
Programs 

Dual (two-way) immersion programs (K-5 
or K-8) for both newly arrived and 
English-speaking students 

High School Language Programs 
 

 

 

 

Foreign Language Program Resources 

 

Unfortunately, school foreign language programs are not a 

particularly strong resource for parents wishing to raise bilingual children 

because these programs have been concerned with teaching foreign or 

non-English languages to monolingual speakers of English beginning 

generally in at the middle-school level. Although some school districts 

provide foreign language classes in elementary school (grades K-5), such 

instruction generally has modest goals. At the secondary level, foreign 

language study is seen as a college-preparatory experience that may or 

may not result in the development of even intermediate levels of 

interpersonal, interpretive, or presentational communicative proficiencies 

(ACTFL 1996). At most high schools, instruction  offered in the 

commonly taught languages (e.g., Spanish, French, German), includes 
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four full-year courses (beginning and intermediate) and possibly one or 

two courses offered to prepare students for advanced placement (AP) 

examinations in either literature or language.  

In general, however, traditional foreign language programs were 

not designed to help parents raise bilingual children or to develop and 

maintain immigrant languages for another generation. Heritage language 

programs, on the other hand, developed in the last several decades, are 

intended to develop the home languages of non-English-background 

students who have already acquired English. These programs have been 

implemented at the high school and college levels
1
 in languages such as 

Spanish, Chinese, and Russian in many parts of the country. Nevertheless, 

these programs are small in number and outside the training and 

experience of most foreign language professionals. The maintenance and 

development of languages already spoken by American students outside of 

school, therefore, still continues to be seen as the responsibility of the 

home and the community. Parents hoping to utilize existing foreign 

language programs to foment bilingualism in their third generation 

children will unfortunately be seriously disappointed.  

 

Bilingual Education Program Resources 

 

                                                
1
 See Potowski et al (2008) about a K-8 heritage speaker curriculum. 
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 By comparison with foreign language programs, Òbilingual 

education,Ó in the U.S. context refers to educational programs designed for 

newly-arrived, non-English speaking youngsters who cannot profit from 

instruction conducted solely in English. Conceptualized as compensatory, 

these programs were implemented primarily at the K-3 levels and 

expected to offer children access to the curriculum in their primary or first 

language during the period that they were learning English. Federal 

policies (e.g. the Civil Rights Act of 1968, and the 1974 Lau v. Nichols 

Supreme Court decision requiring schools to take Òaffirmative stepsÓ to 

provide equal educational opportunities for non-English-speaking 

youngster) resulted in many states repealing existing laws limiting or 

prohibiting the use of non-English languages in education. Specific 

implementations of Òbilingual educationÓ have varied across the country 

and include K-3 programs known as transitional programs as well as K-5 

programs referred to as maintenance bilingual programs because they 

continue to provide instruction in two languages for a few years after 

children have acquired minimal proficiencies in English. Common to all 

bilingual programs is the use of two languages in instruction whether that 

involves instruction in particular subjects in one language and other 

subjects in the other, or whether it involves an alternate days or alternate 

times approach in the use of two languages.iii  Also common to bilingual 

education programs is that they allow non-English-speaking youngsters to 
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be educated separately from other students because of the special language 

needs of particular groups of students (e.g., Spanish-speaking versus 

Chinese-speaking youngsters). 

 By comparison with the original compensatory models of bilingual 

education, two-way bilingual education program (also known as dual 

immersion or dual language programs) bring together majority English-

speaking youngsters and minority English-language learners.  Based on 

research carried out over a multi-year period on Canadian Immersion 

Programs (e.g., Genesee 1987; Lambert and Tucker 1972) which 

established that mainstream children can be educated through a second 

language quite successfully, two-way bilingual education programs bring 

together Anglophone majority youngsters and English-language learners. 

Such programs typically follow a specific formula for using the two 

languages in instruction. Programs following a 90-10 model, for example, 

initially use the minority language 90% of the time and English (the 

majority language) for 10% of the instructional period. Over time, the 

percentage of time devoted to the two languages increases to 50-50.  

 Dual language instruction or two-way immersion programs are 

expected to result in the development of stronger second-language skills 

for young Anglophone learners than those that are normally produced by 

regular foreign language programs. The presence of native speakers of the 

minority language in the same classroom who can serve as models of 
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language for majority children is seen as a particular advantage. At the 

same time, from the perspective of educators concerned about the 

education of linguistic minority children, the concept of two-way 

immersion builds directly on the body of research that has focused on the 

benefits of primary language instruction for at-risk, minority children. For 

many advocates of such programs, two-way bilingual education offers 

primary language instruction for minority children in programs that are 

highly prestigious and in contexts in which there is access to the majority 

language through same-age peers.  

   

One Journey: Marisa’s and Adriana’s Becoming Bilingual 

 

In 2001, Pavlenko (167) argued that Òlearning storiesÓ are Òunique 

and rich sources of information about the relationship between language 

and identity in second language learning and socialization.Ó  She added, 

moreover, that Òit is possible that only personal narratives can provide a 

glimpse into areas so private, personal, and intimate that they are rarelyÑ

if everÑ breached in the study of SLA, and that are at the same time at the 

heart and soul of the second language socialization process.Ó The story of 

Marisa and AdrianaÕs bilingual development is an example of one 

particular Òlearning story,Ó that reflects the challenges faced by third 

generation Americans who hope to pass on their ancestral language to 
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their children. In this section, I present, not a biographical narrative from 

the perspective of the girls, but rather a chronological description of 

different stages in the girlsÕ journey toward becoming bilingual. I begin 

with the year in which Marisa, the oldest child, was born, and I end with 

an examination of the opportunities available to the girls for maintaining 

Spanish in the future. 

As compared to the trajectories of children raised with two 

languages by first generation immigrants or recent sojourners, Adriana and 

MarisaÕs journey has involved the use of a combination of the strategies 

described in Figures 1 and 2 above, including the use of personal and 

family resources as well as the use of the public and private educational 

institutions. In this particular case, community resources including church 

services or Saturday schools did not play a major role in the development 

of the childrenÕs strengths in the acquisition of two languages. Their 

family did, however, take advantage of a variety of personal and family 

assets listed in Figure 1 as well as of extensive public resources made 

available through a dual-immersion public school program.   

Use of Personal and Family Resources: The Pre-school Years 

 Marisa was born in California in 1993. At the time that Marisa was 

born, her parents (Patti and Keith) had moved to California after 

completing their graduate studies in Texas. Keith, who had earned a 

doctorate in electrical engineering at UT Austin, was a member of a 
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German-background Texas family whose members were exclusively 

English-speaking.iv Patti, who had earned her doctorate in communication, 

was a second generation Latina who in her early teenage years had at 

times rejected Spanish but who during her late college years had added a 

second major in Spanish. Her doctoral dissertation focused on political 

communication in the Spanish-language media in the United States and 

made extensive use of her proficiencies in Spanish.  

 Patti and Keith had not specifically discussed a bilingual language 

acquisition strategy for Marisa or for her sister Adriana who arrived 3 

years later. For Patti, Spanish was a language that she used personally with 

her extended family on both sides of the Mexican border and 

professionally in working on Spanish language media. She valued her own 

bilingualism and simply assumed that her children would speak Spanish.  

The strategies to be used in bringing about the development of 

bilingualism in Marisa were not immediately obvious. The language of 

interaction between Patti and Keith was exclusively English, and even 

though Keith was attempting to learn Spanish, it was not at the level that 

would allow him to participate in interactions conducted entirely in this 

language. PattiÕs mother, who is a Spanish speaker, lived in the area, but 

she was not in the position to provide the everyday contact with Spanish 

that is essential in early language acquisition. 
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The selection of Spanish-speaking baby-sitters turned out to be the 

ideal strategy for the family. Norma, a Guatemalan woman who had been 

in the country a number of years, took care of Marisa and her sister for a 

period of six years. After that, Nina, a Mexican-origin woman who had 

originally been trained as an accountant, took over the care of the children. 

Since both babysitters were incipient English learners, all interactions 

between Marisa and Adriana and their caregivers were in Spanish. More 

importantly, perhaps, both women cared for a child of their own along 

with Marisa and Adriana. All interactions between the two women and 

their own children took place exclusively in Spanish. 

While the language of the home was English-- in that it was the 

language of interaction between Patti and Keith-- during their parentsÕ 

work day the children were surrounded by the Spanish of their baby-sitters 

and of the baby-sittersÕ children. Additionally, they heard Spanish from 

their grandmother who attempted to speak only in Spanish to them when 

not in the presence of their father and other English monolingual members 

of the family. Patti spoke both languages with the children and often used 

common Spanish euphemisms (pompis (fanny), chones (undies)) with the 

children. As they grew older, she used Spanish as a secret language to 

admonish them in public settings. It was the Spanish-speaking baby sitters 

who provided a stable and continued presence of one Spanish-speaking 

monolingual in their lives so that by the end of the preschool years, both 
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children had acquired the ability to understand and respond to ordinary 

requests for action and information, to complain, to argue with directives, 

and to inform the baby sitter about their sisterÕs supposedly unacceptable 

behavior. The language produced was typical of childrenÕs language with 

intimate interlocutors and characterized by elliptical utterances, single 

word utterances, lexical phrases and formulaic chunks such as quiero 

lechita, no me gusta, Marisa me peg—. 

 Marisa and AdrianaÕs exposure to Spanish decreased somewhat 

when they were enrolled in a nearby pre-school morning program. 

However during those years, the family made an effort to spend time in 

Mexico with relatives in the summer and to expose the children to their 

Spanish-speaking cousins.   

Use of Public Education Resources 

 The decision to enroll Marisa (and later Adriana) in a two-way 

immersion program involved choosing a school in the district that was not 

the childrenÕs nearby neighborhood school. It was a complicated decision 

because the school at which the two-way immersion program was offered 

had experienced Òwhite flight,Ó that is, the abandonment of the school by 

the middle-class, English speaking population. In 1996, however, district 

administrators had enthusiastically established a two-way immersion 

following the 90-10 model described above program hoping to attract 

more mainstream middle-class families to the school. In the 1998-99 
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school year, the year that Marisa entered kindergarten, the school had an 

enrollment of 511 pupils. Of these, 429 were Hispanic or Latino, 405 were 

English language learners, 32 students were Fluent English-Proficient and 

449 children qualified for free or reduced price meals.  

In an interview, Patti, the girls’ mother, recalled her commitment 

to her children’s bilingualism but also her concerns about enrolling Marisa 

in the lowest performing school in the district.   

So the school seemed like a good idea. But then you have 

all those issues that I think are the standard middle class 

concerns as you’re going into a school of this type. test 

scores were a big deal then... this school doesn’t test high. 

That then puts in all the doubts of well... maybe they’re 

just really not teaching well, are they going to teach my 

children well? How are my kids going to compete when 

they come out of this school in all the other places that I 

want them to compete...which ultimately is get into a good 

college and... you know do well in life and all those good 

things. All the theory tells you that kids of his particular 

type in particular excel in ways that kids... who have not 

had ah a second language ever do, they just do a whole lot 

better and so I wondered. My concerns early on were, as 



 22 

usual, with the first child because you donÕt really know at 

all whatÕs going to happen. 

When Marisa entered kindergarten, there were two full classes of 

dual immersion students with roughly equal numbers of Spanish and 

English-speaking children. Over the next 5 years, the cohort of English-

speaking children steadily decreased so that from grades 2 to 5, a total of 5 

English-speaking children (3 girls and 2 boys) remained in the program 

traveling together to the next grade. Figure 3, summarizes key 

characteristics of the two-way immersion program during MarisaÕs school 

years. 

Figure 3: MarisaÕs Immersion Experience 

Grade English-
Speaking 
Children in 
Program 

Spanish-
Speaking  
Children in  
Program 

Teacher Characteristics 

K 10 10 Non-native Spanish-speaker 
Some years of teaching 

1 8 11 Native Spanish-speaker 
Older, experienced veteran 

2 5 14 Non-native Spanish-speaker 
First-year teacher 

3 5 15 Same as 2nd grade teacher 

4 5 14 Non-native Spanish-speaker 
First-year teacher 

5 5 15 Native Spanish-speaker 
Older, experienced veteran 

 

Academically, Marisa did well in the dual immersion program as 

evidenced by her strong performance in subsequent grades, particularly in 

mathematics. However, Patti recalled her daughterÕs apparent difficulties 

in beginning to read in Spanish. At six years old, Marisa struggled with 
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Spanish reading and, unlike PattiÕs co-workersÕ English-speaking children 

of the same age, could not read simple English words. Patti was 

embarrassed and seriously wondered if she had made the right decision. 

Fortunately, MarisaÕs first grade teacher took her in hand toward the end 

of the first grade and provided her with one-on-one instruction. After that, 

reading became effortless in both languages, and she became a voracious 

reader. The rocky beginning in Spanish reading might have been due to 

her limitations in Spanish itself. She had an extensive vocabulary in 

English and a much more limited vocabulary range in Spanish. 

Marisa was surrounded by children who were native Spanish-

speakers, and instruction followed a strict 90-10 pattern. She thus had 

many opportunities to hear Spanish from her teachers (both native and 

non-native) and from her peers in a whole-class setting. The same was not 

true for one-on-one interactions with her classmates. Marisa speaks with 

some sadness about the social isolation she experienced in the dual 

immersion program recalling that, in the upper grades, she was considered 

to be an Anglo by the Latino girls and ridiculed for her Ònerdiness.Ó Even 

though she understood and produced Spanish, she was primarily addressed 

in English by her Spanish-speaking peers perhaps to emphasize her 

ÒoutsiderÓ status or because, as Martin-Beltran (2006) suggests, she was 

ÒperceivedÓ to be an imperfect speaker of Spanish. As a result, the 

expected advantages of the dual-immersion program (access to Spanish at 
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both the curricular and the interpersonal levels) were not consistently 

available to her. 

 For Adriana, the situation was somewhat different. The decision 

was made to structure class enrollment in order to ensure that a sufficient 

number of English-speaking children were available to serve as models for 

English language learners. They thus configured a number of combination 

classes which kept the English-speaking children together over most of 

their elementary school years. Figure 4 illustrates the characteristics of 

Adriana’s K-5 two-way immersion experience 

Figure 4: AdrianaÕs Immersion Experience 

Grade Class 
configuration  

English-
Speaking 
Children 
in 
Program 

Spanish-
Speaking  
Children 
in  
Program 

Teacher 

Characteristics  

K K 10 10 Native Spanish-speaker 

Older, experienced veteran 

1 1 10 10 Native Spanish-speaker 

Older, experienced veteran 

2 2- 10 10 Co-teachers 

One native Spanish-speaker 

Several years teaching 

One non-native Spanish-

speaker 

Several  years teaching 

3 2-3 combo 10 10 Non-native Spanish-speaker 

Several years teaching 

4 4-5 combo 10 10 Non-native Speaker-

speaker 

Several years teaching 

5 4-5 combo 10 10 Same teacher as above 

 

Academically, Adriana sailed through the program much more 

smoothly. Patti commented that the program was more established after 
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three additional years and that the teachers were quite experienced. 

Moreover, all of AdrianaÕs teachers had received extensive training in 

teaching both reading and writing, and they worked to develop strong 

literacy skills in two languages. The dual immersion program was valued 

by the school, and Adriana and three other little Anglophone girls were 

often put on display in the district and at parent meetings to showcase their 

very extensive Spanish. Interestingly, because of this, they were admired 

and looked up to by many of the Latina immigrant girls and, for that 

reason, Adriana did not sense the exclusion that was part of MarisaÕs 

school experience. 

Use of Private School Resources 

 Upon completing 5th grade, Marisa (and now) Adriana enrolled in 

a private, single-sex middle school. Fortunately, because the school sought 

to attract minority students in addition to white, middle-class girls, it 

offered special Spanish classes for ÒheritageÓ students, that is for students 

who had grown up with Spanish at home. Marisa enrolled in these courses 

during her three years at the school, and Adriana is currently taking 6th 

grade Spanish for heritage speakers. As is the case in many private 

schools, the Spanish teachers at the school are not credentialed and have 

received no training as language teachers. As native speakers educated in 

their own countries, however, MarisaÕs teachers focused on carrying out 

activities that primarily followed the curriculum they themselves had used 
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as young students including extensive reading of literary texts and writing 

of reports. AdrianaÕs teacher, by comparison, is seeking to bring ÒrigorÓ to 

the class by teaching traditional grammar using materials designed for 

second-language learners. Children thus struggle in learning rules for 

making distinctions (e.g., the use of ser vs. estar) that they have already 

acquired and that are normally never directly taught to native speakers of 

Spanish at any level. However, the children also read literary texts and 

produce written reports thus ÒdevelopingÓ their Spanish further.v 

The classes at the private all-girls school have not been perfect, 

and the amount of Spanish present in their lives has been greatly reduced. 

Nevertheless, in comparison to a class where all students might be 

beginning students of Spanish, both girls have had the good fortune of 

continuing the everyday contact with children whose dominant language is 

Spanish, who use it everyday with their parents, and who use it orally in 

class while they work hard to acquire literacy skills in the language. In this 

context, while not the strongest speakers in their classes, Adriana and 

Marisa have been able to maintain their already developed reading and 

writing skills.  

 

What About the Language: The Characteristics of Marisa and 

AdrianaÕs Spanish 
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 By a variety of definitions (Fishman 2001; ValdŽs 2001; Polinksky 

and Kagan 2007), Marisa and Adriana can both be categorized as 

ÒheritageÓ speakers of Spanish. They are not monolingual native speakers 

of the language, nor are they second-language learners. Using a broad 

definition of bilingualism (Haugen 1970), we can say that both girls are 

indeed bilingual. The operative definition is the expression more than one. 

While not ambilingual or equilingual, both girls have Òmore than one 

competenceÓ as evidenced by the fact that they can function in ordinary 

family conversations as well as read and write in both languages. The two 

girls, however, have doubts about their own bilingualism and state that 

their preferred language is unquestionably English.   

 For many students of second language acquisition, the most 

important questions to be asked include: what is the quality of their 

Spanish?  How native-like is it? How accurate is it? How different are 

they from ordinary second-language learners?  Unfortunately, these 

questions make a number of assumptions about the nature of bilingual 

competence. Rejecting these assumptions, Vivi an Cook (1992, 1996, 

2002) suggested the use of the term multicompetence to refer to the 

linguistic characteristics of individuals who regularly use more than one 

language. Drawing from research on bilingualism, Cook draws attention to 

the fact that L2 users, that is, individuals who have knowledge of and use 

two languages in the course of their everyday lives, are different from 
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monolingual speakers. Rejecting the view that the ultimate state of L2 

learning is to pass undetected among native speakers, Cook (2002:9) 

argues that Òthe minds, languages and lives of L2 users are different from 

those of monolinguals,Ó and that ÒL2 users are not failures because they 

are different.Ó  

Recently, I have suggested (ValdŽs 2005) that the term L2 user is 

not entirely appropriate for the description of heritage language learners.  

Pointing out that the term L2 user still tends to emphasize and focus 

attention primarily on the L2, I proposed the term L1/L2 user to describe 

heritage learners many of whom acquire the L2 in a combination of 

naturalistic and instructed settings and continue to use the L1 to some 

degree in their everyday lives.  

Marisa and Adriana are a special kind of L1/l2 user who can be 

classified as simultaneous bilinguals by McLaughinÕs (1978) definition 

because they acquired both languages before the age of three. 

Subsequently, they have used the two languages in a combination of 

naturalistic and instructed settings. Their access to the two languages, 

however, has been unbalanced. The very personal caretaker Spanish they 

have been exposed to has given them an emotional connection to the 

language, but the intense presence of English in their household and their 

social circle has offered them many more opportunities to become 

participants in an Anglophone community of speakers whose ways of 
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speaking privilege intellectual communication, subtle humor, and verbal 

performances of various types. Even during the years in which Spanish 

was used for 90% of their formal education, the Spanish language 

affordances available to the children were outdistanced by those available 

to them in English. 

I argue, then, that the challenge of evaluating Marisa and AdrianaÕs 

Spanish is avoiding the temptation of looking for gaps in their knowledge 

and counting errors and flaws in their production by using as a baseline 

the language of adults or even same-age speakers who have grown up and 

been educated in monolingual Spanish-speaking settings. As Polinsky and 

Kagan (2007: 374) point out, the study of heritage speakers of different 

types presents numerous methodological and analytical demands that have 

not been surmounted. They suggest (386) that heritage speakers fall along 

a continuum ranging from ÒbasilectalÓ speakers (ACTFL intermediate low 

or mid) who are distant from an empirically-established baseline to 

ÒacrolectalÓ speakers whose proficiency is much more analogous to that of 

advanced high speakers.  

 In the case of Marisa and Adriana, establishing a pre-immigration 

baselineÑ as suggested by Polinsky and Kagan (2007)-- is complicated by 

the fact that one is not dealing here with a single language variety spoken 

in the pre-immigration environment by the family. Throughout their lives, 

Marisa and Adriana have had exposure to a number of different native and 
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non-native varieties of Spanish. At home, their most frequent interactions 

with native speakers were with both rural Guatemalan Spanish and then 

urban Mexico-city Spanish from their two baby sitters and their children. 

They were exposed less frequently to their grandmother, a speaker of 

standard northern Mexican Spanish. At school, they were exposed to (1) 

the non-native varieties of the majority of their teachers, (2) the mainly 

rural Mexican Spanish of the newly-arrived immigrant classmates, and (3) 

the learner varieties of their Anglophone background peers as well as (4) 

textbooks and other class materials written in standard edited Spanish.  

 I have chosen, therefore, to examine segments of Marisa and 

AdrianaÕs oral production from the perspective of a participatory 

metaphor. This perspective, as Larsen-Freeman (2002) suggests, contrasts 

with that informed by the acquisition metaphor and views what is to be 

acquired in language ÒlearningÓ not as a system of rules, but as knowledge 

of the ways in which language is used by members of a certain community 

for a variety of purposes and as the ability to use the language according to 

its norms. In the case of Marisa and Adriana, the Òcommunities of 

language practiceÓ in which they have been participants have primarily 

been (1) interactions at home involving everyday out-of-school tasks and 

activities and (2) a dual-immersion academic setting in which the rules for 

speaking and interacting are clearly defined. At home they responded to 

inquiries about their needs; they followed directions; they argued and 
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tattled; and they dealt with the exigencies of getting through mealtimes 

and homework. At school, Marisa and Adriana listened to teacher 

explanations.  They displayed information when requested to do so, asked 

for information when appropriate, and jointly ÒcollaboratedÓ with other 

children to produce particular assignments.  

 The segments of their Spanish that I have chosen to present here 

include sections of a biographical interview conducted with each girl in 

the past year as well as examples of their written language. As will be 

noted, Marisa and Adriana engage appropriately in this particular one-on-

one interview. Knowing the girls well and their interaction styles in 

English, however, I would characterize the communication with the 

interviewer as a Òpulling teethÓ interaction that is entirely appropriate in a 

family context with a familiar interlocutor but one that did not produce 

extensive examples of their oral Spanish range. 

 Segment 1-  

1.  I:  eres tœ bilingŸe, te sientes tœ que eres bilingŸe? 
2.  M:  no completamente. 
3.  I:  no completamente. quŽ ser’a ser completamente 

bilingŸe? 
4.  M:  ah noÉ s’ hablo en espa–ol pero no pienso en 

espa–ol, pienso en inglés. 
5.  I:  ah:: 
6.  M:  y si podiera pensar en espa–ol e inglŽs pod’a ser 

bilingŸe 
7.  I:  ah,eso eso es. muy buena definici—n, muy buena 

definici—n. entonces tu lengua fuerte siempre es 
inglŽs. 

8.  M:  s’. 
9.  I:  quŽ puedes hacer en inglŽs que no puedes hacer en 
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espa–ol? 
10.  M:  describir cosas m‡sÉsaber dicir palabras ..pensar 

en espa–ol eso es que necesito.. hacer mucho m‡s 
de eso 

11.  I:  Okay h‡blame un poquito de c—mo llegaste a ser 
bilingŸe. h‡blame de cuando estabas chiquita..quŽ te 
hablaban en la casa y luego fuiste a la escuela y 
luego que pas— 

12.  M:  ahm cuando ten’a como un a–o a cuatro a–os... 
ahm... me hablaban un poquito de espa–ol en la casa 
y tœ me hablastes espa–ol. y sab’a unas palabras y 
entend’ mucho. pero cuando entrŽ a kinder, ahm... 
est‡bamos haciendo como matem‡ticas en espa–ol y 
fue Éme hizo ah ah...(sigh) 

 

In this first segment, Marisa talks about her own bilingualism. She 

offers a reason for not classifying herself as bilingual in turn 4: s’ hablo en 

espa–ol pero no pienso en espa–ol, pienso en inglŽs and in turn 6: y si 

podiera pensar en espa–ol e inglŽs pod’a ser bilingŸe. There are flaws in 

her production of the type that have been examined by other researchers in 

both L2 learners and in 3rd generation speakers of Spanish (e.g., Silva-

Corval‡n 1994), but she is able to express herself with some precision and 

to describe what would, in her opinion qualify her as bilingual. There is, of 

course, a lot more that could be said about this segment. There are many 

interesting features of her production (e.g., the very non-native 

regularization of the verb poder and the much more native-like 

regularization of hablastes) but because I have chosen to reject the 

comparison and judgments about accuracy, I will allow readers to engage 

in this activity on their own. 
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In segment 2, Marisa also comprehends the interviewerÕs questions 

completely and is able to respond appropriately to requests for 

information. She corrects the interviewerÕs misapprehension about the 

length of her stay in Mexico in turn 2: ahm fue m‡s de una semana como 

diez d’as and she attempts to describe the use of Spanish by members of 

her class. In this case, she is not entirely successful and finds herself 

facing a lexical gap in the same turn that brings her to a stop. As in the 

previous segment, there are both accurate and questionable uses of gender, 

aspect, and tense that can be interpreted from a number of theoretical 

perspectives. What is clear is that Marisa has acquired enough Spanish to 

recount a personal experience. 

 Segment 2- Marisa- Recalling a recent school trip 

1.  I: ahora cuŽntame de tu viaje a MŽxico porque sŽ que 
fuiste con tu clase a MŽxico, que pasaron una 
semana no? en MŽxico quŽ hicieron? 

2.  M: ahm fue m‡s de una semana como diez d’as. y 
fuimos a un campamento que fue un ciudad muy 
peque–a que se llama (unclear), ah dentro de 
Michoac‡n. y cuando fuimosÉnadie quer’a hablar 
espa–ol pero cuando fuimos afuera a jugar con los 
ni–os de la ciudad y comprar cosas y e y hacer cosas 
fuimos hacer comoÉcomo eh 

3.  I: giras? 
4.  M: no 
5.  I: a ver dilo en inglŽs y te doy la palabra para que 

sigas 
6.  M: blankets 
7.  I: ah entonces hicieron como cobijas o mantos o 

lienzos, algo as’ 
8.  M: s’ ..y Étodav’a todos no quer’an hablar espa–ol 

pero hablaban m‡s porque ten’an que hablar porque 
nadie entend’a ingles ah’. 
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9.  I: y tœ quŽ funci—n tuviste en todo esto 
10.  M: ahm el ahm ..fueron siete ni–os que hablaban 

espa–ol fueron bilingŸe y los otros treinta y dos 
hablaban inglŽs en sus casas y solo sab- estaban 
aprendiendo espa–ol y para ellos fue ..fue m‡s para 
ellos porque ellos no sab’an nada. pero para 
nosotros fue diferente porque hablamos espa–ol y 
um las de la ciudad sab’an que nosotros hablaban 
espa–ol a otro nivel as’ que fue un cona ahm 
conecci—n m‡s  

 

Segment 3 presents a poem written by Marisa for her Spanish 8th 

grade heritage class. This is an example of her edited written Spanish. It 

was produced in a class context in which both the Spanish class and the 

English humanities class worked to develop the voice of the young writers 

by focusing on creative writing. As will be noted, the poem, which in spite 

of its being edited extensively still contains flaws, offers evidence of 

MarisaÕs ability to produce written assignments at the level expected in a 

class of students who use Spanish in their everyday lives. 

Segment 3- Marisa- Poem written for her Spanish class (age 13, 

grade 8) 

Romance de la infancia— 

 
Ese trampolín 

En el verano, lleno de niños 

En el invierno 

Solamente yo 

Muy frió 

Agua y hojas cubriéndolo 

Si brincabas te resbalas 

Pero yo no brinque 

Solo me senté 

Pensé 

imaginé 

 

Fue años atrás que hice esto 

Y de vez en cuando 
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Salgo de la casa para brincar en el trampolín 

Brinco y brinco 

Subo y subo 

Y recuerdo los momentos en que 

Tenía amigos quienes brincaban conmigo 

 

Trato de imaginar a mis amigos conmigo ahora 

Hablando 

Brincando 

Tal vez jugando un juego 

 

Aunque mis amigos no están aquí 

Mis memorias viviran en mi corazón 

 

 Like her sister, Adriana can also answer questions about her own 

bilingualism. In Segment 4, turn 12, she offers a somewhat labored but 

communicatively successful explanation of why writing in Spanish is 

easier than writing in English. She is less successful in explaining why it is 

more difficult for her to think in Spanish in turn 18. To be fair, however, 

the question is a difficult one and calls for metalinguistic self-perceptions 

that may be beyond her both conceptually and linguistically. 

   
 Segment 4- Adriana- Talking about her own bilingualism 

1.  I: ah eso esÉeres bilingŸe? sabes lo que es eso 
2.  A: S’ 
3.  I: quŽ es eso 
4.  A: es como hablar... hablar dos um lenguajes (xxxxx) 
5.  I: tœ eres bilingŸe? quŽ crees 
6.  A: ahm , ahm, es bueno es um esÉ useful,  
7.  I: ò til  
8.  A: para poder hablar otras personas que no hablen 

inglŽs.. ah tambiŽn 
9.  I: yo creo que s’, efectivamente. que m‡s me podr’as 

decir. yo sŽ que tu lees y escribes y todo en espa–ol. 
quŽ es lo que se te hace mas f‡cil... hablar o escribir 

10.  A: escribir 
11.  I: por quŽ 
12.  A: ahm... yo puedo pensar en que quiero decir y yo 



 36 

puedo ah... tener m‡s tiempo y ahm.. es muy muy 
f‡cil escribir porque lo escribes como se oya y en 
inglŽs no es as’ 

13.  I: y cuando piensas en quŽ piensas, en inglŽs o en 
espa–ol 

14.  A: inglŽs 
15.  I: ahora por ejemplo cuando me est‡s hablando est‡s 

pensando en inglŽs o espa–ol 
16.  A: en inglŽs 
17.  I: quŽ pasa si nada m‡s piensas en espa–ol 
18.  A: hm es muy f‡cil, pero es muy dif’cil pero es muy 

f‡cil como ahm es... es... muy f‡cil no hacerlo 
porque si trato de hacerlo, solo pienso en la palabra 
en inglŽs ahm.. ahm.. uh.. pienso en inglŽs pero 
estoy tratando de pensar en espa–ol 

 
 

Also like Marisa, Adriana writes about the familyÕs trampoline in 

segment 5. In segment 6, she also shows that she is growing in her ability 

to write personal letters in Spanish in a style usually expected of American 

school-children writing in English. Here again, there are typographical 

errors as well as other infelicities. It is evident, however, that she can 

complete written assignments in Spanish, and, to that degree, participate in 

the community of which she is a part. 

Segment 5- Adriana- Text written at age 7, grade 2  

Mi trampol’n  
Mi trampol’n es algo especial  

para m’. A todos les gustan porque pueden 

brincar en el tampol’n. Yo puedo hacer 

muchos trucos en Žl. El trampol’n es muy 

grande y por eso todos pueden brincar, 

tambiŽn los adultos. Todos cuando 

vienen a mi casa solo quieren estar  

en el trampol’n. Yo creo que voy a apre- 

nder muchos trucos en Žl ya todos les  
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van a gustar porque todos les gustan mis trucos. 

Segment 6- Adriana- Text written at age 8, grade 3  

Querido visitante  

En nuestra clase estabamos aprediendo de los 

insectos. Ten’amos unas mariposas: Damas pintandas. 

Ten’amos escarabajos de gusanos de harina. 

Estudiamos mucho sobre los insectos y aprendimos 

mucho. Ahora estamos aprendiendo a escribir una carta 

Como esta. Siempre vamos a estudiar otra cosa. 

  Saludos, 

  Adriana Hardwicke 

 

 Segment 7- Adriana- Text written at age 11- grade 6 
 
Charlie y el gran ascensor de cristal 
 
Por : Roald Dahl  
 
 

Yo le’ el libro Charlie y el gran ascensor de cristal por Roald Dahl. Este libro se 
trata de un ni–o que se llama Charlie que estaba viviendo con el Se–or Wonka en la 
f‡brica de chocolate. En el principio, el Se–or Wonka, Charlie, y su familia estaban 
dentro de el gran ascensor de cristal.  El Se–or Wonka dice que tienen que ir muy arriba 
para que puedan bajar muy r‡pido y pueden poner un hoyo en el techo de la f‡brica. 
Cuando estaban subiendo, se fueron en el espacio y el Se–or Wonka lo dej— subir por 
demasiado tiempo y ya estaban en —rbita de la tierra. Hab’a algo m‡s en —rbita de la tierra 
tambiŽn, que era el hotel especial.  
 
Cuando entraron al hotel especial, ellos vieron una cosa llamada knido. El Se–or Wonka 
sab’a que los knidos eran muy peligrosos y les dijo a todos que ten’an que ir. DespuŽs 
m‡s knidos se pelean con ellos cuando est‡n en el gran ascensor de cristal. Una vez 
muchos knidos se juntaron y formaron una l’nea, y  el knido en el fin de la l’nea se junt— 
con el ascensor. El ascensor empez— a  jalar a todos los knidos, y ellos no pudieron vivir 
en la tierra, y cuando llegaron muy cerca de la tierra todos los knidos se volvieron nada.  
 
 El presidente vio que estaba pasando en el espacio y quer’a saber quienes eran 
los que estaban en el espacio. Mientras el presidente trat— de averiguar quiŽnes eran, los 
dem‡s estaban en la fabrica y el Se–or Wonka quer’a que los ancianos se levantaran de la 
cama. Ellos no iban a levantar, as’ que se los dieron Vite-Wonka,  pero todos tomaron 
demasiado y la abuela se convirti— a un menos y se fue a Menoslandia. Charlie y el Se–or 
Wonka  salvaron a ella con la Wonka-Vita, pero les dio demasiado y la abuela ten’a 358 
a–os de edad, pero en el fin todos se regresaron a su vida normal otra vez. 
 
 En el fin de la historia, el Se–or Wonka recibe una carta del presidente invitando 
a ellos a ir a la Casa Blanca, y el Se–or Wonka dijo que los ancianos no pod’an ir porque 
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no pod’an tomar la cama entera. En ese momento, se levantaron muy r‡pido y se 
prepararon a ir a la casa blanca.  

 
In sum, in terms of their acquisition of Spanish---even though I am 

deliberately avoiding an analysis of flaws, errors and inaccuracies in their 

language production---we can conjecture that in their classroom 

communities, first in a dual immersion class and then in a heritage class 

made up primarily of newly-arrived youngsters, it is likely that they would 

be able to participate successfully in whole-class interactions in which 

their teachers control turns of speaking and focus on academic content 

rather than linguistic form. It is far less likely that they would be entirely 

successful in participating in extended one-on-one or small-group personal 

or classroom interactions with first generation speakers of Spanish.  

 

Ethnolinguistic Identity: Who Do Marisa and Adriana Think They 

Are? 

 

 According to Tajfel (1974) social identity develops from the 

process of social categorization, an activity in which individuals group and 

classify others according to criteria that are meaningful to them at that 

time. Social identity itself is defined as Òthat part of an individualÕs self-

concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social 

group (or groups) together with the emotional significance attached to that 

membershipÓ (Tajfel 1974:69).  At various times, individuals engage in 
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the process of social comparison and both identify and are identified by 

groups as having or not having characteristics in common deemed salient 

to that group’s sense of its particular distinctive nature. Groups provide 

feedback to individuals and either recognize or reject them as potential 

members of the group based on specific features such as ancestry, race, 

skin color, religion, territoriality, history and the like. Tajfel (1974:68-69) 

argues that all individuals strive “to achieve a satisfactory concept or 

image” of themselves and that membership in numerous social groups 

contributes negatively or positively to that image. 

According to Silverstein (2003), ethnolinguistic identity emerges 

from people’s assumptions about the centrality of language in constituting 

socially meaningful distinctions between groups of people and in defining 

their group membership. In contexts in which there are intercultural and 

interethnic contacts (migration, conquest, colonization), language becomes 

particularly important in the process of social categorization and social 

comparison. In interethnic interactions, language becomes salient when it 

can be seen as a condition of group membership, as a cue for ethnic 

classification, as an emotional aspect of identity, or as a means of ingroup 

cohesion (Giles and Coupland 1991). 

Poststructuralist views of identity use terms such as subject 

positions, positioning, and subjectivities and see identity as contested, 

fluid and fragmented (Block 2007). From this perspective, identity is a 
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self-conscious, reflexive project that involves the negotiation of 

differences, human agency, and structures that condition individualsÕ 

lives. In assuming an identity, persons resolve ambivalence (e.g., feeling 

and not feeling a part of group) and often make choices on a moment-to-

moment and day-to day basis. Moreover, environments impose constraints 

that lead to an individualÕs positioning herself in the world (Davies and 

HarrŽ 1999) in interactions with others. 

  Children first develop a sense of cultural and ethnolinguistic group 

membership within the home and community contexts in which they are 

raised. They develop positive or negative perceptions about other groups 

and perceive themselves as either similar or different from other people. 

At any point in time, however, ethnolinguistic identity is flexible and 

dynamic and determined by the characteristics of the social interactions in 

which individuals engage and closely linked to the ideologies present in 

the society. If the society views dual cultural and ethnic membership as 

positive, and if children are made to feel that there are no insurmountable 

contradictions in belonging to two groups, it is likely that they will 

develop a bilingual and bicultural ethnolinguistic identity.   

The Development of Ethnolinguistic Identity in Educational Settings 

 The question for children like Marisa and Adriana who are raised 

in generally monocultural (although mixed heritage circumstances) is: do 

two-way immersion programs contribute to the development of positive 
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bilingual and bicultural identities? Unfortunately, to date we have little 

information about whether such contexts will provide support for third-

generation parents who value both the language and the minority culture 

and who wish for their children to identify with their ancestral 

communities.  Based on research carried out on Canadian French 

immersion programs (Lambert & Tucker 1972; Genesee 1979, 1984; 

Swain & Lapkin 1982), the hope is that two-way or dual immersion 

classrooms will nurture positive attitudes in mainstream, Anglophone 

children toward the minority cultural group with which they are in close 

contact. Researchers however, have not yet systematically explored the 

effect of such programs on English-dominant, second and third generation 

youngsters who share a heritage with the non-English-speaking children 

enrolled in dual immersion programs. 

 In terms of intergroup relations in dual immersion programs, 

ValdŽs (1997) argued that school personnel need to be particularly 

sensitive to the realities of the ways that children interact with one another 

and to the messages that they send to each other in numerous ways. She 

pointed out that children have a clear sense of what their place is in the 

wider society. Majority Anglophone children, for example, bring to their 

interactions with less privileged peers a mixed bag of negative and 

positive attitudes and feelings. And while we know that these attitudes can 

change --indeed that is one of the benefits that has been ascribed to dual 
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immersion programs---we know little about how majority children's 

original attitudes can impact on minority children at whom they are 

directed. Majority children may express these attitudes in a hundred ways-

--both direct and subtle --while they are in the process of changing. It is 

not clear what the long term effects of being in contact with majority 

children who have initially negative attitudes will be on minority children. 

 Similarly, minority children also bring to the classrooms attitudes 

and beliefs about majority children. In the case of Marisa and AdrianaÕs 

school, minority children were first generation immigrants who had 

recently arrived in this country. Their parents live in crowded apartments 

near the school, while the majority children live in spacious houses in 

other parts of town. There was little social interaction between the parents 

of both groups of children, and initial attempts by Anglophone parents to 

include Latino youngsters in birthday parties and other activities were 

soon abandoned. There were immense differences between the everyday 

lives of the children and very dissimilar ways of celebrating birthdays. It 

became evident that socioeconomic status mattered in important ways-- 

even for young children.  

 When asked today about her social life in the dual immersion 

program and in her middle-school heritage Spanish class, Marisa seems 

quite aware of the ways in which she was perceived by her classmates. 
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She states in turns 34 and 36, for example, that she never was considered 

Latina by her peers. 

1.  I: okay, ahora cambiando un poquito el tema, h‡blame 
un poco de tu vida social en la escuela Castro. c—mo 
era tu vida social en la escuela Castro? 

2.  M: ahm... fue diferente porque no ve, cuando miras a m’, 
no sabes que soy mexicana soy.. 

3.  I: piensan que eres americana? 
4.  M: S’ 
5.  I: que eres anglo? 
6.  M: S’ 
7.  I: um hum 
8.  M: pero para mi fue fue .. better.  
9.  I: Mejor 
10.  M:  porque para m’ hablŽ m‡s espa–ol que los otros ni–os 

ahm de los otros que los otros ni–os que son anglo 
...porque sab’a m‡s espa–ol... era en mi familia.. as’ 
que fue m‡s f‡cil para m’... pero no fue f‡cil 

11.  I: quŽ fue lo mas dif’cil 
12.  M: ahm no sŽ exactamente pero hab’an ah ..fue mas 

dif’cil para nosotros porque fuimos un grupo mas 
peque–o ah y.. 

13.  I: los chicos que hablaban inglŽs en la casa? 
14.  M: S’ 
15.  I: eran un grupo muy peque–o? 
16.  M: como de cinco 
17.  I: cinco ni–os y todos los dem‡s hablan espa–ol en la 

casa 
18.  M: y de los cinco, hablŽ con como tres, porque los otros 

dos.. nadie ..nobody gota long Ð(laughter) 
19.  I: no se llevaban bien 
20.  M: Nadie 
21.  I: y los chicos latinos los inmigrantes m‡s recientes que 

hablaban espa–ol en casa, c—mo eran contigo? 
22.  M: uhm Écambi— mucho. como cuando est‡bamos en 

kinder fue como ..todos son equal 
23.  I: Iguales 
24.  M: todos son iguales...y cuando est‡bamos en quinto 

grado fue como... tœ eres diferente y nosotros no nos 
gusta 

25.  I: no queremos juntarnos contigo 
26.  M: Yeah 
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27.  I: me imagino que fue dif’cil para ti eso 
28.  M: s’ 
29.  I: y en la escuela otra, donde estabas por los œltimos tres 

anos en la escuela secundaria..h‡blame de tu vida 
social ah’ 

30.  M: ahm all’ uhm fue muy muy diferente. todos ten’amos 
una comunidad muy grande donde aceptamos todos y 
para las ni–as latinas como las cuatro o cinco en 
nuestra clase, ellas no fueron, no quer’an conectar. 
ten’an un grupo muy peque–o 

31.  I: aparte? 
32.  M: s’  
33.  I: entonces tœ.. en esa escuela ya no te identificaban 

como latina 
34.  M: no nunca fue 
35.  I: nunca te identificaron como latina? 
36.  I: nunca 
37.  M: ahm... ahm en esa escuela no fue in no ten’a un label 
38.  I: una etiqueta, una etiqueta. 

 

 As a light-skinned girl who personified all the characteristics of a 

middle-class, nerdy, politically and environmentally correct background, 

she was seen as an outsider by her Latino classmates. More importantly, 

the ways in which she was perceived directly affected the quality of 

interactions with her native Spanish-speaking peers. As Kinginger 

(2004:221) argues: 

ÒAccess to language is shaped not only by learnersÕ own 

intentions, but also by those of the others with whom they 

interactÑ people who may view learners as embodiments 

of identities shaped by gender, race and social class.Ó 

 MarisaÕs Ethnolinguistic Identity 
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Given that belonging to a group involves the groupÕs recognition 

of the individual as a member, it is not surprising that knowledge of 

Spanish alone has not yet resulted in MarisaÕs developing a bilingual and 

bicultural ethnolinguistic identity. Language appears not to be salient in 

her developing sense of herself. And yet, from time to time in recalling her 

experiences with her classmates-- such as her trip to Mexico--she includes 

herself in a ÒweÓ that suggests that there is hope.  

 

1.  M: ahm el ahm ..fueron siete ni–os que hablaban 
espa–ol fueron bilingŸe y los otros treinta y dos 
hablaban inglŽs en sus casas y solo sab- estaban 
aprendiendo espa–ol y para ellos fue ..fue m‡s para 
ellos porque ellos no sab’an nada. pero para 
nosotros fue diferente porque hablamos espa–ol y 
um las de la ciudad sab’an que nosotros hablaban 
espa–ol a otro nivel as’ que fue un cona ahm 
conecci—n m‡s  

 

AdrianaÕs Ethnolinguistic Identity 

 AdrianaÕs experience has been different. A confident competitive 

gymnast, she is generally popular and admired by her peers. Her 

Anglophone classmates in the dual immersion program protected each 

other from possible rejection. Still, she views the Latina girls as friends, 

not her best friends, but still her friends.  

 

1.  I: entonces cuŽntame algo de tus maestros, de tus compa–eras, 
quiŽnes eran, todas hablaban inglŽs o algunas hablan espa–ol 

2.  A: ah mis amigos tambiŽn hablaron espa–ol pero tambiŽn 
hablaron inglŽs porque era como espa–ol y ingles, pero mis 
amigas como m‡s buenos hablaban inglŽs, hablaban inglŽs 
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primero y luego aprendieron espa–ol como m’ 
3.  I: y luego ten’as amigas de las que hablaban espa–ol en la casa o 

esas no eran muy amigas tuyas 
4.  A: Ah , eran amigas pero los otras amigas que hablaban inglŽs 

eran amigas m‡s buenas 
 

 

Next Steps in the Journey: Formal Schooling and Other Resources 

 

For Marisa and Adriana, public school resources in the form of a 

dual immersion program provided the family with an important foundation 

in Spanish for both children. After that, the heritage Spanish program at 

the private middle school allowed them to continue their study of Spanish 

in the company of fluent strong Spanish-speaking youngsters. From here 

on, however, the next steps in the journey are less well defined. In the 9th 

grade, Marisa did not enroll in a formal Spanish class. Her choices were 

limited to honors Spanish for L2 learners (a course that teachers at the 

school considered too easy for her) and AP Spanish (a class made up of 

college-bound seniors including heritage speakers and L2 learners). Aware 

that Marisa has little knowledge of the grammatical metalanguage used by 

L2 students, both her mother and her grandmother encouraged her to wait. 

Next year, she plans to enroll in the honors Spanish class hoping that she 

can be tutored in the metalanguage and get by on her strong reading and 

writing skills and on her ability to use Spanish in actual communication in 

a variety of contexts. The same will be true for Adriana if she goes to the 
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same high school. What is evident is that foreign language programs have 

not been designed to maintain language primarily acquired in dual 

immersion programs. 

In terms of language study, in high school, the girls will enter a 

different territory, a territory in which they will be compared to L2 

learners and evaluated for their accuracy, for their conscious knowledge of 

grammatical rules and for their ability to use a metalanguage about 

language. They may succeed in these new Òcommunities of practice.Ó 

They may come to see Spanish as yet another academic subject, become 

concerned about correctness, and even develop a strong monitor that will 

allow them to edit out at least a certain category of flaws not typical of 

standard educated varieties of Spanish. They may be able to build on their 

strengths, and they may find ways of integrating formal traditional 

instruction with the language that they have already acquired. 

Unfortunately, I am not optimistic. My greatest fear is that they will 

become discouraged, that the voice that Marisa displays in writing about 

her trampoline will not be heard by AP Spanish teachers focused 

exclusively on rules for using the subjunctive. 

I am also pessimistic about the possibility that during their high 

school years they will be develop a subject positioning that includes 

language as a value and that allows them to identify with Latinas or to be 

identified by them as members of the same group. High school is the time 
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of cliques and exclusions and perceptions about popularity and advantage. 

Marisa and Adriana live in a world in which gymnastic competitions, 

rock-climbing clubs, trips to Europe, and weekend sleepovers fill their 

days. Moreover, while Marisa and Adriana have little difficulty in 

identifying with their middle-class cousins in Mexico whose activities and 

lives mirror their own in the United States, they see themselves as having 

little in common with newly arrived immigrant girls who lead very 

different lives. Unfortunately, as Urcuoli (1996) points out, for Latinos 

identifying as white versus Òother-SpanishÓ is about their perceptions of 

their own class status. Because race, class, and language are conflated, 

and, in the case of Hispanics connected to the idea of underclass, it is not 

surprising that young and relatively privileged third-generation young 

people do not perceive themselves consistently as Latinas. 

As their grandmother, my hope is that Marisa and Adriana will 

develop strong ethnolinguistic identities that, while fluid, dynamic and 

multiple, still continue to consider Spanish part of their heritage and a 

doorway to a world of which they are part. I hope that they will spend time 

working and living in Spanish- speaking communities, and that they will 

be continue to develop their Spanish so that at some point in their lives 

they will be able to use two languages for both personal and professional 

purposes in the context of at least two different national settings.   

Imagining a Different Path 
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 As a researcher and as a student of societal bilingualism very much 

influenced by Fishman, I nevertheless still want to be optimistic about the 

development of a coherent language-in-education policy that can support 

efforts to revitalize and maintain non-English languages (whether or not 

these languages are momentarily strategic) using the resources of existing 

educational institutions.  In spite of his cautionary statements (Fishman 

1991) concerning the limitations of educational institutions in reversing 

language shift, for third generation children, I believe strongly that 

educational institutions must become a very large part of the solution. I 

propose, then, that guided by an ecological vision of languages in the 

United States, the major language-teaching professional organizations 

identify key steps in promoting, not just the formal study of a finite menu 

of languages in schools, but also the maintenance and development of 

community languages that are spoken today by members of immigrant and 

indigenous communities.  These stepsvi might include: 

1. Advocating publicly for all languages.  

At the local level, efforts by families and to maintain the 

bilingualism of their children would be applauded by language-

teaching professionals. The importance of such efforts for personal 

and professional purposes would be emphasized. At the state level, 

efforts made by communities to maintain their languages would be 

publicized extensively, and youngsters who have developed strong 
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English skills and maintained their heritage languages would be 

identified. This public relations effort would also be reflected at 

the national level where the strategic importance of non-English 

languages would be highlighted frequently. 

2. Supporting community organizations that are engaged in formal 

language-teaching endeavors.  

Such support might include language celebration activities carried 

out in school settings as well as providing access to school 

facilities for community language teaching after school hours or on 

Saturdays. The point of such support would be to send a clear 

message about the value of maintaining heritage languages for all 

Americans. 

3. Providing assistance to language communities in obtaining training 

and preparation for members engaged in the teaching of heritage 

languages.  

Assistance might involve identifying appropriate formal study for 

such individuals, familiarizing them with the American education 

establishment, and identifying the best ways of publishing or 

duplicating materials in the heritage language. 

4. Lobbying for the establishment of special teaching credentials in the 

teaching of heritage languages within school settings.  
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According to Potowski (2003), not a single state currently offers 

certification or a special endorsement for the teaching of heritage 

languages. A unified effort by language-teaching professionals at 

the local, state and national levels might move the profession 

forward in this direction and ensure the preparation of future 

teachers of critical heritage languages.  

5. Establishing language programs in traditionally taught languages (e.g., 

French, German) that are designed for students who have maintained a 

heritage language and are adding a third language.  

An ecological vision of language would imagine not only that 

students would maintain home and community languages, but also 

that they would avail themselves of opportunities to acquire other 

languages taught formally in schools. Language programs created 

with the view that entering students are already sophisticated 

speakers of two languages might be able to accelerate such 

students in their acquisition of a third language. 

6. Establishing research and training programs within colleges and 

universities that can prepare a generation of young scholars and 

teachers who specialize in the study of language ecology and focus on 

heritage languages.  

The learning stories of third generation youngsters such as Marisa and 

Adriana suggest that the American educational system has an important 



 52 

role to play in the process of maintaining and developing non-English 

languages in this country. The creation of a language-competent America 

may have to begin not with national policies and national agendas, but 

with local activities that bring together parents and their youngsters, grass 

roots supporters of community languages and language-teaching 

professionals who understand the importance of providing an appropriate 

academic context that can help strengthen and maintain these important 

language resources.  
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i In January, 2006, President George Bush launched the National Security 

Language Initiative (NSLI), a plan to further strengthen national security 

and prosperity in the 21st century through education, especially in 

developing foreign language skills. The NSLI will dramatically increase 

the number of Americans learning critical need foreign languages such as 

Arabic, Chinese, Russian, Hindi, Farsi, and others through new and 

expanded programs from kindergarten through university and into the 

workforce.  
ii  For information on heritage language instruction in the U.S., the reader is 

referred to the National Heritage Resource Center 

(http://www.international.ucla.edu/languages/nhlrc/).  
iii  For a very complete description of bilingual education programs the 

reader is referred to Brisk (1998). 

iv Interestingly, Patti recalls that KeithÕs maternal grandmother spoke to 

her in fluent Spanish at a family reunion. Given that they were a New 

Mexico/Texas farming family, Patti conjectures that the grandmother 

might have acquired her Spanish in interactions with Spanish-speaking 

workers. Keith has no information about this aspect of his grandmotherÕs 

linguistic proficiencies. 
v Here I follow TomlinsonÕs (2007:2) position and view ÒacquisitionÓ as 

the initial stage of acquiring communicative competence, and 

ÒdevelopmentÓ as Òthe subsequent stage of gaining the ability to use the 

language successfully in a wider range of media and genre for a variety of 

purposes.Ó 
vi This section draws extensively from ValdŽs (2006). 
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