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1.0  Introduction 

Immigrant families come from numerous parts of the world to settle in the United States 

for a variety of reasons. Whether they come for economic prosperity or to escape persecution, 

and whether the stay is intended to be permanent or temporary, as long as they are speakers of a 

language other than English, they will face the dilemma of language maintenance.  Fishman 

(1966, 1985 and 1991) describes the role of various institutions in language maintenance within 

an ethnolinguistic community, such as language schools, libraries, print and broadcast media, 

religious congregations, social clubs and ethnic restaurants and shops.  Additionally, Mackey 

(2004) notes the significant impact of multilingual broadcasting, the language of computer 

software, and languages through wired and satellite networks on language maintenance today.       

The key point is that for the language to be maintained, it needs to be passed on to, and 

acquired by, each successive generation. Because language is tied not only to communication 

with family but to cultural identity as well, it is often parents who decide to teach their mother 

tongue to their children (Fishman, 1991).  Over time, many minority languages experience 

language shift. As children partake in school related activities, are exposed to media in the 

majority language, and become more assimilated into the dominant society, they may feel less 

positive towards their heritage language and use it less.   

Although there are bilingual programs that give students access to education in their 

mother tongue, the effect on heritage language maintenance is minimal for a numbers of reasons: 

1) the intent is usually to foster more efficient English language acquisition; 2) these programs 

are only offered in select areas; and 3) they are offered only in languages with a large population. 

Language maintenance is then left largely to the family or community.  Attitudes toward 

language maintenance vary from one language group to another, and from one family to the next, 
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however.  Some families are keen that their children quickly assimilate into American culture, 

learning English as soon as possible, while others are adamant that they retain their native 

culture, looking for ways and means to maintain fluency in their mother tongue.   

Parents, both consciously and unconsciously, create an environment that will either 

nurture or impair language acquisition. Clyne & Kipp (1999) note that “the home has often been 

cited as a key element in language maintenance—if a language is not maintained in the home 

domain, then it cannot be maintained elsewhere” (p. 47). Some strategies typically used by 

parents are to use the language in the home, provide their children with access to the culture, or 

make trips back to the country of origin (Hinton, 1999). In the end, if true language maintenance 

is going to occur, the language must be incorporated into the home life.  Otherwise, it may lead 

to language loss (with the possibility of language revitalization later in life) or language death.   

While there is substantial literature on language maintenance in general, this project aims 

to look particularly at the role of the family and is unique in its coverage of six language groups, 

some of which have virtually no literature on language maintenance. As well, the focus on New 

York City provides a shared context to examine these language groups, composed of immigrants 

who have arrived to the city at varying times and for varying reasons. Given the importance of 

inter-generational transmission for language maintenance as described by Fishman (1991), this 

project focuses primarily on individuals who would be considered second-generation (born in the 

United States) or went through a significant amount of schooling in the U.S. (arrived before sixth 

grade) to explore the influence of the assimilation/acculturation process.   
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2.0 Methodology & Literature 

2.1 Methodology 

To explore the role of the family in language maintenance, this study focuses on 

immigrant families living in New York City and the nearby metropolitan area from six language 

groups: Cantonese, Persian, Japanese, Spanish, and Urdu.  Key questions of the study include: 

What factors contribute to the maintenance of language within each language group? What 

specific efforts are made by families across groups to maintain language? How does each group 

vary in determination and attitude towards language maintenance? 

For each language group, we conducted interviews with six individuals, three born in the 

U.S. (also referred to in this paper as second-generation) and three born elsewhere who came to 

the U.S. before sixth grade (first-generation).  Participants who came to the U.S. before school-

age (i.e. ages 1-4) were considered in the native-born group.  Each interview lasted 

approximately 60 minutes and questions were drawn from a common interview guide (see 

Appendix).  Using a network sampling, our study focuses on specific communities, and is not a 

representative sample.  Nevertheless, we did attempt to vary our sample by socioeconomic 

status, as measured by the parents’ highest level of education.  Also note that all references to 

participants by name are pseudonyms.   

While the participants in the study are all between the ages of 19 and 40, our interview 

guide focuses on their perspectives as “children” of immigrant families, and their recollections 

and perceptions of language maintenance efforts by their families when they were growing up.  

Similarly, references to participants’ language proficiency are self-reports based on their own 

interpretation of proficiency, rather than specific criteria set out in the study.  Other areas of 

interest that were included in the interviews were use of and attitudes towards the heritage 
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language at various points in their lives and contact and access to ethnic culture through popular 

culture, customs and traditions, or return visits to the home country.   

After analyzing the information from the interviews, some ways in which families 

influence mother tongue maintenance in the home became immediately apparent. These themes 

fell into two major categories: implicit and explicit actions. For the purpose of this study, we 

have defined implicit actions (such as environment and exposure to the language) as those which 

may have been partially the result of pragmatics. For example, if a family moves into a 

neighborhood of predominantly one culture, this may be a result of a social of familial network 

(Portes & Schauffler, 1996). In other words, implicit actions were not purposefully done for the 

sole benefit of language acquisition by the child.  Explicit actions on the other hand are those 

measures taken by parents with the main purpose being to influence their child’s usage of the 

language. Such examples could include sending the children for visits to their home country, 

buying specific language material for the child, or verbally scolding them for choosing to speak 

English.  

Although some actions could possibly belong to both categories, we have taken the 

context in which the participant has explained the action, and based our own decision on their 

explanation. For example, one individual may explain the proliferation of a specific television 

program as a result of their family only having one television (implicit action), however another 

individual may explain that her mother insisted that she not watch English television (explicit 

action). Of course the true motivation behind an action is only known by the parent.  However, 

the purpose of this study is to examine the children’s views of language maintenance in the 

home. As Cremin observes, even when parents have a set course of action, what is taught is not 
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always what is desired, what one teaches is not always what is learned, and there are always 

unintended consequences (Leichter, 1973). 

In this paper, we claim neither overarching nor definite conclusions, as even within each 

language group there is a great deal of diversity and variance.  Rather, we present here a set of 

data and a preliminary analysis of common threads that have emerged within and across 

language groups, constructing a hypothesis to be considered as an agenda for future research.   

2.2 Literature 

 While there is substantial literature on language maintenance in general, this project aims 

to look particularly at the role of the family and is unique in its coverage of seven language 

groups, some of which have virtually no literature on language maintenance. The review of 

literature is, therefore, included in each language section separately.  As well, the focus on New 

York City provides a shared context to examine these language groups, composed of immigrants 

who have arrived to the city at varying times and for varying reasons. Given the importance of 

inter-generational transmission for language maintenance as described by Fishman (1991), this 

project focuses primarily on individuals who would be considered second-generation (born in the 

United States) or went through a significant amount of schooling in the U.S. (arrived before sixth 

grade) to explore the influence of the assimilation/acculturation process.   

3.0 Language Groups 
 
Persian-Speaking Bahá’ís 
 
Prelude 

I walked into the Payam-i-Doost Persian Bahá’í radio station in Washington, D.C. on that 

rainy summer day in August 2004 not knowing what to expect and not realizing the difference 

this moment would make in the months that were to follow.  I was being interviewed for a 
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Persian speaking Bahá’í radio station that airs in the United States, Iran, and a number of other 

countries globally.  I was being interviewed in Persian – a language I have grown up hearing, 

speaking, and resisting most of my life.  They wanted to interview someone who was born and 

raised in the United States to demonstrate to the Iranians residing in Iran that there were still 

some youth in America that could carry their culture forward by speaking Persian.  “But I don’t 

speak Persian, I sound like a 2 year old,” I kept pleading.  “You’ll be great – you’re better than 

most youth just like you”.  What?  There are others whose Persian is worse than mine?  I am 

amongst the ‘good’ speakers?  Great, I thought, our language is doomed…and so the interview 

began. 

3.1 The Sociolinguistics of the Persian Bahá’í Community 

I spent quite some time researching Persian language maintenance in the United States, 

but was disappointed when I found very little literature on the subject.  This includes, of course, 

no studies that I am aware of that focus on Persian Bahá’í immigrants in the United States, even 

more particularly when concerned with family language maintenance.  The literature that is 

available regards Iran’s own political history, its influence and interaction with the United States, 

and the history of Bahá’í persecution. 

Although Persian is the original language of the Bahá’í Faith, meaning that all the 

primary Texts were revealed by Baha’u’llah in the Persian language, speaking Persian is by no 

means a requirement for being a Bahá’í.  The Sacred Writings of the Faith have had authorized 

translations in hundreds of languages around the world, and most of the original Texts have been 

translated in English.  Bahá’í meetings are held across the globe in the language of the resident 

country, so although an acquisition of the Persian language would allow an individual to be able 
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to read the Sacred Text in their purest form, it does not effect the believers independent learning 

of the Faith, nor does it hinder their participation in the community.   

3.1.1 Persian in the Home Country 

Persian is the main language of the country of Iran as well and the people residing there.  

Iran (formerly known as Persia) is a country rich in history, people, art, literature, and traditions, 

dating back to 688-551 B.C., with the influence of a series of kings, rulers and dynasties 

(http://www.Persiannet.com/Persian/).  The Persian language, also known as Persian, is the most 

widely spoken member of the Iranian branch of the Indo-Iranian languages, a subfamily of the 

Indo-European languages; it is the main language of Iran (www.cia.gov).   

3.1.2 The History of Persian Baha’i Immigration to the United States 

Iran was never colonized; it was in the early part of the 1970’s that Mohammed Reza 

Pahlavi, the Shah of Iran, began an alliance with the United States, initiating a massive 

modernization program known as the ‘white revolution’ (Country Profile 2001).  Following oil 

price explosion and coupled with simultaneous rapid economic growth and inflation, there was a 

growing affiliation with the Western cultural values, a factor that traditional Iranians found 

offensive and soon a group of anti-monarchists unified together in over-throwing the Pahlavi 

dynasty and pledging allegiance to Ayatollah Khomeini (Country Profile 2001).  After this 

revolution in 1979, “Iran adopted a constitution based on Ayatollah Khomeini’s theory of 

Islamic government,” and it was his interpretation of Islam that isolated Iran internationally 

(Country Profile, 2001, p.3).    

In 1844 the world was introduced to a new Divine Revelation sent by God.  Following a 

progression from Moses, Christ, and Muhammad, and the Bab (the Gate), Baha’u’llah (the Glory 

of God) proclaimed a new message from the same Divine Creator.  Baha’u’llah is the prophet-
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founder of the Bahá’í Faith, a religion whose pivotal principle is the fundamental oneness of the 

human race, and whose followers span every race and nation in the world, making it the second 

most wide-spread religion in the world, although it originates in Iran.  The Revolution in 1979 

changed the course of history for Bahá’ís in Iran and Persian Bahá’ís around the globe.  More 

than 200 Bahá’ís have been put to death, “…institutions have been disbanded, community 

properties confiscated, holy places demolished, and cemeteries desecrated.  Bahá’ís have no civil 

rights.  They cannot hold government jobs, enforce legal contracts, practice law, collect 

pensions, attend institutions of higher learning, and openly practice their Faith” (Kazemzadeh, 

2000, p. 1).  Although the Bahá’ís are Iran’s largest non-Muslim minority, “…they are not 

mentioned in the Constitution and have the status of unprotected infidels” (Kazemzadeh, 2000, 

p.1)  The Economist Intelligence Unit states in its 2003 Country Profile of Iran that religious 

freedom is guaranteed and widely respected allowing all groups, except Bahá’ís, able to practice 

freely (www.eiu.com).  In addition to not being able to practice their Faith freely, the Bahá’ís 

were not considered members of the greater community.  The denial of education and 

employment “threatened to pauperize a large segment of the Bahá’í population” (Kazemzadeh, 

2000, p.2).  These were the main factors causing a wave of individuals and families to flee the 

country from religious persecution, and leave those already sprinkled around the world without 

the option to return.  Essentially Persian Bahá’ís living anywhere besides Iran are cut off from 

the country of their origin and leave having to adapt and accommodate to a new life since they 

were being denied livelihood and prosperity in their homeland.  Are these essential principles 

contributing to the lack of language maintenance amongst families that have migrated to the 

United States under these conditions, ultimately threatening the extinction of Persian and the 

Persian cultural traditions for immigrants in the generations to come? 
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3.1.3 Demographics of Persian-American Bahá’ís in New York City 

 According to the 2000 census for New York City, there are 338,266 Persians in this City, 

which constitutes about .1 percent of the total population.  This low number becomes obvious in 

the minute number of Persian restaurants and shops.  Unlike a city like Los Angeles that have a 

very large Persian community, often times having areas of the city dedicated specifically to 

Iranian culture, music, food and entertainment, New York has a limited variety of such 

opportunities available.   

According to the 2005 New York City Bahá’í community list, there are 919 Bahá’ís in 

the greater New York metropolitan area.  There is no breakdown of individuals by ‘race’ or 

‘nationality’ but based on a quick run through of the names, it seems as though just over one 

hundred individuals are full Persian.  These statistics lack accuracy since they are based solely on 

a perception of who may or may not be of Persian ancestry, but it does provide a picture of the 

small number of Persian Bahá’ís in New York City.  The research presented below becomes 

clearer given this contextual background; interaction is somewhat hindered, as are the 

opportunities to speak Persian and participate in cultural activities particular to the Bahá’í 

experience. 

3.2 The Participants 

 Of the six individuals I interviewed, there were four women (Rosa, Nasim, Sahar and 

Shayda) and two men (Naysan and Hosein) falling between the ages of 19 and 28.  Shayda, 

Nasim, and Naysan were either born in the United States or started kindergarten here, and 

Hosein, Rosa, and Sahar moved to the United States after the first grade.  As it turned out, my 

subjects were all people that I knew personally or through a contact, and it happened that the 

Persians I interviewed come from the religious background of the Bahá’í Faith.  At first, I did not 
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realize that this would make a difference, but I soon came to find that this one factor played an 

integral part in the overall outcome of my findings, for there are certain factors that make Persian 

Bahá’í immigrants unique from other Iranian immigrants.  The most significant of these being 

that most Bahá’í families came to the United States either fleeing religious persecution or not 

being able to return as a result; this aspect greatly influences the maintenance of the Persian 

language (or lack thereof).  Most of the six people I worked with resided in a suburban white 

neighborhood whilst growing up and were amongst a small handful of other Persians, if any at 

all.  For each of the six individuals, the interviews proved as a source of awareness and 

understanding. 

 Naysan was born in Iran but his family moved to New York when he was two years old 

because the situation was becoming very difficult for the Baha’is to remain in Iran; they left 

before the Revolution began.  His parents were both educated in Iran and they moved to a 

“suburban, White” area of Long Island where there were virtually no Persians in the greater 

community.  He and his younger brother both went to public school throughout all their years of 

schooling.  Although Persian was his first language, he considers himself only moderately 

proficient in speech, with no skill in reading and writing. 

 Shayda was born in California and grew up there throughout most of her life.  Her 

parents both moved to the United States to pursue their education before both her and her 

younger sister were born.  She grew up in mid-upper class neighborhoods that were mainly 

White and always wanted to “fit in” in that environment.  She can not read and write in Persian 

and does not consider her speaking level to be very high either.   

 When he was a year and a half years old, Hosein’s family moved out of Iran and lived for 

about three years in Luxembourg en route to America.  Hosein and his two older sisters attended 
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private school in their quiet Suburban town in Massachuetts, growing up in a mainly Jewish 

dominated community.  His parents had studied in the United States and returned to Iran to live 

but immediately left again in anticipation of the coming of religious persecution and fled the 

country just before the Revolution broke out.  Hosein considered himself having almost no 

understanding of the Persian language until he entered college, where he took up study of Persian 

and became proficient in reading, writing and speech.  Today he considers himself completely 

proficient in the language because he took the steps to learn it on his own. 

 Rosa is an only child and moved to the United States with her parents when she was three 

years old, via Luxembourg.  At the time, her father was Muslim and her mother a Bahá’í, and 

although they could live rather easily in Iran because of her father, they decided to bring Rosa up 

as a Bahá’í and knew that since she would not have educational opportunities in Iran, they would 

move to the United States.  Most of her life she grew up in Suburban middle class Long Island 

with no greater Persian community to identify with.  She considers herself fluent in Persian 

because she grew up speaking with her parents in Persian, and because she recently made a visit 

back to Iran with her mother (her father could not return because he had become a Bahá’í since 

their move to the United States).  This visit has inspired her to want to pursue study of this 

language even further. 

 When she was ten years old, Sahar and her family moved to the United States from Iran 

mainly because her older sister needed to attend university and as a Baha’i she was not allowed 

to do so in the country.  The entire family relocated to America, via Austria, to Virginia where 

they had family.  Sahar’s father had a decent job working as an engineer and her mother was 

studying to be a nurse before the authorities kicked her out of school.  She is a middle child and 
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just as her sisters vary in their maintenance of the Persian language, one from the other, so has 

their proficiency and adaptability varied as well. 

 Nasim was born and raised in Texas.  Her parents are both Persian and had come to 

America to study, independent of one another, and had married and stayed here.  She grew up in 

an upper-middle class family-oriented neighborhood and attended public school.  She considers 

herself only slightly competent in Persian, explaining that she can use it to get her point across 

but makes a lot of mistakes.  Her and her brother both speak Persian in the same way.  

Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 
Name of 
Respondent 

Naysan Shayda Hosein Rosa Sahar Nasim 

Gender M F M F F F 
Home Country Iran USA Iran Iran Iran USA 
Age of Arrival/ 
(Years in US) 

2/(26) NA/(26) 4/(24) 3/(20) 10/(9) NA/(26) 

Siblings (+) (-) Brother (-) Sister (-) 2 Sisters (+) N/A 2 Sisters 
(+/-) 

Brother (+) 

Live(d) in 
Ethnic 
Neighborhood? 

No No No No Yes No 

Family’s 
Reason for 
Immigration 

Revolution Education Revolution Lack of 
Educational 
Opportunity 

Religious 
Persecution 

Education 

Parents’ 
Highest Level 
of Education 

Father – 
MA 
Mother – 
BA  

Father – 
MA 
Mother – 
BA  

University 
in the States 

Father – BA 
Mother – 
two MA’s 

Some 
college, lack 
of 
opportunity 

Father and 
Mother – 
MA 

Primary 
Language of 
Parents’ 
Education  

Persian Persian, 
Higher Ed 
in English 

Persian, 
Higher Ed 
in English 

Persian, and 
some 
Higher Ed 
in English 

Persian Persian, 
Higher Ed 
in English 

Primary 
Language 
Spoken by 
Parents 

Both 
Persian 
and 
English 

English Mother – 
only English 
Father – 
English and 
Persian 

Mainly 
Persian, but 
English as 
well 

Mainly 
Persian, but 
a little 
English as 
well 

English 

Bilingual?* Moderately Moderately Yes Yes Yes Moderately 
* Bilingual status of respondents is self-described. 
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3.3 Language Maintenance Efforts by the Family 

To understand the data that follows, it is important to take into consideration the context 

illustrated above with regards to the status of the country and the reasons identified for moving to 

America.  During immigration there were some respondents that had to live in another country in 

transit to the United States, while waiting for such things as Visa’s and travel documents.  This 

adds depth to the circumstances in that it creates an added sense of separation from the country 

of origin.  Within this contextual framework, through the conduction of these interviews, there 

were certain threads identified and connections that could be drawn from one circumstance to 

another.  It is important to note that, although the Persian language is referred to as “Persian”, 

many of the interviewee’s call the language “Farsi” and this is indicated in portions of this 

document that quote the participants directly.   

The data below is communicated as portions illustrating a comprehensive whole, and 

looks specifically at the explicit actions that were taken by parents to ensure language 

maintenance and the implicit actions that contributed to the level of Persian understanding. 

3.3.1 Explicit Language Maintenance 

 The research showed that there was very little explicit language maintenance.  With 

parents striving to adjust to a new culture and a new language themselves, there was little room 

for explicitly implementing continued education in the Persian language, whether formally or 

informally. 

Home Language Use 

In every interview, it was clear that it was always the parents’ desire for their children to 

learn Persian however no real method was put in place to ensure continuity.  At most, parents 

would request their children to speak Persian or there was an “unwritten rule” in the home, but 
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not much more.  For some, it was simply because their parents requested it.  Rosa explains, “I 

wanted them [parents] to be happy, so I would do anything to make them happy, so I spoke”.  

However, I found that most participants were resistant to learning the language (like a sort of 

rebellion) or if they already spoke it they refused to keep up with it.  Naysan was a perfect 

example of this as he stated that, “They [parents] speak Farsi in the house because they want me 

to learn it.  But, like I said, I always responded in English.  There were always arguments about 

that, and disagreements about speaking Farsi.  I was resistant to speaking it and they kept 

insisting.”   Ultimately, he pointed out that, “Them just speaking it made me at least perfectly 

understand it,” proving that this was ultimately a cause of assisting him to understand Persian 

now.  Hosein was very much the same in that he “would frustrate them [his parents] because I 

would only spoke to them in English”. 

 Nasim has explained that English is the main language used in her home because her 

parents always knew that their children were more comfortable using that language, causing 

them to speak it in the home more often.  She did further elaborate that, “There were periods in 

my life when I was really interested in improving my Farsi, so I asked that we exclusively speak 

Persian.  Surprisingly, my parents also found it difficult to speak Persian exclusively”.  It is 

interesting to note that, in this circumstance, it was the child that wished to make an exerted 

effort to maintain the language but that because English was so commonly spoken, the family 

always reverted to it. 

Rosa explained that, due to the fact that she is an only child and it was just herself and her 

parents in the home, she spoke Persian quite often with them because it was easier for them.  Of 

all the interviewees, Rosa seemed to have the most consistent language maintenance in the home, 

although she would rate her proficiency at only a medium level.  This maintenance was achieved 
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solely by the parents speaking to her in only Persian.  She also explained that she is making a 

concerted effort now to improve her Persian by speaking more with her family. 

Since Sahar moved to the United States so much later than the rest of the interviewees, 

she recalls being able to write in Persian, and her father encouraging her to write to her friends in 

Iran.  She explained, “I used to write letters to my friends in Iran and Austria, and I used to speak 

Persian with everyone.  But now, we all just speak English, right now it is hard for me to even 

write letters to others.”  Sahar shared extensively about her siblings and the differences each of 

them have with relation to their proficiency in Persian.  Her sister was much older when they left 

Iran and Sahar noted her older sister’s proficiency in the language, particularly with regards to 

pop culture in Iran, she states that her sister “still keeps up with it”.  At the same time, her 

younger sister has retained little language.  “Sometimes we make her speak to us in Persian but it 

is really hard for her.  We try things like that.  Now we got the Persian TV so that, especially for 

my younger sister, we can watch cartoons and stuff – although she is not interested.”  She goes 

on to explain that, “there were unwritten rules, they [parents] never said it but when we have 

dinner and stuff, we speak Persian, except my younger sister”.  Although efforts were definitely 

tried in the home, there was never anything consistent. 

In Schools 

The placement of some of the interviewees into Persian language schools was one very 

explicit act taken by some parents.  Only two individuals (Nasim and Hosein) were placed into 

Persian-language classes but both made it clear that they did not enjoy going or were not very 

responsive.  Nasim was enrolled in classes for two years while she was in elementary school.  

Although she disliked it then, she now considers herself speaking at a medium level in the 

language, she states, “I value Persian more than I used to.  I realize its importance and 
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significance.  I wish I was more competent in Persian”.  For Hosein, the language that was 

spoken in the home was a point of conflict amongst his parents because his father sent him to 

Persian school and his mother disagreed with this act.  She refuses, even to this day, to speak 

Persian at home with her children and when he visits home it is usually his father that he 

maintains a Persian speaking relationship with.  Hosein has studied Persian in recent years and 

taken quite a passion to learning Persian and says that there is no question that Persian will be 

taught to his children.  Besides Rosa’s own desire to speak more Persian with her parents, Hosein 

was the only individual who had followed through with acquiring a sound knowledge of the 

language through the means of formal education.  He had fallen in love with it; this is the desire 

that it will take to regain the language.  

Regarding the other four individuals that had no knowledge of reading and writing in 

Persian, they felt that this was highly influenced by the fact they were attending school in 

English and were required to learn and understand in that language.  Since most of their parents 

were also learning English at the same time, the child’s schooling served more as a means to 

educate the parent in English as well, diverting the focus away from the children learning to read 

and write in Persian.   

When reflecting now, two individuals shared that since they would not be prepared to 

teach their own children Persian, they would consider sending them to school.  Rosa was very 

assured about this fact, explaining, “I definitely want to maintain it [Persian] in my family…I 

would definitely send them to school for it”.  

Visits to Iran 

 The fact that Baha’is could not travel to Iran has greatly influenced the lack of language 

maintenance for the Persian Baha’is living in the United States.  Unlike many of the Japanese 



 18

children referred to later in this document who would travel back to Japan every summer for 

schooling in their native tongue, the Baha’is living in the United States have had virtually no 

access to the country except by means of very expensive and very infrequent phone calls.  There 

was generally not an opportunity for children to be completely absorbed into the culture and the 

language.  Rosa is the only one that has returned to Iran for a visit (a risk for Bahá’ís to take even 

today) and spoke extensively about the positive implications this visit had on both her 

perceptions of Iran as well as her understanding and desire to further pursue the Persian 

language.  Hosein and Sahar indicated that they wished to go back to Iran and had plans to do so 

in the near future.  Sahar even concluded that, “I need to learn more myself so I can teach my 

children, and hopefully take them back to Iran so that they can learn”. 

3.3.2 Implicit Language Maintenance   

Home Language Use with Parents and Extended Family 

There was rarely great force put on the children to speak the language in the home, and 

even if there was initial force it was never consistent.  All of the respondents noted that their 

Persian language skills are used not necessarily as communication within their home and with 

their nuclear family, but rather as a means of interacting with relatives and distant family 

members.  Nasim explained that her language skills in Persian, although limited, do signify a 

way to communicate with her relatives who do not speak any English. 

It seems as though the lack of language maintenance was also dependant on the parents’ 

desire to belong in this society and learn proficient English speaking skills; their children were 

speaking English at school so children would often end up assisting their parents with words.  

Since these immigrants had been oppressed in Iran, the concept of assimilation becomes and 

issue.  In the United States they now had equal opportunity to live, work and prosper without 
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blatant discrimination, and this lack of discrimination would only come when they had mastered 

this new tongue and were able to function and survive with it, since they were virtually 

disconnected from their country of origin. 

Another thing that most participants commented on was the fact that having extended 

family around or seeing extended family from time to time helped them to have a bit of a desire 

to learn Persian.  Rosa described that, “What helped was seeing my larger family and seeing 

them all talk, I think that was an incentive for me.  And the main way by learning it was practice 

with my family.  It was never enforced, it was just mentioned and I never thought twice about 

it”.  

Language Use with Siblings 

None of the people I interviewed spoke much about the interaction they had with their 

siblings with regards to their mother tongue.  It was interesting to note that most individuals who 

were older children felt that their younger siblings spoke far less fluently than they did, probably 

due to the fact that the younger siblings now had their older brothers and sisters to speak English 

with, never bothering to pursue Persian.  Hosein’s family was a prime example of this as he 

explained that, “My oldest sister is proficient, but it has deteriorated quite a bit (since she 

completed elementary school in America and then high school in Iran), but my other sister is not 

strong in Persian at all.  She has no interest in learning it”.  They all stated that they spoke mainly 

English with their siblings and only slipped into Persian if and when they wanted to say 

something that they wished for no one else to hear.  Sahar stated, “I would speak Persian with 

my parents and English with my sisters”.  Since she recently arrived in the States, she has lost so 

much of her language and that it is getting harder for her to really communicate in Persian; she 

wants to get back to learning more.  “I feel like the whole moving thing stops you from learning 
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because you are stuck in the middle, because right now my English is not perfect either, so it is 

really hard to be at a completely proficient level for both languages”. 

Media and in Other Institutions 

If mainstream ideas had any type of influence it was a negative one.  Naysan said that 

when he was younger he believed everything that mainstream media had to say about Iranians 

and the culture and it was not until he got older and could think for himself that he rid himself 

from that mentality.  Rosa said that she did not know how much mainstream thought had 

infiltrated her mind until she traveled to Iran and realized how different it was from what she had 

imagined.  She described it as being very modern and almost liberal with the people, particularly 

the women, enjoying many of the same commodities that she would in America.  She concluded 

saying, “So a lot of stereo-types were broken for me, which was great to see.  Its like those 

images you see in the US are not what it is really like there”.  It took her having to travel to this 

country to understand what it was like, different from what she has been brought up believing in 

pop-culture and media of the United States.  However, most individuals do not have this 

opportunity.  

When asked to reflect back on their lives in grade school and their connectedness to the 

Persian culture, the interviewees all said that they were quiet about their heritage.  However, this 

has changed over time.  One interesting finding was that as acceptance of friends, peers and 

greater community increased, so did their own comfort with the language and identifying with 

the culture.  In each case the individuals expressed that when they were younger they were 

ashamed or resistant to learning Persian and identified themselves more as ‘white’ than Persian.  

Hosein elaborated by saying, “I generally thought of the Iranian language and culture as 

something I did not take much pride in or want to develop and I considered my identity as being 
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more White”.  Naysan stated, “When I was younger I did not want to have anything to do with 

my culture or the Persian language”.  Along those same lines, Shayda also said, “I wanted to fit 

in when I was younger.  I wanted to be as normal as possible – blonde hair, blue eyes, ‘Hi! My 

name is Jennifer,’ you know?”  This loaded statement provides a glimpse into the deep effects 

that societal thought had the potential to have on children of this particular background. 

Because Hosein has studied the language recently, he has learned to read and write 

Persian as well.  He felt as though this was greatly influenced not only by his desire to learn, but 

also the fact that he was away from home, living in California for school where he was 

surrounded by a much larger Persian community.  “I have a bunch of friends that are completely 

Iranian,” he explained, “they are straight from Iran so I totally speak with them in Persian”.  He 

made it clear that were it not for the Persian classes he took in college and the new friends he 

made, he would not have picked up the language as quickly as he did.  He also explained further 

that being a Bahá’í “increased my desire to learn Persian and Arabic because I wanted to be able 

to read the Sacred Writings” and that religion played a large part in his mother tongue 

development in his later years. 

Identification 

Ethnic identity is sometimes defined by factors within language.  Naysan explained that, 

“Persian is linked to my culture because we are the only ones who speak it.  It makes us 

different.  It is something that only we have”.  Every interviewee proudly defined themselves as 

either Persian or Persian-American.  Perhaps this has to do with the fact that the Bahá’í Faith has 

its roots in Iran and that many religious ceremonies and traditions are linked to that of the 

Persian cultural traditions.  For example, in the traditional Bahá’í new year that finds its roots in 

the Persian holiday of Naw Ruz, many of the words and phrases surrounding this annual event 
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are in Persian.  Also, when reading and studying Bahá’í history, there are Persian names, cities, 

and phrases that are infused in the text and a deeper understanding of these stories can be 

gleaned if the individual knows the Persian language and aspects of the country.  It seems as 

though many of the cultural traditions have been passed on with greater maintenance than that of 

the language.  Sahar stated that her language is definitely linked to her culture and that, “…I am 

always comfortable in a place where everyone speaks Persian”.  Many Bahá’í communities in 

the United States include a number of Persians which might also serve as a means of connecting 

youth to the Persian heritage. 

The influence of a greater Persian community has also contributed to the new 

identification with the Iranian culture.  All these individuals grew up with no greater community 

to draw from.  However, as they grew older and met youth in their age group from the same 

ethnic background, their identity with the Persian culture was solidified.  This was the case with 

Hosein (as mentioned earlier) as well as with Shayda who went off to college and met Persians 

that were ‘”cool”, and therefore the desire to belong to the culture increased.  Naysan also 

mentioned that now that he has friends his age who are Persian, he speaks Persian a bit with 

them. 

3.3.3 Attitudes about Persian and Implications for Future Generations 

The general attitude is that the respondents love their culture and would ideally wish to 

keep the language alive in their own families, but that it does not seem reasonable and requires 

far too much time and energy to go back at this point and try and learn it, as Hosein has done.   

When questioned regarding the possibility of passing the Persian language to their 

children, every one of the interviewees expressed the desire to teach Persian to their children, but 

most knew that it would be virtually impossible given the circumstances.  Although they could 
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claim knowing oral Persian at a medium level they knew that the majority of concepts would be 

difficult to express in Persian, and that given the intricate language acquisition required for child 

rearing, most interaction would be in English.  Shayda explained this further, elaborating, “I 

don’t think I would be a good example for my kids to learn this language from”.  The females I 

interviewed all made references to the fact that this was highly dependant on the men they 

married, whether they be Persian or not.  Since diversity and inter-racial marriages are highly 

regarded in the Bahá’í Faith, they understood that this could have something to do with the fact 

that their language would probably not be passed on to the extent that they hoped. 

3.4 Conclusion 

 “The language will probably die out in a few generations,” were Naysan’s words that 

resounded with me at the end of our conversation.  Sahar reflected, towards the end of our time 

together that, with regards to her family, “At the beginning none of us thought that English 

would become our primary language, and as time has gone on, we can feel it happening”.  This 

one statement outlines the premise of the data gathered, coupled with my own personal 

experience, that the Persian language amongst Persian Bahá’ís in America will be lost within one 

or two generations.  This thesis is derived from the fact that my research provides no data 

indicating that families have a sound language maintenance program in tact for their children.  

Issues such as access to the home country and natural assimilation to the American culture are 

the major factors contributing to this decline of the passage of Persian from one generation to the 

next.  All of these, however, find their root in the fact that, due to religious persecution, most of 

the respondents were lead to escape from Iran and create a new home for themselves with 

virtually no interaction with their home community.  One might rarely consider the repercussion 

of such socio-political acts to be the loss of language amongst a certain group of individuals.  
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With that loss of language there are a number of other consequences that ultimately change the 

course of existence for a very specific population.  Without proper attention given to the matter, 

without awareness brought to its study and without concrete action taken to ensure its continuity, 

the pattern that has already been created amongst the second generation of immigrants will 

continue uninfluenced.  The question is, however, if there is enough passion behind the 

deterioration to instigate a change. 

3.5 Limitations of the Study 

 There are two main limitations in this study that are most prevalent.  Firstly, the concept 

of fluency was not a common one.  Each individual considers him or herself fluent in a different 

way, not all adhering to one universal understanding of what is ‘fluent’.  In the interview guide, 

the participants were asked to rate themselves on a scale of one to five as to the perception of 

their own oral literacy in Persian.  However, there was no scale provided that might determine if 

one would be a ‘1’ or a ‘5’.  From being a native speaker of the language, it was clear to me by 

witnessing the interviewee’s level of comprehension that two individuals who may have stated 

that they have a medium level of proficiency actually had two varying degrees of Persian 

understanding and speaking skills.  This was, of course, influenced by their own background and 

the context in which they are normally asked to speak in Persian.  Regardless, this limits the 

precision in the outcome of the data and hinders the conclusions that are drawn as a result. 

 The second limitation I found was that only one interview was held per participant.  It 

was only after all the interviews were conducted and analyzed that parallels were drawn between 

the results and the role that religious orientation played.  It would have been more appropriate to 

conduct a second interview after a number of conclusions were drawn in order ask further 

questions specifically with regards to the fact that they were Bahá’ís.  This would have enhanced 
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the findings and allowed a deeper study to be conducted based solely on the threads provided in 

the interviews with regards to religious orientation.   

Cantonese 
 
3.1 Sociolinguistics of the Cantonese Community 
 

In considering the role of the family in language maintenance, this section will examine 

research findings from interviews conducted with Cantonese speakers in New York City.  To 

provide some context for the findings of this research, I will first give an overview of the 

sociolinguistics of the community, including background on the language in the home country, 

the history of immigration to the United States and a more specific look at the Chinese American 

population in New York City.   

3.1.1 Cantonese in the Home Country 

 Cantonese is mainly spoken in Hong Kong, Macau, and Guangdong province in the 

southeastern part of China but has spread with significant migrations of Chinese from Hong 

Kong and Guangdong to major cities around the world.  In 1999, the Cantonese-speaking 

population was estimated at over 70 million people worldwide (The Economist, 30 January 1999, 

p.89).  Given that the families of all the participants interviewed in this study came from Hong 

Kong, I will focus on Hong Kong here as the primary ‘home country’ of interest. 

Despite a predominance of Cantonese speakers, Hong Kong has never been a 

monolingual society.   In fact, with a history of British colonization, English was the sole official 

language of Hong Kong until 1974 when Chinese (spoken Cantonese and written Modern 

Standard Chinese) became officially recognized.  It is important to note here that while Chinese 

dialects vary widely in their spoken form and are often mutually unintelligible, they have used a 

common written system since the beginning of the twentieth century.   
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Today, Cantonese remains the language usually spoken in Hong Kong and the lingua 

franca for social communication with non-Cantonese speakers, including immigrants from the 

People’s Republic of China (see Tsui, 2004).  After the 1997 return to Chinese sovereignty, there 

has been an increase in the use of Mandarin in business and government but a major concern of 

the business sector leading up to 1997 was that English not be neglected in favor of Mandarin.  

Tsui (2004) reports that “most people in Hong Kong see English not as the language of 

colonization but as the language of international commerce” and this is reflected in parental 

desires for children to learn English in school (p.109).  During British rule, schools were left to 

choose their medium of instruction and most students attended Chinese-medium primary schools 

and English-medium secondary schools.  English has generally been regarded as a commodity in 

Hong Kong that offers opportunity for economic and social mobility, but bears little threat to 

conceptions of cultural identity.   

In contrast, Mandarin (or Putonghua) is often considered in greater opposition to 

Cantonese, as the designated official language of the People’s Republic of China.  Tsui (2004), 

for example, describes intensive debate around whether government officials should use 

Cantonese or Putonghua in giving the first policy speech after the return to Chinese sovereignty 

in 1997, with many Hong Kong Chinese believing that it “should be in Cantonese, the language 

of Hong Kong” (p.111).  Speaking Cantonese then has become a source of pride and point of 

differentiation for Chinese in Hong Kong.   

3.1.2 History of Chinese Immigration to the United States 

 There has been a long history of Chinese immigration to the United States, dating back to 

the 1840s when Chinese contract laborers were recruited to work first in the plantations of 

Hawaii and later in the fields, factories and on the railroad of the U.S. mainland.  Between 1849 



 27

and 1930, 46,000 Chinese were estimated to have arrived in Hawaii and 380,000 on the 

mainland, mostly from Guangdong province (Takaki, 1998).  Drawn by dreams of economic 

opportunity and pushed by internal conflict and difficult conditions at home, these immigrants 

arrived in droves.  Regarded as a threat to “America as a ‘white man’s country,” the Chinese 

faced much racism including the enactment of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act prohibiting the 

entry of “Chinese laborers,” which led to a sharp decline in the Chinese population (Takaki, 

1998, p.40).   

While the Chinese came first to California and the West, by the end of the nineteenth 

century, they had spread around the country including the South and a growing population in the 

Northeast—namely, Boston and New York City.  Within a few decades, the Chinese shifted 

from being a primarily rural population to an urban one, and Chinatowns developed in major 

cities throughout the U.S. supporting immigrants through a local ethnic economy.  After 

American immigration policy changed in 1965, there was a second wave of Chinese immigrants, 

with 419,373 arrivals between 1965 and 1984 settling mainly in California and New York 

(Takaki, 1998).  These included Mandarin and Cantonese speakers coming from both working 

and professional classes. Unlike the early immigrants who had intended to work in the United 

States temporarily, this wave of Chinese sought “a new home” with “greater economic 

opportunities for themselves and educational advantages for their children” (Takaki, 1998, 

p.423). 

 Takaki (1998) describes the Chinese-American community today as divided between a 

colonized working class restricted to menial service and low-skilled work and an entrepreneurial-

professional middle class employed in managerial and technical positions.  While there has been 

a growth of suburban Chinatowns like Monterey Park in California filled with Chinese and 
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Chinese American professionals, large numbers of immigrant Chinese continue to reside in the 

old Chinatowns where low-wage work as seamstresses and restaurant workers is the norm.   

3.1.3 Chinese Americans in New York City 

According to the 2000 Census, there are more than 374,000 Chinese Americans living in 

New York City, 75% of whom are foreign-born (Asian American Federation of New York 

Census Information Center, 2004).  Sixty-three percent of the population has limited English 

language proficiency and 21% are classified as living in poverty.  In terms of education levels, 

the diversity within the population is clear, with 31% of adults having not completed ninth grade 

(compared with 15% of all New York City adults), but another 39% having some form of post-

secondary education.  Between 1990 and 2000, the New York City Chinese population increased 

by more than one-half and in general, residents in 2000 had less education, lower English skills, 

lower incomes, higher general and elderly poverty rates and larger households than in 1990.  

Within New York, most Chinese live in Queens (38%), followed by Brooklyn (33%), Manhattan 

(24%), Staten Island (2%) and the Bronx (2%).  The majority of Chinese immigrants in New 

York City came in the last 20 years, and only 20% came before 1980.   

According to Fishman (1985), the Chinese community in New York has strong 

institutional support (in Pan, 2002).  Pan (2002) describes the significant Chinese language 

media, including 56 periodicals and both television and radio stations in Cantonese and 

Mandarin.  A report issued by the Ford Foundation finds that the circulation for New York’s 

Chinese language dailies grew from 170,000 in 1990 to more than half a million in 2004 

(Feemster, 2004).  Pan (2002) counts 20 Chinese language schools in New York City that offer 

classes in Cantonese and Mandarin, typically on the weekends, as well as numerous Chinese 

churches and temples.  Mandarin language classes, in particular, seem to be growing in 
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popularity.  Transfiguration Church’s Chinese school in Manhattan’s Chinatown, for example, 

started teaching Mandarin as well as Cantonese six to seven years ago, and now have an 

enrollment of 200 students who are mostly recently immigrated adults (Macabasco, 2005).  

Some students continue on to learn Mandarin after having ‘finished’ the Cantonese classes.  The 

principal at Transfiguration Chinese school attributes the growth of the Mandarin program to a 

growing Fujianese population in New York who are eager to learn Mandarin to supplement their 

own Fujianese dialect (Macabasco, 2005).  

Generally, however, very little information is available of the linguistic breakdown 

within the Chinese American population in New York City.  A 1993-1994 survey by Pan (2002) 

of 200 Chinese residents of the Chinatowns in Manhattan and Flushing identifies 31.7% of 

respondents as Cantonese speakers.  He suggests that while Cantonese has traditionally been the 

dominant language in Chinatowns and Chinese American communities across the country, it has 

faced recent challenges by Mandarin and other Chinese dialects like Fujianese.  Pan does note, 

however, that his figure of 31.7% only considers people who learned Cantonese as a first dialect, 

and because of the relative high status of Cantonese and Mandarin, many speakers of other 

dialects learn them as second or third dialects.   

In May 2004, the Coalition for Asian American Children and Families issued a report 

focusing on the needs of Asian American students in the New York City public school system.  

The report includes a breakdown of elementary and middle school students by Chinese language 

most frequently spoken at home, indicating that a large proportion of Chinese elementary and 

middle school students in the New York City public schools are in fact Cantonese speakers—

13,803 students compared to 4,835 Mandarin speakers, 4,682 speakers of an ambiguous category 

labeled “Chinese dialect,” and 1,074 Amoy (or Fujianese) speakers in 2000-2001.  Of note, 
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however, is that a much greater percentage of Mandarin and Amoy speakers were foreign-born 

and recent immigrants compared to the Cantonese speaking population.  Fifty-two percent of 

Mandarin speakers were foreign-born, with 31.1% classified as recent immigrants, and 77.7% of 

Amoy speakers foreign-born and 34.0% recent immigrants.  For the Cantonese group, in 

contrast, only 18.4% were foreign-born and 8.1% recent immigrants.  

As far as literature on this topic is concerned, there is very limited study of language 

maintenance among Cantonese families in the United States specifically (Tse, 2001; Hinton, 

1999), although there are some studies of Cantonese speakers in Australia (Clyne & Kipp, 1999) 

and New Zealand (Sun, 1999).  There seem to be substantial connections between the findings of 

this study and points made in the literature, however, so these will be referenced as appropriate 

in the following discussion.   

3.2 The Participants 
 

Of the six individuals interviewed, three (Tina, Jennifer, and Simon) were born in the 

United States and three (Carrie, Keith, and Samantha) were born in Hong Kong.  Descriptions of 

each participant follow, as well as a table summarizing their demographic characteristics. 

 Tina, 23 years old, was born on Long Island and grew up in Fresh Meadows, Queens, 

which she describes as a “mostly Jewish” neighborhood, with a growing number of Chinese 

residents over the years.  The younger of two siblings, Tina says that she can speak Cantonese 

fluently, can “read some” and if she had to, could write some rudimentary characters.  Her 

father’s family immigrated to New York when he was 16 and he attended both high school and 

college in the U.S., while her mother came primarily for the purpose of reuniting with Tiffany’s 

father and getting married.  Her father as a data manager at an investment bank and her mother 
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as a teacher primarily in the Chinese community now, teaching kindergarten at an after-school 

program with predominantly Chinese kids and teaching English to their parents as well.   

Jennifer, 23, was born in New York and has lived all her life in Manhattan’s Chinatown, 

which she describes as “all Cantonese speakers.”  An only child, Jennifer describes learning 

Cantonese from her parents as well as her grandmother who lived with them and took care of her 

when she was young.  Both her parents work in the service industry—her father as a waiter at 

Chinese restaurants and her mother as a seamstress previously and now as a caretaker for the 

elderly.  Jennifer speaks Cantonese exclusively with her parents because their English is limited, 

but also with storekeepers in Chinatown and sometimes her friends.   

 Simon, 23, was born in New York and lived in various neighborhoods in Queens 

including Woodside, Flushing and Forest Hills.  He describes Woodside as an ethnically mixed 

neighborhood, Flushing as predominantly Asian and Forest Hills as mostly Russian Jewish.  

Simon’s father, now retired, spent many years working as a waiter in Chinese restaurants and his 

family originally moved here from Guangzhou to pursue the dream of economic opportunity.  

His brothers, Simon’s uncles, had immigrated ahead of him, searching for work and starting 

small businesses, such as laundromats.  Simon’s mother, like Tina’s, came from Hong Kong 

primarily to marry his father and now works with the elderly in the community as a caseworker.  

Simon describes his Cantonese proficiency as conversational, and notes that he also knows basic 

elements of Mandarin from studying it in college.  

 Carrie, 27, came to New York with her family at the age of 9.  The oldest of three 

siblings, she was born in Hong Kong and describes her grandmother as the instigator of their 

extended family’s immigration to the United States.  She cites her grandmother’s experience 

under the Communist regime in China as a source of worry about the fate of Hong Kong after the 
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1997 resumption of Chinese sovereignty and a desire to have the family move abroad in advance 

of the handover.  As Carrie tells the story, her grandmother visited various cities in the U.S. and 

Canada to determine the family’s destination.  Having settled on New York, Carrie’s family was 

the first to immigrate, followed closely by many aunts, uncles and cousins.  All moving to 

Sheepshead Bay, a previously Jewish and Italian, and now mostly Russian neighborhood in 

Brooklyn, the family lived in close proximity to each other, if not in the same household.  

Carrie’s father runs a garment manufacturing business and her mother is a homemaker.  Carrie is 

fluent in Cantonese, and with Sara, are the only participants who can read significantly in 

Chinese. 

 Keith, Carrie’s cousin, was born in Hong Kong and came to the United States at the age 

of 8.  Their grandmother’s decision to move the family to New York was part of the impetus for 

immigration, but he also cites his mother’s belief that coming to the U.S. would offer greater 

educational opportunities for her children.  Because Keith’s father was a civil servant in Hong 

Kong, the government would have paid for the oldest child, Keith, to go to college, but Keith’s 

mother wanted the same opportunity for his younger sister.  Keith’s father runs his own business 

in New York, offering transportation services between food suppliers and Chinese restaurants.  

Keith’s family lived for a while in Sheepshead Bay near their relatives, but then moved to an 

area near Avenue U in Brooklyn with a growing concentration of Chinese immigrants.  Keith 

speaks Cantonese fluently but his reading and writing are limited. 

Samantha, 24, came to New York from Hong Kong when she was eight and a half.  Her 

aunt was already living in Staten Island then and had applied for their family to immigrate ten 

years before.  Beyond reuniting with relatives, Samantha describes the reason for immigration as 

to give her and her younger brother better opportunities in the future, and she mentions college 
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particularly.  Like Jennifer’s parents, Samantha’s parents work primarily within the New York 

Chinese ethnic economy.  Her father works in the garment industry as an intermediary between 

factory owners and retailers and her mother works as a seamstress.  Samantha describes her 

spoken Cantonese proficiency as intermediate and estimates that she can read about a third to a 

half of the characters.   

Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 
Name of 
Respondent 

Tina Jennifer Simon Keith Carrie Samantha 

Gender Female Female Male Male Female Female 
Home Country Hong 

Kong 
Hong Kong China/Hong 

Kong 
Hong Kong Hong Kong Hong Kong 

Age of Arrival/ 
(Years in US) 

n/a (23) n/a (23) n/a (23) 8 (24) 9 (27) 8.5 (24) 

Siblings (+) (-) Sister (+3) n/a n/a Sister (-2) Sister (-3) 
Sister (-10) 

Brother (-7) 

Live(d) in 
Ethnic 
Neighborhood? 

No Yes Yes  Yes No No 

Family’s 
Reason for 
Immigration 

Extended 
family 

Economic 
opportunity 

Economic 
opportunity 

Political 
instability; 
educational 
opportunity 

Political 
instability 

Extended 
family; 
educational 
opportunity 

Parents’ 
Highest Level 
of Education 

Father: 
Graduate 
school  
Mother: 
college 

Father: 
junior high 
school  
Mother: 
junior high 
school 

Father: college  
Mother: high 
school 

Father: high 
school  
Mother: 
high school  

Father: high 
school  
Mother: 3rd 
or 4th grade  

Father: high 
school 
Mother: high 
school  

Primary 
Language of 
Parents’ 
Education  

n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Primary 
Language 
Spoken by 
Parents 

Cantonese  Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese 

Bilingual?* Yes Yes Yes – 
“conversational” 

Yes Yes Yes – 
“intermediate” 

* Bilingual status of respondents is self-described. 
 

Overall, the participants grew up in four of the five boroughs within New York City: 

Brooklyn, Queens, Manhattan, and Staten Island.  In terms of particular Chinese communities 

within New York City, Jennifer grew up and lives in Manhattan’s Chinatown, Simon lived for a 

few years in Flushing, and Keith now lives around Avenue U in Brooklyn.  All attended public 



 34

elementary and high schools in New York City, including the specialized high schools of 

Brooklyn Tech and Stuyvesant High School, which corresponds with the figure of 89% of 

Chinese children in New York City being enrolled in public education (Asian American 

Federation of New York Census Information Center, 2004).  As well, while the participants 

came from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds, as measured by the parents’ occupations and 

educational attainment, all are college graduates between the ages of 23 and 27 currently living 

and working in New York City.   

In terms of timing of arrival, the families of interviewees born here came in the 1960s 

and 1970s, while those who were born abroad came in the mid- to late-1980s as part of the 35% 

of Chinese immigrants in New York reported as having arrived between 1980 and 1989 (Asian 

American Federation of New York, 2004).  Notably, Tina, whose family came the earliest—

estimated at around 1965—is the one whose parents have the most education; both parents are 

college graduates and her father has two master’s degrees.   

3.3 Language Maintenance Efforts by the Family 
 
 Based on the interviews, there seem to be four primary ways in which families play a role 

in language maintenance, implicitly or explicitly: speaking Cantonese in the home, sending 

children to Chinese school, establishing a Cantonese language environment in the home 

including access to Chinese media and popular culture, and conducting a range of family 

activities in a geographically-concentrated Cantonese-speaking community.  As explained in the 

introduction, we define implicit actions here as those not done purposefully for the sole benefit 

of Cantonese language acquisition or maintenance, based on the explanations given by the 

interviewees.   
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3.3.1 Explicit Language Maintenance  

Home Language Use 
 

The primary means through which families attempt to maintain language is speaking it at 

home and with relatives.  All respondents describe speaking to their parents in Cantonese, 

although the second-generation interviewees were more likely to speak to their parents more in 

English or with a mix of both Cantonese and English.  With all interviewees, it seems that use of 

English in the household has increased as they have gotten older, as parents have learned more 

English themselves and as their own proficiency in Cantonese has decreased.  While growing up, 

the parents typically emphasized that children would have plenty of opportunity to speak and 

practice their English at school and elsewhere, so they should speak Chinese at home.  Carrie, for 

example, notes that even now, “they prefer us to use Chinese at home, not English.” 

When Jennifer was young, her grandmother lived with her and took care of her and she 

attributes her learning of Cantonese to both her parents and her grandmother, who spoke 

exclusively to her in Cantonese because she didn’t know English.  The necessity of speaking to 

non-English speaking relatives in Cantonese, be they parents or other extended family, is noted 

by many participants as a source of language practice.  Some parents, for example, have very 

limited proficiency in English and some interviewees also speak on a regular basis to 

grandparents or other relatives, both in the area and abroad.  Jennifer says, “I wouldn’t speak 

English at home because no one would understand me.”  Tina recalls that when she was young, 

her mother recorded tapes of her sister and her speaking and singing in Chinese to send to 

relatives in Hong Kong.  Samantha notes that she spent two summers living with her 

grandmother in Toronto, which forced her to speak Chinese to her grandmother, as well as her 

grandmother’s friends. 
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While respondents generally speak Chinese or a mix of Chinese and English to their 

parents, however, all use English almost exclusively with siblings and cousins.  Older and more 

English-proficient siblings and cousins were notably influential in bringing English into the 

home and promoting language shift.  For the immigrant children, there was a substantial focus by 

parents on both speaking Cantonese at home and simultaneously attaining proficiency in English, 

particularly when they first arrived.  Carrie and her sisters, for example, arrived in New York 

before her cousins Keith and Audrey, and the last cousin to arrive was Peter.  She describes how 

with each group’s arrival, there was more and more emphasis on using English among the 

children to speed up the acquisition process.  Their parents and aunts and uncles specifically 

instructed them to help their cousins improve their English language skills: 

Our parents wanted us to get out of ESL faster, so one of the things we did was 
learn how to order McDonald’s for ourselves.  So at home we would practice, and 
we would see what we wanted and we would have the menu. We would practice 
and practice and practice—one of us would pretend to be the cashier—until we 
were perfect and our youngest uncle would drive us to McDonald’s.  Then if 
you’re hungry, well, if you can’t order, guess you’re not eating!  So one by one, 
we would order and go up and get our food. 
 

Samantha similarly relates that her parents had concerns about her limited English skills 

and so sent her to a summer camp upon her arrival in New York, to prepare for starting 

school in September.  

 Many respondents also speak about using their English skills to help their parents with 

administrative tasks to do with the home, such as calling Con Edison to set up the electricity or 

resolve issues with bills.  Tse (2001) refers to this as language brokering and asserts that it can 

lead to improved language proficiency in both the mother tongue and English because of the 

necessity of translating information from one language to the other.  She also believes that it 

offers authentic opportunities and reasons to use and maintain the heritage language.   
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Attending Chinese School 
 

All interviewees except for Samantha attended a weekend Chinese language school at 

some point, although for varying amounts of time.  The second-generation interviewees notably 

attended for significantly longer periods than those who immigrated, though, who attended for 

only a few months or not at all.  One obstacle to attending Chinese school described by Keith 

was the perception that Chinatown was unsafe.  Although he and his cousins attended a Chinese 

school very briefly in their neighborhood in Brooklyn, he says the feeling that Manhattan’s 

Chinatown was too dangerous precluded attending one of the major Chinese schools there.   

Tina describes having attended Chinese school in Queens for fourteen years, completing 

all the grades first in Cantonese, and then going back and repeating in Mandarin.  She attributes 

her long Chinese school career to her mother’s position as a teacher at the school: “My mom 

taught there at the time, so we just kept going to school… we got a discount, so she forced me 

and my sister to go every Sunday from 9-12 and it was horrible.”  Her sentiment towards 

Chinese school is echoed by the other two second-generation interviewees as well.  Jennifer also 

says that “it was horrible” and that she “[didn’t] feel like [she] really learned much,” while 

Simon notes that he “[doesn’t] think the curriculum was very useful for everyday stuff.” The 

comments by these interviewees are consistent with Tse’s (2001) findings that students had 

negative impressions of Chinese school as boring and a waste of time. She comments that it 

“gave them some rudimentary familiarity with [heritage language] print, [but] years of 

instruction did not contribute significantly to their… literacy” (p. 264).  In fact, she suggests that 

formal instruction may hinder literacy acquisition because of its de-motivating effects.   

Simon and Jennifer both agree that when they were younger, though, they wanted to go 

to Chinese school.  It was when they got older that they stopped attending because of the 
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extensive time commitment of going not only on weekends, but also doing the homework.  

Jennifer in particular notes that she stopped attending Chinese school when she wanted to take 

SAT preparation classes but did not have the time to do so in addition to all her other extra-

curricular activities: “It was a time issue. I needed to drop one thing, and sometimes I regret like 

giving up Chinese school over SAT prep classes ‘cause SAT prep classes were a bunch of joke 

[sic].”  Simon dropped out of Chinese school because of a “lack of interest.”  Generally, 

attendance in Chinese school reflected parents’ wish for their children to learn Chinese although 

some interviewees were not explicitly forced to attend.  Simon describes it as “my parents] 

wanted me to, [but] it was never forced upon me.”  Jennifer states that while her parents’ opinion 

on Chinese school may not have been explicit: “I knew if I didn’t go, there’d be a ruckus and 

blown out war about how I should take language classes.” 

 Despite resistance or limited interest in later years, more than one participant regrets not 

finishing or spending more time in Chinese school.  This seems contradictory to their negative 

attitudes towards the experience of Chinese school itself, but perhaps simply reflects their 

feelings about being able to read and write Chinese, and that they identify Chinese school as the 

primary option for gaining those skills, rather than any beliefs about the efficacy of Chinese 

school itself.  Keith, for example, who had learned Chinese through schooling in Hong Kong up 

to age 8 when he immigrated, says that he wishes that his parents had placed more emphasis on 

learning to read and write Chinese after he came to the U.S.  For him, a focus on quickly 

acquiring English when he arrived effectively ended his Chinese literacy acquisition, although 

his speaking level was largely maintained.  In terms of a target level of proficiency in Chinese 

literacy, Simon states that he wishes that he were proficient enough to read the newspaper 

because “it would be really useful.” 
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3.3.2 Implicit Language Maintenance 

Cantonese Language Environment 
 

Beyond gaining exposure to Cantonese through speaking with their parents, all the 

interviewees describe a Cantonese language environment in the home by way of Chinese 

language materials in print and on broadcast media in the home.  All of the participants say their 

parents regularly read Chinese newspapers and magazines, and some also watch Chinese 

television or listen to the radio.  At the least, the family rented or borrowed Chinese videos from 

friends.  Access to popular culture and Chinese media was influential to the Chinese language 

development of all respondents at some point in their lives, although for some more than others.  

Samantha describes that each week, she and her parents would go to Brooklyn’s Chinatown and 

they would purchase Chinese magazines.  She would also purchase CDs of Hong Kong popular 

music and flip through her parents’ magazines to learn about Hong Kong celebrities’ lives.  In 

particular, she describes how in junior high school, she became a big fan of singer-actor Andy 

Lau from watching one of his movies, and her interest in Chinese popular culture grew from 

there.  When asked if she had access to Chinese popular culture and media, Jennifer says “Yes, 

like constantly” and describes renting videos of everything from game shows and soap operas to 

concerts and Chinese opera, which were taped in Hong Kong and then rented out in New York 

Chinese communities.  

The exposure to popular culture was beneficial to participants’ speaking and listening, 

and Tina, for example, says that after watching a Chinese movie, she is more likely to speak in 

Cantonese because after hearing it, it is fresh in her mind.  There seems to be less of an effect on 

reading and writing skills, although Samantha recalls that she does sometimes read the lyrics 

while listening to Chinese songs.  Carrie also relates that her aunt brought a karaoke machine to 
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their family from Hong Kong in the hopes that the cousins would practice their Chinese reading 

skills by reading the lyrics that appeared as they sang.  She notes, however, that only she and her 

cousin Peter who could already read fairly proficiently actually read the words—the others relied 

on memory to sing along.  Thus, while all her cousins engaged in karaoke singing, it had little 

effect in promoting acquisition by the non- or low-level readers.  Tse (2001) argues that access to 

‘light’ reading fosters an interest in recreational reading, which is crucial to maintaining literacy 

skills in a mother tongue.  This study seems to indicate, however, that individuals must already 

possess basic skills for recreational materials to support literacy—which even at the immigration 

age of 8 or 9 is limited, and virtually non-existent for American-born Chinese. 

Interactions in Chinese Communities 

Hinton (1999) writes that a key to mother tongue retention is that the “language is used in 

multiple contexts, which not only allows for sufficient input for continued language development 

but also helps the child realize the usefulness of the language and provides motivation” (p. 2).  

This is largely supported by the experiences of the interviewees in this study. Individuals who 

use Cantonese outside the home in a variety of contexts generally have greater proficiency in 

Cantonese than those who do not.  I must note, however, that it is unclear whether these 

interviewees choose to use Cantonese outside the home more than the others because their 

greater proficiency allows them to do so; nonetheless, the two seem to be related.  For the 

interviewees in this study, important opportunities for using Cantonese outside the home are 

interactions with concentrated Cantonese-speaking communities—whether they occur through 

living in Chinese communities in New York City, going to Chinatowns in New York City for 

shopping, services and eating, or making visits to Hong Kong. 
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As a Manhattan Chinatown resident all her life except during college, Jennifer says that 

she thinks her Chinese language maintenance would have been different if she were living 

somewhere other than Chinatown:  

“I knew to speak English at school and Chinese at home.  Since I was living in 
Chinatown, when I wasn’t in school, everything else was spoken in Chinese.  Like 
I always speak to storeowners in Chinese.  I wouldn’t speak to them in English… 
I would feel weird because when they tell me my total, they say it in Chinese, 
they wouldn’t say it in English.”  

 
Even other participants who did not grow up in Chinese communities indicate that they typically 

try to speak Chinese when at Chinese restaurants, and especially in Chinatown, even though they 

rarely use Chinese with their peers (with the exception of Keith).   

There is a distinct desire to use Cantonese (or a perceived necessity of doing so) in 

Chinatown, and Tina describes how her friends who do not speak Cantonese well typically rely 

on the more proficient among their group to order when they go to Chinese restaurants.  

Samantha similarly describes speaking in Chinese when she goes to Chinatown, but in contrast 

to some of the other respondents, she describes going to Chinatown for a range of services 

beyond eating and grocery shopping, including getting her hair cut, doing her taxes, going to the 

doctor’s office and booking travel arrangements.  This likely stems from her weekly visits to 

Chinatown with her parents while growing up.  Chinatown is also a venue for cultural activities 

and Tina recalls that her parents used to take her and her sister to cultural performances, such as 

concerts and plays.   

In terms of visits to Hong Kong, only half of the respondents have been there since 

immigration or at all—Keith, Samantha and Tina.  Tina emphasizes the improvement in her 

Chinese after she spends time there:  

I went to Hong Kong this past December for my cousin’s wedding, and I was 
there for about 10 days and I noticed that… I was really self-conscious about 
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[speaking Cantonese] in the beginning, but as the trip went on, even though it was 
only 10 days, near the end, I was a lot more comfortable and thinking more in 
Chinese, and not having to think about what I was going to say as much, so I 
think it’s just a question of how immersed I am in Cantonese. 
 

Keith similarly notes that his sister’s Chinese improved significantly after she spent half a year 

studying abroad in Hong Kong.  For Samantha, going back to Hong Kong when she was thirteen 

helped her get more in touch with the popular culture there, and fueled her interest in Chinese 

singers and movie stars.   

 Keith, beyond having gone back to Hong Kong two times recently, also maintains regular 

contact with a group of Cantonese speakers from Hong Kong who came to the United States as 

international students during college.  He speaks with these friends much of the time in Chinese 

and notes that he keeps up much more with what is happening in Hong Kong than he does in 

New York because he has access to news and programming from Hong Kong at home via 

satellite.  His interest in Hong Kong culture and continual interaction with a group of Hong Kong 

Cantonese speakers greatly supports his language maintenance.  As well, his family in recent 

years has moved into a now predominantly Cantonese-speaking neighborhood near Avenue U in 

Brooklyn, the ethnic economy of which has expanded significantly with a number of stores, 

bakeries, restaurants, and services such as health clinics in the area.  

3.3.3 Attitudes about Cantonese and Implications for Future Generations 

The participants had generally positive attitudes towards Cantonese.  Tina, for example, 

considers being able to speak Chinese very useful and feels that it’s symbolic of “where [she] 

comes from.”  She sees both Cantonese and the Chinese culture as closely tied to her identity: “I 

guess for me, it’s just such a big part of me. Like, I guess I wouldn’t say I’m American or 

Chinese first, I’m half and half.”  The perceived link between language and cultural identity is 

illustrated when interviewees give counter-examples of other Chinese Americans they know who 
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do not speak Cantonese at all.   Jennifer says, “When I went to college, I met a lot of Asian kids 

who didn’t know how to read, write or even speak Chinese and I was like ‘Oh my god, I don’t 

want my kids to be like that’ …and when they say [things] in Chinese, it just sounds all 

distorted.”   

At the same time, however, there is a distinct feeling among some respondents that there 

is a time and place for speaking Chinese.  Jennifer, Samantha and Carrie all describe situations 

where they felt it was inappropriate for people to be speaking Chinese, even though all 

participants noted that they typically only use Chinese with their friends when they want to say 

something secretive that they do not want others to hear.  Jennifer and Carrie talk about how they 

deal with it when certain friends of theirs speak in Chinese, even in the presence of non-Chinese 

speakers, which they consider to be rude.  Carrie says: 

In high school, I had one friend who spoke in Chinese to us.  I guess he felt more 
comfortable.  And in my group, there was one Hispanic and one Russian, but 
those two would get really angry… and remind him not to speak in Chinese.  And 
when he spoke to us, we would answer in English on purpose so the other friends 
would know what we were talking about. 
 
The active use of English that Carrie describes is also mentioned by Jennifer and 

Samantha as part of a general desire to distinguish themselves from the F.O.B. (“fresh off the 

boat,” pronounced “Fob”) stereotype of un-acculturated immigrants, typically used only within 

the Asian American community.  They maintain that while they are proud of their heritage and 

think it is important to speak the language, they try to avoid being classified as F.O.B.s.  

Samantha explains: 

When we were in high school, that’s when I found out about F.O.B., and so I 
didn’t want to be associated as a F.O.B. and there were all these people who were 
speaking in Chinese and I didn’t like that.  I was like, we’re going to school in 
Staten Island where there’s mostly Caucasians.  Why do people speak in Chinese?  
So I tried not to do that. So maybe in a way I had like a phobia, trying not to be 
associated with FOB and I just would speak totally English with my friends. 
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She also describes wanting to dissociate herself from the people in Chinatown who “spit on the 

streets” and are “very crude.”  These sentiments reflect pressures to assimilate and speak and act 

“American.” 

Nevertheless, all respondents indicate that they would want their children to know 

Cantonese, and that they would teach it by following their parents’ models of speaking to the 

children at home or having their own parents speak to them.  Some would also send their 

children to Chinese school to learn reading and writing.  When asked why it is important for their 

children to know Cantonese, the main reasons given are related to maintaining ties with family 

members who do not speak English, such as older relatives in the United States or relatives in 

Hong Kong.  Jennifer, for example, states that if her children cannot speak Cantonese, they will 

“lose half of their relatives” because all of her mother’s family still lives in Hong Kong.  As well, 

she sees being able to speak Chinese as a key point of differentiation for her children: “[If they 

don’t speak Chinese] they’ll end up being like every other kid in America… they’ll just be a 

regular Joe Shmoe, like an American kid.  I don’t think there’ll be anything unique to them.”   

Keith also speaks about the value he sees in being bilingual:  “I like the idea that I am 

able to communicate in another language, an additional language that a majority of people does 

not understand [sic].  That aided in widening my circle of friends and expanded my horizons in 

terms of exposure to multiple cultural experiences as well as lifestyles.”  This is similarly echoed 

by Carrie: “It is important for them to know both and not just know one.  In this day and age, the 

world is so global.  You want to make sure they speak more than one language.” 

Tina feels that her parents achieved a good balance with her Chinese education and wants 

to do the same for her children: “I feel like my parents did a good job even though I don’t speak 

it as much now, but I feel like they did a really good job teaching us and making sure that we felt 
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like it was balanced in our lives and it wasn’t like…we never felt like we couldn’t go to school 

and speak English correctly and we never felt like we couldn’t go to Hong Kong and not speak 

Chinese correctly, or enough.”  Of all the interviewees, Simon is the most ambivalent about 

teaching his children Chinese.  He notes that while he would speak to his children in Cantonese 

and he would support them if they were interested in learning Chinese, “if they don’t want to, 

then that’s their choice, too.  I’ll give them the same options that my parents gave to me.”  When 

pressed whether he will make a conscious effort to speak Cantonese to his children then, he 

describes his approach as more “if it happens, well, all the better.” 

Two participants in this study had also taken Mandarin classes—in college or at Chinese 

school—and many of the others comment that they wish they knew Mandarin as well, and would 

want their children to learn it.  Jennifer remarks, “Especially in the context of today, you know, 

more of a global business world, and practically everyone in China speaks Mandarin and only a 

handful of people will speak Cantonese.”  This highlights the greater market value placed on 

Mandarin compared to Cantonese, as described by Clyne & Kipp (1999).   

3.4 Conclusion 

 Despite their good intentions then, the fact that all respondents report that their level of 

proficiency in Cantonese has significantly decreased suggests that it is unclear how successful 

they will be in passing on the language to their children.  Sun’s (1999) study of second-

generation Chinese in Auckland, New Zealand indicated that while they grew up in Cantonese-

speaking homes, they now live in English-speaking homes.  She remarks, “Although they 

seemed nowhere near giving up, they did strongly feel that they were somehow fighting a losing 

battle,” and she found that the children’s language skills were next to none (Sun, 1999, p. 12). As 

well, the second-generation parents notably did not send their children to Chinese school.    
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In his 1993-1994 study of Chinese Americans in New York City Chinatowns, Pan (2002) 

asserts that the “time-honored tradition of Chinese language maintenance is more threatened 

today” (p. 251).  As well, he cites Wong (1998) as arguing that the maintenance of Chinese today 

is largely due to continued immigration rather than intergenerational transmission of the 

language.  Given this trend, and the growing competition from Mandarin as a Chinese lingua 

franca (Pan, 2002), it may only be a matter of time then before the Cantonese language is lost for 

many Chinese Americans in New York City. 

3.5 Limitations of the Study 
 

Limitations of this study include the fact that all interviewees are college graduates 

currently, which corresponds to only 39% of the Chinese American population in New York 

City, according to the 2000 Census (Asian American Federation of New York, 2004).  As well, 

they are all employed as professionals.  With almost all respondents as first-generation college 

graduates in their families and parents who work largely within the ethnic economy, these 

individuals have successfully taken advantage of educational opportunities to gain upward social 

mobility.  Certainly, however, there may be significant differences in attitudes and language use 

among a more diverse group of participants.   

Further, there was no formal assessment of participants’ Cantonese proficiency—it was 

based solely on their own perceptions.  While perceptions of proficiency are significant in 

themselves because of the potential relationship between confidence and use of a language, it 

would have been useful to compare these perceptions against an objective measure.  Similarly, 

descriptions of linguistic behavior are solely based on interviewees’ responses and recollections, 

as no field observations were done in this study.  Actual behavior may very well differ from 

these perceived or desired descriptions, while again, they are telling in themselves.   
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Urdu 
 
3.1 Sociolinguistics of the Urdu Speaking Community 

Urdu speakers are a fairly recent immigrant group to have settled in the U.S.  Numbers of 

them only began to arrive in the last two generations.  It is just in the past decade that there has 

been significant cultural awareness of the Pakistani and Indian cultures.  There are currently over 

one million Urdu speakers in the United States (Johns Hopkins University, n.d.)  This chapter 

examines six immigrant experiences of second generation Pakistani and Indians in the U.S. and 

how family played a role in helping them maintain the Urdu language.   

3.1.1 Urdu in the Home Countries 

As in many parts of the world, the use of certain languages in Pakistan has enabled users 

to obtain more power.  During the British colonization of the South Asian subcontinent, language 

began to serve to differentiate between social and economic classes.  English and Urdu were 

linked with the upper-class while regional languages, including Punjabi, became markers of 

lower status.  

Urdu was an amalgamation of South Asian languages with a host of foreigners who came 

to the Indian subcontinent.  As a result, it combines elements of Arabic, Persian, Sanskrit and 

Hindi.  Spoken Urdu can be understood and interchanged with much of spoken Hindi.  

Combined Hindi and Urdu are the second largest first-language groups in the world (“Urdu 

Language”, n.d.).  There are currently a variety of Urdu dialects spoken within Pakistan and 

India.  Urdu is the national language of Pakistan. Urdu was used by the British as a means to 

divide the Muslims and Hindus in the years before the partition and as a result, is the language of 

Muslims within India (Booth, 2000). Within Pakistan, only 8% of Pakistanis speak Urdu as their 

mother tongue.  However, of the local languages, it holds the most prestige, and is also very 

widely spoken as a second language (Rahman, 2003).  In India, Urdu is the mother tongue of a 



 48

large percentage of people in the northern and central states.  Muslims in India also tend to 

identify with the Urdu language no matter what region they are in (“Urdu Language”, n.d.).  

The Urdu language is losing its importance within Pakistan and India itself.  Because of 

British colonization, English has a greater level of prestige in both Pakistan and India than any of 

the native languages, and is considered the language of the elites (Rahman, 2003).  As a result, 

there has been little development of Urdu within either country.  While the majority of schools in 

Pakistan tend to be Urdu-medium, the elite schools will almost always be English-medium.  The 

English language holds greater status in the two countries, and many Pakistanis and Indians from 

upper-middle and upper class backgrounds tend to speak it a great deal in the home, and are 

educated in it, even while in their native countries (Hassan, 2005).   

3.1.2 History of Pakistani and Indian Immigration to the United States 

Laborers from the Indian subcontinent (which included both Pakistanis and Indians prior 

to 1947) began immigrating to the U.S. since the 1890s for economic opportunity, many of them 

to work with various steamship companies and lumber mills in the Pacific Northwest (The India 

Abroad Center for Political Awareness, n.d.).  However, due to a quota law, they came in limited 

numbers.  Both Pakistani and Indian immigration to the U.S. began at a significant rate in the 

1960s when the American government abolished the national origins quota system and instituted 

seven-category preference system with a preference to skilled professionals.  Initially, only those 

people migrated who had some friends or relatives already in the country, but they tended to be 

mostly educated and skilled Pakistanis and Indians. The rate at which Pakistanis and Indians 

began to immigrate increased significantly when other South Asians who already had gone to 

other countries aside from the U.S. realized there was more opportunity in America, at which 

point people of various educational levels also began to arrive.  Pakistanis and Indians in the 
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1970s mostly settled in the major metropolitan areas such as New York, Chicago, Houston and 

Washington D.C. due to greater availability of jobs and the presence of already existing South 

Asian communities (Hassan, n.d.).   

3.1.3 Pakistani and Indian Americans in New York City 

The 2000 census found approximately 34,000 Pakistanis and 200,000 Indians living in 

New York City (Asian American Federation of New York Census Information Center, 2004).  

New York City’s Indian American population is the second-largest Asian American group in the 

city.  According to the Census, from 1990 to 2000, the Indian American population of New York 

City has grown at 118%, while the Pakistani American community grew at 154% percent, 

surpassing increases of 9 percent for the city overall and 71 percent for all Asian New Yorkers. 

More than 79% of New York City’s Pakistani population, and 77% of the Indian population was 

born outside the U.S. Approximately 32% of Pakistani and 27% of Indian adults in New York 

City did not have a high school degree.  Nearly 50% of Pakistanis were Limited English 

Proficient (LEP) making it one of the largest ethnic groups in the city facing a language divide, 

while 27% of Indians were in the same category.   

Some research has found that those Urdu-speakers who immigrate to westernized 

countries usually take on the citizenship of their new country. However, unless they live in 

neighborhoods containing numbers of other Urdu speakers, the second generation often loses 

contact with their native language and culture (Joshua Project, 1999). 

3.2 The Participants 

Six Pakistani and Indian-Americans living in the New York state area were interviewed 

for this research. Three were either born in the U.S. or moved before the school-going age, while 

three moved after the school-going age but before they began middle-school.  The families of the 
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people interviewed for this research all spoke Urdu as a first language, whether or not it was a 

mother tongue.  Because in the home countries, regional languages are losing importance, when 

abroad, with limited means to retain their native languages, the families of the participants put all 

their effort into maintaining Urdu, and had to forego the preservation of the regional language.  

For example, although Punjabi may have been the mother tongue of some of the interviewees, it 

was Urdu that was taught to them once abroad.  Despite a large number of Pakistanis and Indians 

in the New York City area being LEP, five of the six participants in this sample all had parents 

that were proficient in English. Four of the interviewees were women, Afsheen, Nayereen, Noni 

and Rabia, and two men, Arif and Ziad.  The participants were between the ages of 20 and 45.  

Arif, Afsheen and Rabia moved to the U.S. after the school going age, while Nayereen, Noni and 

Ziad were either born in the U.S. or moved before the school going age.  All the participants 

were originally from Pakistan, except Afsheen, who was originally from India.   

Afsheen grew up in a suburb of New Jersey in what she described as a middle class, 

ethnically diverse neighborhood. Many of the families in the neighborhood were also 

immigrants, but not necessarily Urdu speakers.  Afsheen’s family moved to the U.S. when she 

was nine, because her father who was an engineer, found a good job.  Rabia grew up in a 

working class neighborhood in New York.  Her neighborhood was also ethnically diverse, but 

not predominantly Urdu-speaking.  Her family moved to the U.S. when she was ten, when her 

father got a job at a factory.  He later worked as a chauffeur for a bank.  Arif’s family first 

moved to a suburban, upper middle-class and predominantly Jewish neighborhood in New Jersey 

when he was nine.  His family moved because his father got a job with a bank.  His family 

moved to a similar neighborhood in New York a few years later.   
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Noni grew up in a New Jersey suburb, in an upper-middle class, predominantly Jewish 

neighborhood.  Her father, a doctor, went to medical school in Pakistan and moved to the U.S. to 

do his residency. Her mother, moved to the U.S. after finishing her Masters in Pakistan and 

getting married.  Noni and her brother were both born in the U.S.  Nayereen’s family moved to 

an upper-middle class suburb in New York when she was two, after her father got a job with a 

bank in the U.S.  Ziad was born and grew up in Manhattan.  His family moved to the U.S. before 

he was born because his father worked for the foreign-service in Pakistan and was posted to New 

York City.  He grew up in a what he called a mostly Caucasian-American neighborhood, with 

third or fourth generation European immigrants.  All of the participants went to schools that were 

ethnically very diverse, but with very few Pakistani or Indian children. 

As the knowledge and use of the English language in South Asia is linked to socio-

economic status, five of the six interviewees whose parents were professionals, had two parents 

who were completely fluent and were educated in English.  The parents often tended to speak in 

English in their home country.  The exception was Rabia, who spoke mostly Urdu in the home 

both in Pakistan and the U.S.  Arif and Rabia became fluent in English once moving to the U.S. 

while Afsheen learnt it while still in India.  Nayereen, Noni and Ziad all were taught Urdu as 

their first language and spoke no other language in the house until they went to school.   



 52

Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 
Name of 
Respondent 

Arif Afsheen Nayereen Noni Rabia Ziad 

Gender M F F F F M 
Home Country Pakistan India Pakistan Pakistan Pakistan Pakistan 
Age of Arrival/ 
(Years in US) 

9 9 2 Born 10 Born 

Siblings (+) (-) Brother (-) 
Sister (-) 

Sister (-) Sister (+) 
Brother (+) 

Brother (+) 2 Brothers 
(+) 
3 Sisters (-) 

Brother (-) 

Live(d) in 
Ethnic 
Neighborhood? 

No No No No No No 

Family’s 
Reason for 
Immigration 

Father’s 
Work 

Father’s 
Work 

Father’s 
Work 

Father’s 
Work 

Father’s 
Work 

Father’s 
Work 

Parents’ 
Highest Level 
of Education 

Father- 
MA 
Mother- 
MA 

Father-MA 
 

Father-MA 
Mother-MA 

Father-MA 
Mother-MA 

Father-12th 
Grade 
Mother-10th 
Grade 

Father-MA 
Mother-MA 

Primary 
Language of 
Parents’ 
Education  

English English English English Urdu English 

Primary 
Language 
Spoken by 
Parents 

English & 
Urdu 

English English & 
Urdu 

English Urdu English 

Bilingual?* Yes Moderately Yes Yes Yes Yes 
* Bilingual status of respondents is self-described. 
 

3.3 Language Maintenance Efforts by the Family 
 

The interviews that were conducted found six main factors that had an effect on language 

maintenance in the lives of most of the participants.  Although the Urdu proficiency of the some 

of interviewees was not as strong as the proficiency in English, they all do still understand the 

language, and can carry on conversations, at varying levels.  This level of fluency is due to a 

variety of factors, some explicit, other implicit. What was interesting in the Urdu-speaking 

community was that mot of the families made very little explicit attempt at their children 

maintaining Urdu.  It was mostly the implicit factors that actually contributed to maintenance of 

the language.   
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The only explicit effort to maintain Urdu was speaking exclusively in Urdu to the 

children until the school going age. The implicit factors were interaction with Urdu-speaking 

community; visits to home country; interaction with housekeepers that could only speak in Urdu; 

media; and going to college.   

3.3.1 Explicit Language Maintenance  

Language Use- Efforts at Home 

Parents of all the interviewees, with the exception of Afsheen, were keen that their 

children maintain the Urdu language and initially made a lot of effort to make sure they learnt 

their mother tongue.  In the cases of Noni, Ziad and Nayereen, the parents, knew that their 

children would have no other exposure to Urdu, but would learn English naturally once they 

started school. As a result, they spoke to them exclusively in Urdu until they began school.  

These three were all fluent in Urdu until they started school, and it was the only language they 

spoke.  However, in each and every case, once they began school, and were exposed to English 

on a daily basis, they all opted to speak mainly the language that was more consistently around 

them.  Even once their children entered school, all parents attempted to speak to their children in 

Urdu for the first few years, in hopes of the children also responding in Urdu.  However, as time 

went on, all sets of parents seemed to get frustrated and lose their vigilance.  Often time, the 

parents, who already tended to speak half the time in English, would also speak more and more 

English in the home, to the children, to each other and to their other Urdu-speaking friends.  

Arif, who only moved to the U.S. well past the school-going age, opted to speak mostly 

in English as soon as he became proficient in it.  When he first moved to the U.S. Arif recalled 

the children in his pre-dominantly Caucasian, upper-middle class neighborhood in New Jersey 

mocking him for his “funny accent” and “strange foreign looks.”  As a result, he was keen to 
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learn English as quickly as possible in order to fit in.  Arif said that his parents often tried to get 

him and his siblings to speak to them in Urdu by telling their children that they did not 

understand English.  However, he said it was futile because even as children they knew better.  “I 

think at a young age there was an embarrassment factor of speaking Urdu to your parents, even if 

they were speaking Urdu to you…even if it was just us alone, I think we were more comfortable 

in speaking English.  There was also always the embarrassment factor of speaking Urdu and not 

getting something right.” Although all four sets of parents attempted to teach their children Urdu, 

and would have been keen that they maintained it, it does not appear that it was necessarily a 

priority.  Because the parents themselves were so comfortable in English, and it was a language 

that they related to, it seems quite likely that their children would speak it more fluently than 

Urdu.   

Rabia was an exceptional case.  Once her family moved to the U.S., English was spoken 

outside the house but only Urdu was spoken within the house.  While Rabia’s father spoke 

English, he was more comfortable in Urdu.  Her mother spoke even less English.  When asked 

how her parents made sure that she and her siblings spoke to their parents in Urdu, she says “It 

was never a matter of them making sure. It was something that was automatic.  My mother 

always spoke in Urdu and this was the only way we could communicate with her.”   

In some cases, had the participants stayed in their home country, it was quite possible that 

English would still be the language their children spoke more often.  Afsheen for example, 

despite having lived in India until the age of 10, spoke mostly English even while in her home 

country.  When her family moved to the U.S., her parents were not concerned about whether or 

not their children maintained Urdu.  English was the priority then.  For her parents, retaining the 

culture was more about preserving their religion, Islam.  That was more a priority and language 



 55

fell into the background.  Rabia on the other hand came from a family who was educated in and 

predominantly spoke Urdu when in Pakistan, and continued that trend in the U.S.  While Rabia 

learnt some English while in school in Pakistan, it was not something she spoke on a daily basis 

there.  Thus, she became proficient in English once she moved to the U.S., and not through her 

parents.   

3.3.2 Implicit Language Maintenance 

Visits to Home Country 

 Visits to their home country played a significant role in helping maintain Urdu for all the 

participants, with the exception of Afsheen.  Other than Afsheen, all the interviewees felt a need 

to speak to their grandparents in their mother tongue when they went to visit them. This was not 

always because the grandparents could not speak English, but often out of respect. With aunts, 

uncles and cousins, they spoke a combination of English and Urdu. Many of them, as they got 

older, realized that visiting Pakistan was a rare opportunity for them to practice their Urdu and 

began to take advantage of it, trying to speak it as much as possible.  Ziad found that when he 

would go to Pakistan although originally he was forced to speak in Urdu, as he got older, he 

realized the importance of speaking it himself: 

I would speak in English and people would start saying ‘you need to start speaking in 
Urdu’ and just to sort of obey them, I would speak in Urdu…But as we grew older we 
wanted to pick up the language, and realized we don’t have many opportunities to speak 
in Urdu, so we would speak in Urdu….It’s something I wanted to do.  I just felt so 
different because everyone is speaking in Urdu and they are family and they are all a 
certain way, and you were the odd one out, so I wanted to be a part of it.   

 

Nayereen recalls that while all her cousins were quite fluent in English, they would converse 

with her in Urdu “because they thought it was more fun hearing me speak it with my funny 

accent!”  Conversations with grandparents, other family members and just people on the street, 
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as well as general exposure to the language while visiting their native country has helped many 

of the interviewees refresh their Urdu skills.  Afsheen was the once exception because she did 

not speak much Urdu to her family when she was in India, not even to her grandparents, as they 

all spoke English to one another.  She did have some exposure to it nonetheless on the streets and 

through media, but less so than the other respondents felt that they did.  As a result, Afsheen 

feels that she has a harder time carrying on a conversation in Urdu than she would hope. 

Housekeepers 

Another factor that contributed to three of the interviewees maintaining their native 

language to the extent they did was having a live in housekeeper who only spoke Urdu.  Ziad, 

Arif and Noni all had housekeepers who lived with them when they were growing up, whom 

only spoke Urdu. Ziad recalls that because his housekeeper initially did not speak any English 

when he first moved to the U.S., Ziad had no choice but to communicate with him in Urdu.  

However, because his conversations with the housekeepers tended to be on mundane things, the 

level of Urdu he retained from their conversations was basic.   Nonetheless, Ziad felt that being 

forced to speak to the housekeeper in Urdu played a significant role in helping him to retain the 

language.  Noni and Arif had the same experience.  Arif found that because he knew his parents 

understood English, and he was more comfortable in it, he would tend to avoid speaking Urdu 

with them.  However, he knew their housekeeper only spoke Urdu, and thus, he had to speak it in 

order to converse with him.  Noni also felt that while growing up, the housekeeper was one 

person she knew she could only speak to in Urdu, so that impacted her Urdu a great deal.  She 

had one housekeeper she remembers not getting along with.  “We barely spoke to each other! So 

I barely spoke Urdu during that time.  That was probably when I lost a lot of my Urdu.”   
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Media 

Media was also a factor that helped contribute to language maintenance. Most of the 

interviewees claimed not to be extremely interested in South Asian movies, known as 

“Bollywood films” but did admit to watching them every so often.  When further prodded, many 

of them realized that watching these films, or listening to pop music from India and Pakistan 

played a big role in the individuals continuing to understand Urdu.  Nayereen for example found 

herself thinking in Urdu after watching an Indian movie, although normally she only thought in 

English.  In high school Noni had a Pakistani friend she would get together with once in a while 

to watch an Indian movie.  She felt that at a time in high school when she had begun to lose some 

of her ability to speak in Urdu, having stopped speaking it to her parents and having few others 

to speak it with, this helped her to retain it a great deal.  Arif said that although he did not watch 

Indian films very much at any point, he now encourages his children to watch them in hopes that 

they will learn the language.  His wife is not Pakistani and does not speak Urdu.  Thus, he relies 

on Indian films as a form of exposure to the language for his daughters.   

Interaction with an Urdu-speaking Community 

In all these cases, one fundamental factor that impeded the everyday use of Urdu amongst 

five of the interviewees was the lack of an extended community that they interacted with on a 

daily basis.  None of the participants had any non-nuclear family members living with them that 

they could speak to in Urdu on a regular basis.  Any of the extended family that the participants 

had living in the U.S., lived too far away from them to meet with very often.  Many of the 

participants had a greater Pakistan and Indian community, either through their mosque or 

extended family and friends their parents had known from their home country that lived within 

an hour or two away, that they interacted with. However, they saw them intermittently, perhaps 
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once a month.  Thus, most participants did not feel that they had people, particularly peers, to 

converse with in Urdu on a regular basis.  Noni found that “growing up I wanted to make my 

Urdu better. But I really had no one to talk to.”  When they did meet the children of their parents’ 

friends, because they had grown accustomed to speaking in English on a daily basis, it felt 

uncomfortable and unnatural to communicate in Urdu.  It became a sort of cycle and the lack of 

comfort in Urdu was exacerbated.  For example, Nayereen said that she had no family outside 

her nuclear family in the area.  They met people in the Pakistani community every so often. 

However, it was uncomfortable to speak to other Pakistani children her age in Urdu because even 

though the language was enforced in her home, that was not necessarily the case in their homes.  

Thus, she felt the other children were more comfortable in English and did not try to speak to 

them in Urdu.  Noni and Arif had similar experiences.  Both had sets of cousins in the area, but 

who lived in other towns, and thus they did not meet with them very frequently.  They both felt 

that the cousins were more “Americanized” than them, and thus did not feel comfortable 

speaking to them in Urdu.  In fact, what was interesting was that everyone who was interviewed, 

despite which group they were in, felt that other Pakistanis and Indians they knew growing up 

were always more Americanized than themselves.  At the school level, all of them perceived 

themselves as more in touch with their language and culture than other members of their native 

communities.  As a result, they often shied away from speaking Urdu to anyone.   

Going to College 

Interestingly, going to college, even though all participants went to colleges in the U.S., 

was also another factor that many of the interviewees felt contributed to their maintenance of 

Urdu.  In the colleges they went to, the participants all come across many more Pakistanis and 

Indians who had grown up in their home country and had come to the U.S. only for higher 
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education.  These friends tended to be just as comfortable in Urdu as in English, and thus 

regularly spoke the former.  This gave most of the respondents an opportunity to interact with 

people who felt natural speaking Urdu on a daily basis.  Arif found that: 

I first started reconnecting with Urdu when I was in college where I met other Pakistani 
students, and I took part in Pakistani clubs and Muslim clubs where there were a lot of 
South Asians. At that time a lot of them were more comfortable [in Urdu].  It seemed 
appropriate to talk to them in Urdu.  I think it was also a factor of setting yourself apart 
from the general student body by speaking a different language. When one goes to 
college you try to discover different aspects of yourself and so that’s one aspect of myself 
I tried to reconnect with when I was in college: the language and the cultural part. 
 
Although the participants did not outright say it, it was implicitly implied that the idea of 

speaking a language to peers made it more appealing than when parents expected it of them.  In 

college, where one is exposed to a much larger world and everyone is trying to find a niche, 

many of the participants chose to reclaim their South Asian identity.  Speaking Urdu was one 

way they felt enabled them to do it.     

3.3.3 Attitudes towards Urdu and Implications for Future Generations  

In this particular sample, two of the three people who came to the U.S. after the school-

going age in fact, have maintained their language less so than the three who came before.  In 

Afsheen’s case it maybe in part due to her parents’ indifference to her and her sister maintaining 

their mother tongue.  In Arif’s case, it may be due to moving here at a later age that he 

maintained less of his language.  Having moved here at an older age, he had to consciously adopt 

the new culture and language.  Being mocked for his accent and “strange” looks, he became 

more self-conscious and tried harder to fit in.  Despite having tried to reidentify with his native 

culture in college, he realized he did not fully associate or relate to the South Asian culture.  

Instead he related to the Muslim identity more, something he had maintained through high 

school as well as college, and never quite felt the need to hide. Rabia maintained her Urdu very 
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well, and speaks it as fluently as she does English. However, much of that is because her parents 

spoke almost only Urdu when in Pakistan, and because they felt most comfortable in it, 

continued to do the same in the U.S.    

 Maintaining Urdu is something that all interviewees tended to find important when it 

came to their children.  Noni, Ziad, Nayereen and Afsheen, none of whom had children as yet, 

hoped that their future children would be fluent in their mother tongue.  However, none of them 

felt confident enough that their own Urdu was good enough that they would be able to pass it on 

to their children on their own.  According to Noni: 

Now I feel that it’s unfortunate that my own Urdu is not so good.  In fact I want to 
improve it so I can teach it to [my children]. I want them to know about their roots. Even 
though I never grew up there, I have so much family there that I will take them to visit 
“home”. It should still be part of their home too.  Meet their relatives there. It really 
helped me growing up to identify w/my Pakistani culture.   

 

All the participants felt that Urdu was a strong component of their Pakistani or Indian 

identity and it would help their children relate to their culture and understand their roots.  

Nayereen hoped to marry a Pakistani so that they would relate to their culture and learn to speak 

the language.  Afsheen’s fiancé lives in India and they plan to live there after they are married, 

and so although she considers her own Urdu the weak, she is fairly confident her children will 

learn it.  Perhaps better than even she has.   

 Arif has two children growing up in the U.S.  They do not speak Urdu at all and barely 

understand it.  Because his wife is not Pakistani, or an Urdu-speaker, his children have even less 

exposure to the language than he did growing up.  Unlike Arif who lived in Pakistan for several 

years, his children have not visited the country.  Although his children meet their Urdu-speaking 

grandparents regularly, the grandparents choose to speak to them in English. They feel it is more 

important to emphasize the strengthening of the relationships with his children, no matter what 
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the language, rather than just stress on which language.  A large factor in that however, is that 

Arif himself identifies himself more with the Muslim identity than a Pakistani one.  It is more 

important to him and his wife that their children learn Arabic than Urdu.  While he has no 

opposition to them learning Urdu, with limited time and energy, the second language stressed in 

the house is Persian (his wife’s mother tongue), and third is Arabic.  Thus Urdu loses priority.   

Rabia also has children who are now teenagers.  She was very particular that her children 

learn Urdu from a very young age.  She made sure that when they were very little, they met their 

grandparents and aunts and uncles on a weekly basis.  She also makes sure they visit Pakistan 

every few years.  Although her children mix their English and Urdu, they can speak it fluently.  

However, according to Rabia, their Urdu is fluent.  

3.4 Conclusion 

Overall, what I found was that the second generation of children from Urdu-speaking 

immigrant families, while are still able to speak their mother tongue, have lost some degree of 

proficiency in it.  They are all distinctly more comfortable in English than they are in Urdu.  

Surprisingly, there seemed to be very little differences in language maintenance between those 

who were born in or came to the U.S. before the school going age, and those who came between 

the ages of four and ten, with Rabia being the one exception.   

 The greatest contributor to maintaining language in this particular group appears to be the 

amount of Urdu used by parents, and the language the parents were educated in.   Many people 

within Pakistan and India, particularly those having attended elite schools, tend to speak English 

as much and often times more so than Urdu or other native languages.  Their children tend to be 

proficient in English by the end of elementary school while in their home country.  However, 

when taken out of an environment where Urdu is prevalent, even the parents often struggle to 
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speak only in their native tongue.  Thus, passing the language on to their children becomes much 

more difficult.  Children, who tend to be very intuitive, will often reject the language knowing 

that it is acceptable not to speak it.  In the one case sample where the parents were most 

comfortable in Urdu, the children had no choice but to speak it regularly and thus maintained it 

to a greater extent.   

3.5 Limitations of the Study 

This study had several limitations, one of which was the small sample size.  Due to this 

limitation, respondents tended to be mostly from a similar socio-economic background.  Some of 

the parents of the respondents had similar professions, and the majority of them lived in similar 

neighborhoods.  There are likely to be more differences parents’ attitudes and in the upbringing 

of children in a more diverse sample.  The location also limited the results somewhat.  

Respondents living in less culturally aware neighborhoods than those surrounding New York 

may have even further limited or been more conducive to the maintenance of a native language.  

There was also an uneven distribution of Pakistanis and Indians in the research.  The two groups 

may have significant differences in their approach towards retaining the native language, coming 

from two different countries with various language policies and attitudes. 

 Another limitation of this study is that the Urdu proficiency of the respondents was self-

determined.   While confidence in speaking a language is something that can be self-determined, 

and is significant, there was no formal assessment of how well the participants were actually able 

to speak Urdu.   

Spanish 
 
3.1 Sociolinguistics of the Spanish Speaking Community 
 The Spanish speaking community in the United States is a heterogeneous mixture of 

people from different Latin American countries, as well as various socioeconomic, educational, 
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and cultural backgrounds. Whether a person belongs to a group that has a long standing history 

of high (im)migration to the US, such as Cubans, Puerto Ricans, or Mexicans, or to a group that 

has a more recent, increasing immigration pattern, such as those from Central or South America, 

they have to decide how they will adapt linguistically in their new home, and whether this will 

mean replacing Spanish with English, or adding English to their linguistic repertoire. There are 

responses from older generations who critique the Spanish spoken by younger generations and 

their choice to use English instead of Spanish. There are younger children who respond only in 

English to their parents’ requests that are 100% Spanish. There are those who have not 

developed a high level of proficiency in English and who acknowledge the importance of 

learning English, and those who enforce the use of Spanish in the household to counter the 

almost inevitable replacement or coexistence of Spanish with English. Regardless of one’s views 

of the necessity to maintain Spanish or learn English, the Spanish speaking Latino population 

continues to thrive in New York.  

While there are several factors that can lead to language maintenance or language loss, 

the first influence on one’s linguistic abilities is their family. Schecter, Sharken-Taboada, & 

Bayley (1996) interviewed 10 families regarding why they chose to maintain their mother tongue 

and to raise their children bilingual. Some factors that the parents noted as their rationale were: 

job opportunities, educational advancement, survival in both communities, group identity, 

strengthening of family ties, family/peer pressure and personal enrichment and pragmatics.  

Another frequently mentioned motivator for mother tongue maintenance is to keep a strong 

cultural identity (Guardado, 2002; Schecter & Bayley, 1997). While a parent might have distinct 

memories of how and why they promoted mother tongue usage in the family, sometimes what 
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they plan to do and what they actually do may be two distinct entities. Just as with any situation, 

our intentions do not always coincide with our actions.  
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3.1.1 Spanish in the Home Countries 

 Although they share a common language, Spanish speaking individuals come from 

several different countries and continents around the world including North and South America, 

Europe, and Africa. While there are differences in phonological, morphological, lexical 

preferences, the varieties of Spanish are mutually intelligible (Lipski, 1994). The Spanish 

language was spread around the world as colonists from Spain conquered new lands. In each of 

these regions, the language mixed with the indigenous languages that already existed in the area, 

as well as the African languages that already existed in the area, or were soon brought to the 

area. Depending on the country, and the other languages that had prolonged contact with 

Spanish, there are also linguistic influences from languages such and English and French.  

 In each country where Spanish is spoken, it became the lingua franca, a means of 

communication between people of different native languages, and the language of commerce and 

power. In each successive generation the Spanish language became the first language of a larger 

percentage of people. Many families moved from being monolingual X (i.e. indigenous or 

African language) speakers to bilingual X-Spanish speakers to monolingual Spanish speakers. As 

these later generations settled in the United States, we begin to see the same trend as 

monolingual Spanish speaking families slowly become bilingual Spanish-English families and 

finally monolingual English speaking families. As the people and cultures mixed, so did the 

languages. 

3.1.2 History of Latino Immigration to the United States 

 Again, due to the heterogeneity that exists among those people commonly labeled Latino, 

one is not able to talk about Latino immigration into the US as if it is immigration from one 
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specific country. For the purposes of this paper, I will generalize, as I did in the previous section, 

using examples that are typical to most regions, but not all.  

 It is not unfair to say that there has been a continuous migration of Spanish speaking 

individuals to the United States since its creation. Considering a large portion of the 

Southwestern and Western United States once was Mexico, there has always been migration and 

immigration from Latin American to the United States. More recently, once free migration was 

frowned upon, both legal and illegal immigration of Latin Americans continues to exist even 

today. Many Latin Americans come to the United States for better financial opportunities, 

however dangerous or unstable situations in one’s home country also yields additional waves of 

immigration. For example, as Fidel Castro took power in Cuba, it resulted in three main waves of 

Cuban immigration. As well, as the civil war in El Salvador continued, many Salvadorans 

traveled the treacherous journey through Guatemala and Mexico to reach the U.S. border. During 

the 1950s and 1960s, there was an influx in Puerto Rican migration (specifically to New York 

City)due to government initiated plans to increase the number of US companies that did business 

in Puerto Rico, and by bringing Puerto Ricans to work in New York City. The largest Latino 

populations in the United States are New York, California, Texas and Florida. 

3.1.3 Latin Americans in New York City 

Not a day goes by in New York City that one does not hear Spanish being spoken on the 

streets, at work or in their apartment building. Latino immigrants have had a long standing 

relationship with the five boroughs, and comprising 27% of the population (Bureau, 2000) 

Latino origin citizens form the largest minority group in the city. In fact, there are neighborhoods 

and ethnic enclaves where a functional knowledge of Spanish is required. The largest Latino 

groups are those from the Caribbean (Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, and Cuba) as well as a 
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quickly growing Mexican population.  Recently arrived Latinos settle where family or other 

countrymen have settled, forming various Latino neighborhoods such as El Barrio, Hunts Point, 

or Bushwick. In such areas, the Spanish language and culture prosper as these elements are 

passed on to the successive US born generations. While there remains a continuous flow of 

Latino immigrants, the majority of Spanish speakers in New York have not recent arrived. 

Regardless, the Spanish language retains a great presence throughout the area.  

3.2 The Participants 

The 6 subjects interviewed were all of Latino origin, and either grew up in, or have 

moved to New York. Of the six individuals chosen three were born outside of the United States 

and three were born in the U.S. Those born outside of the U.S. mainland immigrated with their 

families between the ages of less than a year to 3 years old. All of the subjects come from lower 

middle class families, except for one who grew up in a middle class home.  All subjects received 

and completed their entire education in the United States. Currently, each of the subjects is a 

graduate student, and range in age from 25-29.  

I have grouped the subjects according to our main variable of those who immigrated to 

the U.S. before 6th grade, and those who were born in the United States mainland. The six 

interviewees, are as follows: 

   Sonia, 25, and the oldest of three children, was born in the Dominican Republic and 

immigrated with her parents at the age of three. Her family took up residence in the Bronx to 

“get to a better place” and because other family members had recently moved to the U.S. 

Although her father did not stay with the family for the entirety of her childhood, Sonia mentions 

that she was always surrounded by extended family like her aunt and grandmother who lived 

across the hall from her childhood apartment. Although Sonia considers herself to be bilingual, 
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she admits that she is dominant in English. By the same token, she makes conscious efforts to 

use Spanish in situations that may feel more comfortable if English was used as the language of 

communication. 

 Twenty-nine year old Jessica, another Dominican participant, had a unique case in that 

although her parents were born in the Dominican Republic, they first immigrated to Puerto Rico 

and then to New York. After spending the first three years of her life in Puerto Rico, Jessica’s 

family moved for reasons that Jessica calls “the typical immigrant story” in that they already had 

extended family who had previously moved to the Bronx. As children, Jessica and her siblings 

were quickly removed from the bilingual program and placed in the English speaking 

classrooms. As teenagers and adults, they have enrolled in a variety of different Spanish 

language classes. Jessica considers herself to be bilingual and uses Spanish with friends, family, 

and at work.  Both Jessica and Sonia explained that although there immediate surroundings were 

comprised of  small groups of Dominicans (usually family) that lived around them, the majority 

of the neighborhood was African American (Sonia) or African American and Puerto Rican 

(Jessica). 

 Of all the interviewees, Pedro, 26, is the only one of Puerto Rican heritage. He was also 

the youngest to arrive, at less than a year old. Pedro grew up in an Upper West Side family 

oriented neighborhood with many Puerto Rican and Jewish families. Spanish and English were 

both used to communicate in his home because his family was “a pretty balanced linguistic 

family, so it’s pretty easy for people to just move in and out of language.” The attitude portrayed 

by his mom “has always been you speak whatever language you want to communicate in.” 

However, Pedro was not taught to speak Spanish. Being diagnosed with dyslexia in 4th grade, 

and having “experts” tell his mom that they should focus on one language only, is the reason that 
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Pedro did not grow up speaking Spanish as did his older siblings. However, as will be explained 

later in the discussion, Pedro was not sheltered from the Spanish language, but rather was 

exposed to it in his daily life. 

 The second half of the subjects are those who were born in the United States, but whose 

parents were immigrants. Clarissa is a 28 years old who grew up in Brooklyn. Her parents were 

born in the Dominican Republic, and did not immigrate to the United States until their early 

twenties. Clarissa is the oldest of two children, and though she feels more comfortable in a wider 

range of activities when speaking English, she is a native Spanish speaker. She describes herself 

as having had “several shifts” in her Spanish proficiency over time, though her mother tongue 

has always remained in her life. As a young child, Spanish was the only language used among 

her family members. While she still speaks to her father only in Spanish, communication with 

her mother includes either language, while English is chosen to converse with her sister. 

Growing up in her Brooklyn neighborhood, Clarissa had a heavy exposure to spoken Spanish 

where “even the people who were not native speakers spoke Spanish as well.”  

Dalianna, 27, is unique in that she did not grow up in New York as a child. Her parents, 

also immigrants, came from Guatemala and settled in California. In the case of each of her 

parents, they arrived in the US because they were the oldest children in their families and needed 

to make money to help support their relatives that still remained in Guatemala. Dalianna and her 

mother also returned to Guatemala for six months when she was about 3 or 4 years old. Although 

Dalianna’s family moved often, the always settled in predominately Latino based communities. 

Regarding her proficiency in Spanish, Dalianna feels confident in her reading, writing and 

speaking abilities, although Spanish language texts at her academic level are still slightly 

challenging. 
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Of all of the participants, Raul, 29, was the only one who was not exposed to Spanish in 

the home. Raul and his father were born in California, while his mother immigrated to the U.S. 

from a town along the Texas-Mexico border. Though both of Raul’s parents speak Spanish, he 

recalls that the only time his parents spoke Spanish in the home was to keep information away 

from the children. Raul has always wanted to speak Spanish, and as a young person thought it 

was “cool” and “neat” that people could speak English and Spanish. Regarding his knowledge of 

Spanish, he describes himself as having a high intermediate-low advanced proficiency. Presently 

he makes many efforts, which will be discussed later, to increase his language proficiency.  

 
Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 
Name of 
Respondent 

Pedro Dalianna Clarissa Raul Jessica Sonia 

Gender Male Female Female Male Female Female 
Home Country Puerto Rico Guatemala Dominican 

Republic 
Mexico Dominican 

Republic 
Dominican 
Republic 

Age of Arrival/ 
(Years in US) 

< 1 year 
(25 years) 

US born (27 
years) 

US born (28 
years) 

US born (29 
years) 

3 years (26 
years) 

3 years (22 
years) 

Siblings (+) (-) (+) 3 2 sisters, 1 
brother 

(+ )2 sisters   
(-) 2 
brothers 

(-) 1 sister (+) 1 brother (+) 2 sisters 
 (-) 1 brother 

(-) 2 sisters 

Live(d) in 
Ethnic 
Neighborhood? 

Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Family’s 
Reason for 
Immigration 

Employment 
Opportunities 

Support 
family in 
home 
country 

Employment 
Opportunities 

Employment 
Opportunities 

Followed 
family 
already in 
US 

Followed 
family 
already in 
US 

Parents’ 
Highest Level 
of Education 

M-PhD 
D-HS 

M-HS 
D-HS 

M-BA 
D-HS 

M-HS 
D-HS 

M-College 
D-HS 

M-HS 
D-HS 

Primary 
Language of 
Parents’ 
Education  

English Spanish Spanish English Spanish Spanish 

Primary 
Language 
Spoken by 
Parents 

English & 
Spanish  

Spanish Spanish English Spanish Spanish 

Bilingual?* No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
* Bilingual status of respondents is self-described. 
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3.3 Language Maintenance Efforts by the Family 

 As each of these families where confronted with the reality of two languages in their 

everyday life, they made an active choice whether to raise bilingual or monolingual children. 

While Raul’s family was the only one not to teach their children Spanish, there were still ways in 

which other aspects of their heritage were taught. For the 5 families who did decide to teach and 

use Spanish in the home, there were several different actions that they took to ensure that their 

children would not loose their native tongue during the acquisition of English. Based on the 

interviews, home language use, the community, visits to the home country, and access to media 

are some of the primary ways in which families play a role in native language maintenance. 

Some actions were explicit and were not done for the sole purpose of promoting Spanish 

language acquisition and maintenance, while other actions were implicit and contributed to, but 

whose main purpose was not to maintain their children’s Spanish proficiency. The categorization 

was decided according to the explanation given by the participants, and in some cases the same 

action is categorized differently depending on the intentions of that particular family. 

3.3.1 Explicit Language Maintenance 

Home Language Use 

Perhaps the most fundamental action that can be taken to retain a mother tongue is to 

maintain frequent use in the home. Fishman (1991) speaks of intergenerational language transfer 

as a necessary factor to stop language shift. All of the subjects, except for Raul, stated that during 

their formative years, Spanish was spoken in the home among parents, children, and extended 

family. Clarissa and Jessica, who were raised with both parents, mentioned that when their 

parents spoke amongst themselves, Spanish was always the chosen language of communication. 

Each of these individuals also communicated with their fathers only in Spanish, while 
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communication with their mothers occurred in either language. Raul also was raised by both 

parents, but there was never communication in Spanish between the parents and the children. For 

the remaining individuals, they too communicated in Spanish a majority of the time with their 

mothers. The one exception is Pedro who does not speak Spanish. However both Spanish and 

English are used to communicate between his mother and her other (Spanish speaking) children. 

Although Spanish responses were never required of Pedro, he notes that “it was never the type of 

thing where Spanish was withheld from me. Spanish was spoken in front of me, and I was 

welcomed to speak or not speak in Spanish.” 

Language maintenance is not a passive task and therefore requires action to be taken. 

Several different ways of explicit mother tongue maintenance were revealed by the interviewees. 

Jessica explains that “I always spoke to my dad in Spanish. He’s the one who was a lot more 

adamant about us speaking Spanish.” Pedro recalls his grandmother stating “if he will only speak 

English, I will only speak Spanish, and I guess we don’t have to speak.” Sonia’s grandmother 

also scolded her grandchildren for speaking English in the house, even if the conversation did not 

include her. Spanish was to be left at the door, though Sonia acknowledges that “it’s not that way 

anymore, too much, but before it was definitely not acceptable.” Even in a household such as 

Clarissa’s where Spanish was the basic language of communication during her youth, her parents 

did at times instruct her and her sister to use Spanish because, as she explains, “my parents didn’t 

plan on giving it [Spanish] up.” 

Visits to the Home Country 

A more positive approach to language maintenance was to visit the parent’s home 

country. Clarissa, Pedro, and Dalianna all reflect happily on trips to their homeland and how the 

trips were designed to allow the kids to have more exposure to Spanish. Unable to travel in the 
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summer, Pedro reflected on his brother’s frequent trips to Puerto Rico to spend time with family. 

He feels that not partaking in this opportunity is one of several reasons why he is not a fluent 

speaker of Spanish today. Like Pedro’s brother, Clarissa was also sent to the Dominican 

Republic, every year, for the whole summer. She recalls going to school with her cousins, and 

returning to Brooklyn “mostly functioning in Spanish.” Traveling less frequently, but still with 

the purpose of being immersed in family, culture, and language, Dalianna’s family returned to 

Guatemala approximately every 4 years. Though Raul never visited his mother’s country while 

he was young, as an initiative of his own, he studies in Mexico for 9 months, and did take the 

opportunity to visit family, all demonstrating the power of language immersion in the home 

country. 

Media and Other Institutions 

While a parent may be willing, and even push their child to learn English at school, few 

immigrant parents want the dominant language of their new society to edge its way into the 

home (Portes & Schauffler). Similar to the immigrant parents in their study, my subjects were 

expected to learn English. Jessica specifically speaks of her mother buying her English books to 

practice, but no Spanish books. Parents desire to give to their children their mother tongue 

because not only may it be the only way to maintain communication between parent and child, 

but one’s language is often deeply tied to their culture and heritage as well. The inability of a 

parent to communicate with their child is a deep feeling of helplessness that parents are not 

willing to face. By not exposing their children to Spanish in the home, they are allowing the 

language shift to occur without resistance. 

 Spanish use in the home extended beyond the language through various types of media. 

The most popular memory, shared by all of the respondents, was that of watching novelas with a 
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mom or another female relative. Regarding having to watch las noticias in Spanish as a child, 

Sonia replied “I was like oh God, I don’t want to watch news, but you had to sit through it.”  

Raul’s parents occasionally watched Spanish television and family gatherings were filled with 

Mexican music. While the majority of the participants did not have distinct recollections of 

owning books in Spanish, Dalianna recalled a time when her mom would purchase “Pepita 

Polita” books for her. Pedro also remembers having all of the children’s books such as Jorge el 

Curioso and Clifford in Spanish and English. Jessica however, specifically remembers her 

parents giving her English books, although her mother kept Spanish books in the house for 

herself. Another common recollection was the presence of music in Spanish. Pedro 

acknowledges that he “has a number of their (Menudo) albums” and even saw the movie. Sonia’ 

explanation that Spanish music today will cause her to “automatically go into that feeling of 

home” echoes each interviewee’s current satisfaction with music in Spanish. However, Jessica’s 

remark about the “music that my mom used to drive us crazy with” bests sums up how each 

person felt about their parents’ musical choices when they were children. 

 Through books, parents who may only have command of Spanish are still able to 

participate in their child’s education. Reading with a child creates a bond that most children 

desire. In the case where the parents received little education in their home country, watching a 

child be able to read in your mother tongue is very rewarding. As a bilingual teacher, I would 

receive notes from parents with both grammatical and spelling errors. However, what these 

parents lacked in formal education, they had double in hope and desire for their children to 

succeed in school. 
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3.3.2 Implicit Language Maintenance 

Language use with Siblings 

Thus far language maintenance has been examined as an initiative taken by adult 

relatives. While, all of the interviewees made reference to the sibling relationship and the 

retention of a language, three of the interviewees made distinct connections between their 

siblings and language maintenance. Pedro stated that “they [his siblings] have demonstrated 

through the use of language the importance of being able to think and express one’s self in 

multiple languages.”  He adds that “I would have not been able to develop without my family’s 

orientation towards the use of language.” Being the youngest sibling of a quadrilingual, trilingual 

and bilingual person, and watching their interactions within the family have aided him in 

maintaining a desire to one day become fluent in Spanish. Having an older sister that began to 

make efforts toward maintaining Spanish beyond everyday use in the home prompted Jessica to 

decide to maintain and strengthen her Spanish fluency. Jessica explains that “it started with my 

older sister, having more of an interest” and it passed on to each successive generation.  

 Pedro and Jessica alluded to the affect that their siblings had on their desire to develop their 

proficiency in Spanish, however Sonia explains how she herself tries to influence her younger 

sisters’ mother tongue maintenance. By instructing her sisters to speak Spanish to their mother, 

Sonia continues to persuade her sisters of the importance of using Spanish. Sonia herself notes 

that while she did not have anybody to speak English with, her sisters were able to speak with 

her in English. Although their birth order may have made them more prone to acquiring less 

Spanish, Sonia states that she does want them to continue to strengthen their linguistic abilities in 

Spanish. 
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Community 

Parents also created opportunities to be exposed to the language by residing in an area 

with a high population of Latinos. As explained by the participants, their families located to a 

specific area because other family members or ethnically similar individuals were already there. 

Everyone except for Sonia and Raul, all agreed that their childhood neighborhood was inhabited 

by people of Latin descent. In most circumstances, the neighborhood that you live in resembles 

to student body of the school you attend. In the case of the interviewees, those living in an area 

with a strong concentration of Latinos, also attended a school with the same demographics. 

Interestingly enough, as Raul became part of a larger Latino population as he went to college, his 

interests in learning Spanish developed simultaneously.  

Settling in areas near relatives was a common method of creating maximum exposure to 

Spanish. Dalianna, Jessica, Sonia and Clarissa all noted that one of the reasons that their parents 

immigrated to the U.S. was because other family members settled here before them. For Raul, a 

group of extended family (family reunion) was the only time that he heard conversations in 

Spanish. The immediate reactions of most of the subjects, when asked about the amount of 

extended family that lived around them, was to laugh. Answers ranged from “a lot, a lot, a lot” to 

“I used to have more but almost all of them moved back to Puerto Rico.” Personal stories and 

anecdotes included several references to extended family members. Clarissa described the 

proximity to her extended family as:  

Everyone else lived nearby, within 5-10 blocks. In my apartment building, I had 

grandparents on both sides and their older siblings. At sometime, some of us lived in the 

same apartment building or the same house. Like, not in the same apartment, but say in a 
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Brownstone, somebody would live on the first floor, somebody would live on the second 

floor. 

It is not difficult to imagine the opportunities for language use in an atmosphere similar to 

Clarissa’s situation. In the case of grandmothers, Spanish was required to communicate.  

Amongst these families, the desire to live near relatives, people who share the same language 

and culture, proved to be an important factor for living in the US (Portes & Schauffler, 1996).  

Having this support is very comforting for new immigrants, or language minority populations 

who want to be able to navigate more easily in the U.S. Connection such as these offer a safe 

surroundings and childcare opportunities for working parents. The relationships built in an 

environment as such often yield sources of information about jobs and other opportunities for a 

healthier well being. 

Attitudes 

Attitudes displayed by family about English use in the home were often just as powerful 

as a verbal command. Jessica states that you were judged negatively if you didn’t speak Spanish 

and that people’s reactions would often be “I can’t believe you don’t speak Spanish!” One can 

only imagine the feelings of disapproval or even embarrassment that a child would feel after 

such a reaction from an adult family member. Although not as harsh today, there is still a “tone” 

and people are apt to “make fun of you a little bit if you can’t say something [in Spanish].” In 

Dalianna’s house, the issue of choosing English over Spanish was not as much of a problem as 

choosing to speak Mexican Spanish over Guatemalan Spanish. “She hates it,” says Dalianna, 

describing her mother’s opinion about her childhood habit of incorporating Mexican vocabulary 

into her Spanish. Not adhering to the Guatemalan patterns of speech was just as bad as 
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combining English and Spanish in the same sentence. Here we see that the struggle for parents is 

not between English and Spanish, but our language and other languages or varieties. 

The information revealed thus far explains the type of linguistic environment that the 

parents provided for their children. In an effort to maintain Spanish in the home, the parents 

offered ample exposure to the Spanish language, and created an atmosphere of appreciation for 

the language. Regardless of the current proficiencies of each respondent, they all have a deep 

connection and attraction to their language.  While some of the above practices could possibly be 

explained without any relation to language, the fact still remains that the presence of family 

members, living in predominantly Latino neighborhoods, and the use and exposure to Spanish in 

the home have had a major influence in their acquisition of Spanish. 

3.3.3 Attitudes about Spanish and Implications for Future Generations 

Although the families of the participants differ in a variety ways, the overwhelming 

attitude of the family was that the mother tongue is very much a part of their cultural identity. 

Participants also formed a connection between language and cultural identity. Pedro speaks of 

the “issue of identity as a result of language.” In his family, the bigger issue at the root of 

language maintenance was not language loss but loss of culture. This is possibly one reason why 

his family accepts monolingualism, because he has kept his culture. Nevertheless, throughout his 

life, he has developed a “thick skin” after always confronting the issue of identifying as a Latino, 

but not speaking Spanish. Even in his own family, the thought that one would purposefully chose 

not the speak Spanish signified their negation of their culture. Raul explains that “to be involved 

to a greater extent in your culture, it helps to function in a language that a majority of the people 

of that culture speak.” He goes on to explain that his parents always kept him aware of his 
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history and culture. His father kept books around the house about Chicano history, and always 

emphasized Raul’s Chicano heritage.  

Both Dalianna and Sonia explain that without their language they would feel a personal 

loss, and not feel complete. Dalianna replies that her language signifies “my identity, it’s who I 

am. And if I didn’t have it I would feel like a fake Latina.” She also remembers pressure from 

her mother to maintain her Guatemalan heritage by speaking Guatemalan Spanish, and not the 

Mexican variety. Sonia mentions a disconnect felt by Latinos who do not speak Spanish. For this 

reason, she guarantees that her children will “have the opportunity to learn Spanish so that they 

themselves won’t feel disjointed.” Clarissa and Jessica are in agreement that language is a large 

part of their culture. Jessica expounds and admits that “I just can’t separate the two.” In her high 

school years, she remembers taking Spanish because she wanted to “prove that I was into my 

culture.”  

Language is symbolically linked to culture (Fishman, 1991) and all of the interviewees 

believe that a lack of the language is a partial loss of culture. The interviewees’ recollections of 

grandmothers separating between “regular people” (Puerto Ricans) and “other people”, mothers 

saying “we’re Dominican, you’re not American,” being told not to replace your Guatemalan 

culture with Mexican borrowings, and the extra “effort and concern to make a distinction 

between American,” are further examples that demonstrate the perceived link between language 

and culture.  

3.4 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to identify some of the ways that families influence 

language maintenance. Of the two groups, those born in the U.S. and those born in another 

country, there were no distinct commonalities that coincide with one group or the other. 
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Nonetheless the interviews provided detailed information about language maintenance strategies 

within the family. Most interesting was the impact that a family’s implicit actions can have on a 

child’s language maintenance. The participants were surrounded by Spanish speakers, but it is 

easy to imagine how different the maintenance process would be if you were to remove the child 

from a Spanish speaking environment. In essence, we see the results of such a situation in 

regards to Raul’s family. The linguistic atmosphere in his home was opposite that of the other 

subjects. The influence that siblings have on each other’s linguistic abilities, and the strong link 

between language and cultural identity were also discussed by the participants.  

While the individuals admit strengths and weaknesses in the Spanish proficiency, they all 

are in a continual process of developing Spanish. Their deep rooted connection with, and 

affection for, their language and what it signifies began in their home and continues still today. 

Even Pedro, who described his difficulties with even conversational Spanish, and Raul who had 

to initiate the language process himself, have a strong connection with the language. So much so, 

that he, as well as the other individuals agree that they will go through the language maintenance 

process with their children as well. As for personal linguistic enrichment, Jessica, Raul, and 

Dalianna have participated in study abroad programs, and Dalianna and Raul make conscious 

efforts to speak in Spanish to their bilingual Latino friends. Additionally, every interviewee 

listens to Spanish television and radio, while some take literature courses, and try to better their 

Spanish by reading more college level material written in Spanish. Dalianna has also become 

very adamant about the need for her family members to maintain Spanish. Through their current 

efforts in maintaining and enhancing their Spanish language skills, it is evident that the practices 

in the home had a great influence on their continued obligation to Spanish. 
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3.5 Limitations of the Study 

Given a larger, more heterogeneous sample size, stronger distinctions or similarities may 

become visible. Although the participants were evenly split between immigrants and non-

immigrants, the age at which they immigrated was still very young. Interviewing immigrants 

who arrived later in their life, and who received some schooling in their home country may also 

reveal language maintenance trends that differ between immigrant and non-immigrant groups. 

Additionally, given that all of the interviewees are pursuing higher educational degrees, this may 

add a factor that makes the families more similar that at first assumed. 

The nature of the study, asking participants to recall and explain efforts of their parents, 

can be highly subjective. Adding additional members of the family may be helpful in 

corroborating the events that took place, or at least forming a well rounded picture of what 

actually occurred. As well, getting the parents to explain their actions may also help us decipher 

the intentions behind their actions. 

Japanese 
 
3.1 Sociolinguistics of the Japanese Community 

This section examines the role of the Japanese family in mother tongue language 

maintenance.  Data is primarily drawn from interviews with Japanese speakers currently living in 

the New York City metropolitan area. First, it is necessary to contextualize the data by 

considering some background about the status of Japanese and minority languages in Japan, the 

history of Japanese immigration to the USA, and demographic information about Japanese in the 

NYC area. 
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3.1.1   Japanese in the Home Country 

Japanese is the lingua franca of Japan, the only country in the world where Japanese has 

official language status.  From the northernmost islands in Hokkaido to the southernmost islands 

in the Ryukan Island chain, Japanese is the language of politics, commerce, and social life.  As 

of 2005, there are an estimated 127,500,000 people living in Japan, and over 48,951 school age 

children living abroad as of 1999 (CIA, 2005; Kodansha, 2005).  Within Japan there are a 

number of recognized dialects identified by political and geographic regions; Kyushu, Shikoku, 

Eastern (Tokyo), Western (Kyoto), Okinawa.  The Japanese government promotes the Tokyo 

dialect as the “Standard” (Ball, 2004).  All the families from this study come from Tokyo. 

Speakers of other languages have always resided in Japan, with the largest contemporary 

minority language groups being Koreans (40%), Chinese (19%), Filipino (7%), etc, (CIA, 2005).  

It is important to note here that the Japanese government has never granted language rights to 

any minority cultural groups, despite a total population of 1.27 million or 1% of the country’s 

total population (CIA, 2005).  In fact, Fujita (2002) describes how Japanese who have studied 

abroad as children and returned with knowledge of another language actually chose to hide their 

talent, earning the name kakure kikoku, or “hidden Japanese.”  The returnees intentionally hid 

their second language skills because of “intolerance for other languages and insistence on 

cultural assimilation” and “until about 1985, Japanese returnee children were regarded as 

academically handicapped, and a negative image was attached to the label “returnee”’ (Fujita, 

2002, p. 10) 

In the latter half of the 1980s, English gained a relatively higher status in Japan, 

compared to other minority languages, because of its perceived commercial asset in the business 

world (Fujita, 2002).  It is the only foreign language that is offered in every public school in 



 83

junior high school, high school and college.  Unfortunately, English study in Japan focused 

solely on reading and writing until 2000, when Tokyo University added a listening component to 

its entrance exam, thus creating a trickle down effect in which high schools and junior high 

schools throughout the country began teaching English listening comprehension.  Nevertheless, 

in Japan’s smaller towns where few foreigners visit, the status of English is still relatively low, 

and collectively Japan is ranked last in English language ability among all Asian countries 

Presently, more Japanese youth, enamored with Western culture, are beginning to incorporate 

English derived words into their lexicon (though pronounced in Japanese, for example “tickle” is 

pronounced “ti-ku-ru”), making it difficult for people in older generations to communicate with 

their children and grandchildren, an issue of much debate (student speech, Japan, 2003). 

3.1.2 History of Japanese Immigration to the United States 

A Japanese myth reports that the first Japanese person to come to the Americas was a 

fisherman who sailed across the Pacific 2000 years ago.   Conservative historians set the date of 

the first Japanese to immigrate to America (or American occupied lands) around 1880 when the 

first wave of Japanese immigrants, mostly farmers, arrived on the shores of the Hawai’ian 

Islands.  Despite the proliferation of Japanese language schools, an alarming number of these 

immigrants’ children spoke solely Hawai’ian Creole, and lost the ability to communicate in 

Japanese with their parents (Tamura, 1993).   

When the Organic Act (1900) ended contract labor in Hawai’i, a wave of migration 

brought thousands of Japanese to California.  Soon after, in 1907, the USA and Japan made the 

so-called, “Gentleman’s Agreement,” effectively cutting off any further immigration of 

Japanese.  With their connection to Japan severed, and the halt of new Japanese arrivals, the 
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children of Japanese immigrants in California lost the ability to communicate in Japanese, and 

assimilated into American culture (Sucheng, 1991). 

 In the 1980s, Japan experienced an economic boom that rapidly globalized many of its 

corporations (JETRO, 2003).  A significant number of executive employees from those 

companies were sent abroad to administer overseas operations, mostly in South Asia, the UK, 

and the USA, with American destinations specifically being the east coast in places like New 

York and Connecticut (JETRO, 2003).  Such assignments were most often temporary, lasting 

between two and three years.  In cases where employees had families, it was usual to bring their 

spouse and children with them.  In what would appear to be exceptional cases, employees 

remained abroad until their children completed schooling, eventually returning to Japan after a 

longer than intended absence.  The individuals interviewed for this case study on the family’s 

role in language maintenance are the children of that cohort.  

3.1.3 Japanese Americans in New York City 

According to the 2000 census, there are 26,419 Japanese Americans in the five boroughs 

of New York City with 73% being foreign born (in this case, Japanese American means claiming 

all or partial Japanese heritage with USA residency, regardless of citizenship status) (Asian 

American Federation of New York Census Information Center, 2004).  With 59,456 Japanese 

Americans living in the overall New York metropolitan area, it ranks fourth in the nation behind 

Honolulu (230,044), Los Angeles (202,498), and San Francisco (106,427).  According to census 

data, compared with New York City residents overall, in 2000, Japanese New Yorkers have 

more education, higher incomes, and lower child and elderly poverty rates.  Yet New York 

City’s predominantly immigrant Japanese population have less command of English than the 

overall city population, and Japanese immigrants are less likely to be U.S. citizens than foreign-
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born city residents as a whole.  In addition, census information shows that New York City’s 

Japanese population increased by more than one-half from 1990 to 2000.  Also notable, Japanese 

women significantly outnumber Japanese men in New York City, while the city’s overall Asian 

American population is split evenly between genders (Asian American Federation of New York 

Census Information Center, 2004).  Most Japanese Americans (61%) live in Manhattan, with 

23% in Queens, 12% in Brooklyn, 3% in the Bronx, and 2% in Staten Island. 

3.2 The Participants 

Interviews with six Japanese Americans provided the data for this research.  Three of the 

respondents, Akiko, Miki, and Masami were born in the United States, and the other three, 

Takeshi, Nao, and Yuki, were born in Japan and immigrated before they entered the sixth grade.  

The following descriptions of each respondent will provide context for the data.  

 Akiko is 24 years old and was born in New York City on the Lower East Side of 

Manhattan.  She has a sister who is 3 years younger.  Akiko describes her neighborhood as 

consisting of “wealthy White people.”  Akiko describes herself as fluent in all aspects of English 

and “nearly fluent” in all aspects of Japanese, with reading and writing being her greater 

weakness.  Akiko’s parents met in New York as they were working on their respective careers as 

a musician (father) and dancer (mother).  Her father has a master’s degree in music and runs a 

music company he started.  Her mother has a high school education and manages the music 

company.  

 Miki and Masami are sister and brother and are 25 and 23 respectively.  They were both 

born in the Riverdale section of the Bronx and moved with their parents to Trunbull, Connecticut 

when they were 7 and 5 respectively.  Miki describes Riverdale as “half Orthodox Jew, and half 

Japanese, half Middle Eastern,” and “a really nice area.”  She describes Trunbull as “suburban,” 
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“98% White I think,” and in a high school with 1500 students, she “could tell you how many 

Asian kids there were.”  Both Miki and Masami believe that they are fluent in all aspects of 

English, and claim that they are also fluent in Japanese, but when asked to describe their level of 

fluency in Japanese speaking, listening, reading and writing, they qualify their level of fluency 

by stating it is natural for topics like daily family conversation and cooking, but it is difficult to 

converse about topics that have much English jargon, like work and previously university 

studies. Masami and Miki both describe themselves as being completely proficient speaking and 

listening to Japanese, while their Japanese reading and writing skills are at a Middle School 

academic level.  Masami says that his parents were married in Japan, and that in 1976 the 

company his father worked for sent him to New York. A few months later, his mother joined his 

father, and 3 years later Miki was born.  Miki and Masami’s father has a bachelor’s degree and is 

an executive/general manager for a rubber and plastic manufacturing company based in Japan, 

while their mother has an associate’s degree and teaches Japanese as an adjunct faculty member 

at a local university. 

 Takeshi is 23 years old and was born in Tokyo, Japan. He has one sister who is 4 years 

older than him.  His father moved to Trunbull, Connecticut when Takeshi was 4, and a few 

months later, his mother, sister and he followed.  Takeshi describes Trunbull as a town of “about 

30,000 people.  It’s suburbs in CT, maybe 1 hour 30 minutes outside New York.  Demographics 

is probably families, white families mostly.  English speaking [sic].”  In self-describing his 

proficiency in English and Japanese, Takeshi says, “In relative terms, if my English was a 100, 

my Japanese writing skill would probably be about 30.  My Japanese talking skills would 

probably be about 60.  My reading skills would probably be about 30 or 20.  Listening, I guess I 

understand most of everything, so 70 or so [sic].”  Takeshi’s father has a bachelor’s degree in 
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mechanical engineering from a Japanese university and is a manager on the marketing side of a 

Japanese medical company.  His mother has a Japanese high school education and is a 

“housewife,” though she taught Japanese at a local high school while Takeshi was a senior in 

high school himself. 

 Nao is 26 years old and was born in Tokyo, Japan.  He has a brother who is 1 year older 

than him.  His father moved to Trunbull, Connecticut when he was 11 years old, just after he 

completed the 5th grade.  Nao describes Trunbull as, “very…typical suburbia.  I never really 

interacted with neighbors.  They’re like all White, middle, upper-middle class people [sic].”  

Describing his English and Japanese proficiency, Nao rates himself in each on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 

being best: “English: reading 5; listening 5; writing 4; speaking 4 maybe.  Japanese: reading 4; 

writing 4; speaking 4; listening 5 [sic].”  Nao’s father graduated from a Japanese college with a 

degree in economics, and has worked for the same Japanese telecommunications company for 

over 30 years.  Nao thinks his mother graduated from a community college and describes her as a 

“housewife,” though “now that she’s back in Japan she helps with her mother’s business, which 

is retail, not retail, wholesale medical, disposable medical device, mostly latex gloves [sic].” 

 Yuki is 24 years old and was born in Tokyo, Japan.  She has two brothers, 1.5 and 5 years 

older respectively.  When she was 7 years old, her family moved to Los Angeles, and 1.5 years 

later they moved again to San Diego.  Yuki describes her neighborhood in Los Angeles as 

“upper-middle class suburbia, specifically in a place called Pallas Verdes.  It was extremely 

White neighborhood [sic],” though there were many Japanese speaking families as well which is 

one of the reasons her parents decided to move to San Diego.  “My parents were concerned about 

our education and us not really assimilating.  And in San Diego there was just [no Japanese 

speaking people] whatsoever.”  San Diego “was in the middle of nowhere.  But at the same time 
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I think it was middle class to upper-middle class neighborhood, but there was also a much larger 

Hispanic population.” Describing her English and Japanese proficiency, Yuki rates herself in 

each on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being best: “I’d say 5 for listening in Japanese and probably 4 for 

speaking, just because I knows there’s certain things I miss because I didn’t go to school there, 

and I haven’t been speaking it all my life.  Reading, yea, I’d give myself a 5.  Writing I’d give 

myself a 4 or a 3.  5 for all in English [sic].”  Yuki’s father earned a bachelor’s degree in Japan, 

and his entrepreneurial goals brought him to the USA as he found himself exporting more goods 

here.  In addition to imports/exports, he is also involved in real estate, manufacturing, and startup 

businesses.  Yuki believes her mother completed an associate’s degree in Japan and “helps out” 

with her father’s business ventures. 

Table 1: Characteristics of Interviewees 
Name of 
Respondent 

Akiko Miki Masami Takeshi Nao Yuki 

Gender Female Female Male Male Male Female 
Home Country USA USA USA Japan Japan Japan 
Age of Arrival/ 
(Years in US) 

N/A (24) N/A (25) N/A (23) 4 (19) 11 (15) 7 (17) 

Siblings (+) (-) Sister –3 Brother –2 Sister +2 Sister +4 Brother +1 2 Brothers 
+1.5, +5 

Live(d) in 
Ethnic 
Neighborhood? 

No Until 7 y/o Until 5 y/o No No No 

Family’s 
Reason for 
Immigration 

Father’s 
work 

Father’s 
work 

Father’s work Father’s 
work 

Father’s 
work 

Father’s 
work 

Parents’ 
Highest Level 
of Education 

F = 
Graduate 
school 
M = high 
school 

F = 4-year 
college 
M = 2-year 
college 

F = 4-year 
college 
M = 2-year 
college 

F = 4-year 
college 
M = high 
school 

F = 4-year 
college 
M = 2-year 
college 

F = 4-year 
college 
M = 2-year 
college 

Primary 
Language of 
Parents’ 
Education  

Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese 

Primary 
Language 
Spoken by 
Parents 

Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese 

Bilingual?* Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
* Bilingual status of respondents is self-described. 
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It is important to note the relationships between the respondents.  As the interviews were 

conducted via network sampling, all but Akiko are connected to one another.  As stated above, 

Miki and Masami are brother and sister.  Additionally, they grew up in Trunbull with Takeshi 

and Nao, the only two other known Japanese families in the town.  Their families had gatherings 

approximately once every month where Japanese was the lingua franca.  Miki, Takeshi, and 

Yuki all went to Dartmouth together, where they were members of the Asian Society there. 

While all the respondents currently live and are either students or working in Manhattan, 

only Akiko, Miki and Masami spent all or part of their childhood in the five boroughs.  Three of 

the respondents lived in communities in the USA that could be described as Japanese enclaves, 

but Miki and Masami left Riverdale when they were 7 and 5 respectively, and Yuki left Pallas 

Verdes after only 18-months.  All the respondents spent their adolescence in what they described 

as “White” neighborhoods.  All of the respondents, except for Takeshi, attended public schools 

in the USA prior to enrolling in private liberal arts colleges; Dartmouth, Northwestern, and 

Haverford, and Yuki is currently a graduate student at Columbia University.  The participants all 

come from similar, upper-middle class backgrounds, and their mothers and fathers are mostly 

college educated.  Yuki describes the value her parents placed on her education, “Rancho Santa 

Fe, San Diego county…has one of the best public educations in all of California.  And they 

moved to this tiny little corner of it specifically so we could go there.  And also to the high 

school called Tory Pines, which was also one of the top-ranked high schools in California.”  

Miki similarly says of Riverdale, “Jonathan Kozol wrote about Riverdale in Savage Inequalities.  

The public school system, I went to PS24, is one of the best public schools in NY.” And Nao 

says, “My parents decided that even though it was a public school, I didn’t live in the school 

district, so I went to a better public school that was a half hour away from our house.  I think the 
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reason they choose the school is because they were one of the few public schools that had an 

ESL program.” 

The families of the individuals who were born in the USA arrived between 1976 and 

1981, while those respondents born in Japan arrived between 1986 and 1990.  Interestingly, there 

are no apparent distinctions between the families whose children were born in the USA and the 

families whose children were born in Japan. 

3.3 Language Maintenance Efforts by the Family 

Comparative analysis of the interview transcripts reveal four primary actions Japanese 

families take to influence mother tongue maintenance: (1) requiring communication between 

parents and children to be in Japanese, (2) requiring children to attend hoshuko (Japanese 

school), (3) providing access to Japanese entertainment and media, and (4) encouraging the 

maintenance of social ties to family in Japan via annual visits and correspondence.  For 

analytical purposes, these actions can be divided into two categories, implicit and explicit.   

Explicit actions can be described as those where the person was in a situation where they were 

forced to speak Japanese.  Examples of explicit actions are parents punishing children for not 

speaking in the mother tongue, being placed in Heritage schools, etc.  In cases where parents 

take explicit actions to ensure mother tongue maintenance, one would expect a moderate degree 

of proficiency in the MT.  In all cases, respondents and siblings could be considered moderately 

capable in Japanese, according to the respondents’ own assessment.  Implicit actions are 

unforced and can be described as the environment the family creates for their children, such as 

regular exposure to Japanese, access to Japanese media, and the regular presence of Japanese 

speaking family and/or friends.  Implicit actions present an individual with the opportunity to use 

the mother tongue, but the person may choose to not take advantage.  While implicit and explicit 
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categorization assigns agency to the respective actions and only the parents know why they did 

what they did, the object of this research is to reveal what 2nd generation bilingual individuals 

consciously assign as the family’s role in their bilingualism.  What they understand to have 

contributed to their bilingualism will have implications for the future, which will be examined 

later. 

3.3.1 Explicit Language Maintenance 

Home Language Use 
 

In all cases, respondents noted an explicit family policy to speak only Japanese to their 

parents, whether the respondent was born in Japan or not.  While this policy was originally born 

out of necessity because the parents did not speak English fluently, all the parents soon learned 

enough English to communicate effectively.  One could argue that the enforcement of the policy 

was no longer a matter of practicality, but a means of maintaining the MT and all the cultural 

identity that accompanies it.  Obviously, Japanese was the first language of Nao, Takeshi, and 

Yuki because they were born in Japan and lived there until they were old enough to speak.  What 

is interesting is that Japanese was also the first language for Akiko, Masami, and Miki.  Despite 

being born in the USA, Miki, Masami, and Akiko all affirm that their first language was 

Japanese and they all needed to attend ESL classes when they entered elementary school.  Miki 

describes how this policy became explicitly known to her when she was in elementary school: “I 

never speak English to my parents cause I called home in 4th or 5th grade and I had my friends 

around me and I was cool so I spoke in English and my mom didn’t speak to me for 3 days.  It 

was like, emotionally scarring.  She was very angry.  So you never speak English to your parents 

[sic].”  Interestingly, when Masami, Miki’s brother, was asked if his parents explicitly instructed 

him to speak to them in Japanese, he said, “No, I have just grown to use it when I am with my 



 92

parents and my family or when necessary.”  In contrast to the language policy that Miki 

perceives, Yuki’s older brother, whose Japanese abilities have now deteriorated for reasons 

unknown to her, commonly inserts English words into conversations with his parents when he 

cannot think of the Japanese. 

 Despite the emphasis on Japanese, no respondent reported his/her parents having negative 

attitudes towards English and thus discouraging their acquisition of it.  In every case, the 

respondents reported that their parents made English tutors available to them.  This was the case 

for Yuki and Takeshi in elementary school, and in everyone’s case in high school as the students 

prepared for American college entrance exams. 

 In some cases, respondents reported that their non-working parent (mother in all cases) 

did not initially commit to learning English.  I presume this is because at the outset the parents 

thought their time in the USA would be limited to two or three years (a common time frame for 

an overseas assignment of a Japanese executive), and it was not until later that circumstances 

lead to them staying.  In any case, the mother’s inability to communicate easily in English led 

her to rely on her children, which happened to have the effect of promoting the children’s 

bilingualism.  For instance, Takeshi says:  

So, when I came to a certain level where I knew enough vocabulary, where I 
knew enough…my ability to comprehend English was proficient.  Like when we 
used to go shopping my mom asked me to say, “….”  I guess in that sense I had 
a…I probably impeded her development, cause when we went out she just relied 
on me to do it. It’s easier for me to do that than for her.  Or if there’s any kind of 
dispute or any sort of situation where you need to explain yourself, or explain 
something, I just do it on behalf of my mom. 
 

This is an example of “language brokering” as described by Tse (2001).  She says that these 

situations actually improve proficiency in English and the mother tongue by providing an 

authentic reason to use both languages interchangeably. 
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The policy of speaking only Japanese to one’s parents seems to have a psychological 

extension to one’s siblings. What is interesting is that the respondents speak exclusively in 

Japanese with their siblings despite some cases where the respondents noted they and their 

siblings possessed higher proficiency in English.  However, respondents did report using English 

as the language for communicating in the specific context of work or academia, realms where 

they felt their Japanese vocabulary and/or proficiency was limiting.  Related, Miki and Yuki 

noted that they feel more comfortable using Japanese in the context of cooking and food, as their 

respective mothers taught them in Japanese how to cook.  Yuki explains, “I think actually 

cooking, and cooking tools and things like that, or food is probably the area that I know the most 

Japanese.  Just because my mom would drag me down to the kitchen and be like, “You better 

watch while I do this.”  This is an example of diglossia through the functional allocation of 

different contexts for each language, thus creating a reason to invest energy in knowing each 

language (Fishman, 1991).   

Attending Japanese School 

Every respondent was sent by his/her parents to hoshuko, (Saturday Japanese schools) 

jointly designed in the 1970s by the Japanese Ministry of Education and Japanese multinational 

corporations to assist families in developing children’s Japanese language skills and helping 

them keep pace with the academic progress of classmates in Japan in preparation for their 

eventual return.  Hoshuko have always been voluntary, and require parents inquiring about them 

before they leave Japan, and in some cases driving 2 – 3 hours every Saturday morning and 

afternoon in order for their children to participate (Kanno, 2000).  Though the Saturday school is 

a political institution contributing to mother tongue maintenance, there is no denying the family’s 

voluntary, participatory role.  Hoshuko are set up in American high schools, community centers, 
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and other community owned facilities the Japanese Ministry of Education can rent.  Every 

Saturday, respondents and their parents woke up early, and arrived at hoshuko by 7:30am.  There 

they stayed for four hours in elementary school and seven hours in high school.  Using only 

Japanese, the students were taught science, math, social studies, and Japanese, all on pace with 

what students had learned the same week in Japan (the curriculum in Japan is standardized 

across the country by the Ministry of Education). Similarly, all hoshuko follow the same calendar 

as schools in Japan, beginning in April, taking 40 days off for summer vacation in late July and 

August, and finishing in March, with one week off before the new school year begins.   

 While Masami and Takeshi profess to have “hated” going to hoshuko, Nao and Akiko 

were indifferent, Yuki enjoyed her last two years of junior high school, and Miki believed it 

useful enough that she chose to stay until she graduated, earning herself a high school diploma 

from the Japanese Ministry of Education.  Respondents who were born in Japan were more likely 

to leave hoshuko earlier than the 2nd generation respondents: Nao left in “6th or 7th grade,” when 

he was approximately 13 years old, Yuki when she was “14 or 15,” Takeshi, Masami, and Akiko 

when they were 17, and Miki completed her program when she was 18.  Though Takeshi, a 

Japanese-born respondent, left hoshuko around the same time as the 2nd generation respondents, 

it should be noted that he arrived in the USA when he was 4 years old, as compared to Yuki at 7 

and Nao at 11.  

Another interesting phenomenon of the hoshuko is that it put the respondents in direct 

contact with peers who intended to return to Japan.  Yuki describes how she became more 

interested in Japanese once she started making friends at hoshuko: 

I wasn’t interested in it in elementary school and half of junior high, but I started 
becoming more interested in Japanese just because of friends that I found in the 
school, and I think I started studying it, and I started reading a lot of Japanese 
books when I was around 14 or 15, and I think my level went up during that time. 
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Though there is no evidence to suggest that the respondents were motivated or de-motivated by 

comparisons between themselves and their peers who intended to return to Japan, it is an 

interesting question for future inquiry. 

3.3.2 Implicit Language Maintenance 
 
Japanese Language Environment 

While all the respondents’ parents required that they speak Japanese in the home and 

attend hoshuko, parents and siblings also created a Japanese language environment in which the 

respondents were given the choice to engage.  For all six respondents, this environment included 

all forms of media: movies, television programs, manga (comic book novels), newspapers, 

books, and music.  What is interesting is that all of these media were just as readily available to 

the respondents in English as in Japanese, but the respondents still chose the Japanese media.  

Masami hints at the complexity of this phenomenon as he was surrounded by English in all 

aspects of his life outside the home: 

I spoke [English] everyday, went to school for more than 5 days a week. Have 
been educated entire academic, and professional career from pre-
school/kindergarten up thru College and my professional career. I would like to 
emphasize that in and out of school during my early stages the communication 
with friends, baseball teams, other activities were all spoken by English. 
 
The reason all respondents gave for voluntarily using Japanese media was that they found 

it enjoyable.  Family members who lived in Japan sent recordings of movies and television 

programs to all the respondents no less often then every month, and Nao stated that he made 

requests for specific shows.  Takeshi acknowledges that watching television was likely a reason 

for his retaining Japanese. 

Yuki noted that manga was an integral part of maintaining her Japanese language skills.  

Yuki says, “Reading comic books…it’s such a great way to retain Japanese I think…Some of 
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them, the more intelligent ones, actually have a lot of hard characters and stuff.”  Takeshi recalls 

reading manga as well, but being unable to read his father’s newspapers, thus signaling that his 

knowledge of kanji (Chinese characters) was underdeveloped.  In fact, all the males in this 

sample stated that they are not readers, while all the females stated that they took Japanese in 

college to improve their reading and writing skills.  Yuki also describes how she improved her 

Japanese writing skills: “Somebody recommended that I take this excerpt from a Japanese 

newspaper and write it and every single…it’s 4 paragraphs.  And I guess it had something to do 

with repetitive tasks, so I did it everyday for maybe a year.  And that was really helpful to learn 

Kanji.  That was when I was 15 or 16.”  

While all respondents reported to having listened to Japanese music growing up, Yuki 

and Takeshi described a greater appreciation.  Takeshi attributes his sister to being his source of 

“cool” Japanese music, as she attended a Japanese high school in New York and apparently had 

better access to Japanese popular culture.  Similarly, Yuki attributes her listening to Japanese 

music (the only music she listened to until she was 13, 6 years after coming to the USA) to her 

older brothers.  The sustained appreciation of Japanese music seems to be linked to access to 

contemporary, popular music, which in the case of Yuki and Takeshi, was through older siblings 

who remained intricately connected to Japan.  

Maintaining Connection to Japan 

None of the families settled in neighborhoods that can be described as Japanese enclaves, 

providing access to a community of Japanese speakers and Japanese culture.  However, despite 

being surrounded by American culture and occasional anti-Japanese sentiment, all of the 

respondents identify primarily with Japan and Japanese culture.  This can perhaps be attributed 

to all the respondents traveling to Japan and living with their Japan-based relatives for 2 months, 
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every one or two years.  Miki, Masami, Takeshi, and Akiko attended public elementary schools 

during those visits, so regardless of being born in America or Japan, all the respondents have 

attended Japanese public school, albeit some for as little as two or three months.  Miki describes 

her experiences there: 

I went back when I was 2 for 2 months.  When I was 4 for a month.  Since I was 
4, every summer every 2 years I would spend a month in the summer in Japan.  
When I was in 2nd grade, 3rd grade and 4th grade they let me in as a transfer for a 
month.  Because their school went until July 20 something so I’d go at the end of 
June and go to school for 3 weeks.  It was fun, I met a lot of neighborhood kids, 
and I used to play with them.  I was the only kid with the full on uniform, I didn’t 
have the hat or the backpack.  They didn’t wear a clothes uniform in elementary 
school.  I went to class. I did the swimming.  I had to actually get the buduma 
(elementary school uniform) and I had a swimsuit.  It was where my aunt went to 
school. 
 

 More influential than experiencing life as a typical Japanese child, these trips to Japan 

created an opportunity for the respondents to create meaningful relationships with their relatives 

who remained there.  Except for Miki and Masami who had an aunt who was an English tutor, 

the respondents could only communicate to their relatives in Japanese.  Takeshi verifies this, “If 

I didn’t speak Japanese, I wouldn’t know my relatives very well because none of them speak 

English.”  This leads one to speculate: If the parents had not created so many opportunities for 

their children to develop personal relationships with their relatives, would the feeling of 

importance of maintaining those relationships be weaker or absent entirely, thus weakening the 

importance of maintaining and/or developing Japanese skills?  Miki describes the powerful 

influence her relatives in Japan had on her developing her Japanese: 

And a little bit later I realized that if I didn’t speak Japanese and I couldn't write 
Japanese I couldn’t communicate with my family.  Which is probably the biggest 
turning point because that’s when I started studying it for my own benefit, rather 
than my parents forcing me too.  I think that made it a lot easier on them too.  
That was middle school, 12, 13.  I think a lot of it is because I have a very close 
relationship with my grandfather and my aunt who had passed away 2 years ago.  
And because we didn’t, you can’t get on the phone that often.  The primary way 
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to communicate with them was by letters.  I was like if I don’t do this…my aunt 
could understand English, but none of them could understand English.  If I lost 
the capacity to speak Japanese we couldn’t communicate.  
 
It is also important to note here that for the older siblings of Takeshi, Nao, and Yuki, all 

born in Japan, the connection to Japan remained so strong that they chose to go to college in 

Japan and eventually settle there.  Additionally, Nao’s and Akiko’s father have returned to Japan, 

and Yuki’s parents currently reside in China where her father is facilitating a new business 

venture.  All this points to further motivation for respondents to maintain their Japanese language 

skills. 

3.3.3 Attitudes about Japanese and Implications for Future Generations 

The attitudes that all the respondents expressed towards Japanese were positive, with 

reasons shifting from cultural value to financial utility.  Takeshi and Masami, both working in 

finance, saw Japanese as something that gave them a competitive edge in a field where it is 

difficult to distinguish oneself.  Takeshi says that Japanese is “essentially my competitive 

advantage.  In a field that’s as competitive as banking, I suppose, you need your hook.  You need 

something that separates you from someone else.  And I think that throughout my job search 

process, that has worked to my advantage.”  On the other hand, Nao, Miki, Yuki, and Akiko 

describe Japanese as something that defines who they are.  Nao says that Japanese is “a very big 

part of me I guess…. I like speaking in Japanese.  It’s more comfortable I guess.” 

 Related to the respondents’ attitudes about linguistic identity is how they identify 

themselves culturally.  The complexity of this issue can be seen when juxtaposing the comments 

of brother and sister, Masami and Miki.  Masami considers himself to be Japanese-American, “I 

am of both heritage, and have been raised that way, so I guess I can consider myself being bi-

ethnic. I don’t necessary consider myself just being plain American or just plain Japanese. I am 
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Japanese American.”  Less moderate are Miki’s feelings about her identity, “If people ask me if 

I’m Asian American I say no.  Which is so not PC I know, but I’m Japanese, period.  I guess 

technically I’m Japanese American.  I’ll keep my American citizenship, I’m completely 

American by all definitions, but when people ask me what I am I say I’m Japanese period.”  On 

the spectrum of identity, all of the respondents lie somewhere between describing themselves as 

Japanese-American, and Japanese, with no one identifying more with his/her American identity 

than his/her Japanese. 

 Presently, none of the respondents are married, nor are they parents.  However, in terms 

of potential spouses, the respondents are doubtful that they will marry someone who can speak 

Japanese.  If this is the case, it is likely that a substantial shift in family communication will 

occur in favor of English.  Masami explains, “Within the family we only use Japanese, however 

since my girlfriend is Italian-American my parents have learned to use English whenever she is 

over.”  Takeshi describes the shift that has taken place in his family as the result of his sister 

marrying a Japanese-American man whose first language is English: 

Interviewer: Has anyone in your family married anyone who doesn’t speak 
Japanese? 
Takeshi: My sister’s fiancé is half-Japanese, but he doesn’t speak any Japanese.  
He grew up in California. 
Interviewer: How does that work? 
Takeshi: My parents still talk to him in English.  They always say things in 
Japanese behind his back.  (Laugh)   
Interviewer: Is your sister’s English improving or is his Japanese? 
Takeshi: I think they’re both about the same. 
 
Without exception, every respondent answered in the affirmative when asked if s/he 

would want his/her child(ren) to be able to speak Japanese.  However, after examining the major 

contributing factors to the respondents’ bilingualism, one is forced to speculate that their children 

will fail to be bilingual themselves.  As noted above, the respondents believe that it is unlikely 
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that they will marry a Japanese-speaking spouse.  Without a Japanese-speaking spouse, the first 

explicit action (Japanese spoken exclusively in the home) that the respondents’ parents used to 

develop Japanese proficiency will be significantly altered or entirely absent.  Secondly, the 

respondents expressed that they felt hoshuko or any type of Japanese language school puts 

unnecessary pressure on the child, and they would not send their child(ren) there.  Without the 

necessary foundation in Japanese created by the parents’ explicit actions, any implicit actions 

will consequently be ineffective, as the children will not have the fundamental Japanese skills to 

understand and appreciate Japanese television, books, songs, or sadly, family. 

3.4 Conclusion 

For a number of reasons, the 1980s cohort appears to exhibit a higher degree of 

bilingualism than their predecessors (Moriguchi-McCormick, 1999).  From the findings of this 

study, this seems to result from the creation of the hoshuko, availability (or accessibility) of 

entertaining Japanese media, and the relative wealth of the parents that allowed the children to 

maintain or develop an authentic connection to Japan.  Unfortunately, the major factors that 

contributed to the high degree of bilingualism for these respondents are unlikely to be present for 

their children, as they have all acknowledged the likelihood of marrying a non-Japanese speaking 

spouse. 

3.5 Limitations of the Study 

This case study is limited in several regards.  Differences in SES could reveal that 

maintenance of MT is affected by wealth, or could rule that out.  As there is no substantial 

difference in the SES of the respondents' parents, this cannot be determined.  Another limiting 

factor is that all the respondents are well acquainted, traveling in the same, small, social circle. 

 As noted earlier, Masami and Miki are brother and sister and grew up in the same town as 



 101

Takeshi and Nao.  Yuki is Nao's girlfriend.  Only Akiko was unknown to the rest of the 

respondents.  The limitation of having the respondents so closely related, especially all coming 

from the same town, became clear when interviewing them.  However, being able to interview 

what seems to be the entire Japanese speaking population of Trunbull, Connecticut, allowed the 

researcher to reveal subtle differences in each of their experiences.  Also, the respondents were 

not tested to ascertain their respective fluency in English and Japanese.  The ranking system 

employed was arbitrary, so that a "5" in speaking fluency for Miki and Nao could mean two 

completely different things to each of them. 

4.0 Differences & Similarities 
 
 Across the five language groups examined in the case studies of this project, attitudes and 

actions within the family had a significant influence on the maintenance of the mother tongue.  

The role of family in language maintenance was both explicit, through purposeful actions 

intended to help children learn and maintain their language, and implicit, such as in the language 

environment of the home or through access to greater communities of speakers.   

 Within the homes of the individuals interviewed, there was a range of mother tongue use.  

Japanese was the only language group that was spoken exclusively in the home without 

exception.  Spanish was spoken exclusively to the father, but there were some cases of mixed 

Spanish and English with the mother, and two respondents were not taught Spanish at all.  

Parents who spoke Urdu or Cantonese to their children were often met with English or mixed 

English and mother tongue replies.  Sadly, Persian seemed to be spoken the least by children in 

the home, with some Persian words incorporated into primarily English sentences, although there 

were two exceptions among the respondents.   

 Across language groups, a significant factor affecting the degree of mother tongue use by 
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participants was family members’ proficiency in English.  In particular, if there were individuals 

who did not speak English or who were much more comfortable speaking in the mother tongue, 

children tended to accept the use of the mother tongue as the norm.  Among many of the 

Japanese families, for example, it is noted that the mothers tended not to learn English, at least 

initially, so in some ways, the family policy to speak exclusively in Japanese was out of 

necessity.  While the Japanese families appear to be an exception in that the explicit policy of 

speaking only in Japanese continued even after both parents acquired English language 

proficiency, we see that there are cases from the other language groups as well where 

monolingual mother tongue speakers had an influence on children’s language acquisition and 

use.  Among the Urdu speakers, for example, the presence of monolingual Urdu housekeepers in 

the home was cited by some participants as contributing to their Urdu language maintenance.  

One Cantonese respondent similarly attributed her language acquisition and maintenance to 

being raised by her monolingual grandmother.  Among Cantonese and Japanese respondents who 

had parents with limited English skills, besides a greater tendency to speak the mother tongue, 

there was a common experience of “language brokering” as described by Tse (2001).  As 

mentioned previously, Tse notes that “language brokering” situations actually improve 

proficiency in both English and the mother tongue by providing an authentic reason to use both 

languages interchangeably.   

 Beyond the home, interactions with mother tongue monolinguals also fostered language 

use and maintenance.  A few participants lived in ethnic enclaves while growing up, but even 

among the others, many described a desire to be able to communicate with relatives in the home 

country as motivation for learning the mother tongue.  Some respondents developed relationships 

with these relatives through regular and extended visits to the home country, such as was the 
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case for some of the Japanese and Spanish speakers, while others made do with other forms of 

communication, such as letter writing or speaking on the phone.   

 The influence of having authentic audiences in the mother tongue, monolingual or not, 

should not be underestimated.  For some respondents, these authentic audiences were not family 

members or people in the home country, but other mother tongue speakers that they met in 

college.  There were respondents across all language groups who noted that going to college and 

befriending other mother tongue speakers (either U.S.-born or international students) offered an 

opportunity to practice their language skills and also gain new access to the language’s 

associated popular culture.   

The parents of the respondents across all language groups, with the exception of Persian, 

provided their children with access to their respective ethnic cultures to support mother tongue 

language maintenance.  Specifically, Japanese, Urdu, Cantonese, and Spanish speakers all 

reported their parents providing access to mother tongue newspapers, videos, music, and food.  

Participants from these four groups also traveled to their (or their parents’) country of origin with 

varying degrees of frequency.  In the U.S., Cantonese, Spanish, and Urdu speakers also reported 

cultural events in their communities, some of which could be considered ethnic enclaves.   

Among the five language groups, the Persian speakers were most distinct in their 

language maintenance practices because of their particular immigration history and consequent 

relationship to their home country of Iran.  As all the Persian participants were also of the Bahá’í 

Faith, they either came to the U.S. fleeing religious persecution in post-revolution Iran or were in 

the States and could not return as a result of the political/religious situation in their home 

country.  As a result, they had limited access to their ethnic culture and no access whatsoever to 
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Iran.  Many also did not grow up near a Persian community, and had little interest in learning 

about contemporary Persian culture.   

In contrast, the Japanese participants all came with their fathers’ respective companies 

that had opened branches in the U.S. The differing circumstances under which the Japanese and 

Persian families came to the U.S. is reflected in their divergent attitudes toward assimilation. 

While the Japanese participants have not made any effort to become American and limited their 

assimilation to learning English, the Persian participants identified mainly with American 

culture. Because they did not have the option of going back to live in their own country, the 

Persian participants were compelled to integrate themselves in American society to ensure their 

survival. Presently, however, the participants express great pride in their Persian culture. The 

Japanese participants, on the other hand, were not seeking the same protection and acceptance 

from America and as a result have remained more connected to Japan.  

For the other language groups, the reason for immigration has not played as prominent of 

a role in shaping the attitudes of the participants regarding assimilation and language 

maintenance. While the parents’ desire for better economic and educational opportunities for 

their children made teaching them English necessary, few have placed more importance on 

English at the expense of the mother tongue. Rather, the parents have struggled to find a balance 

between the two. It is interesting to note, however, that for both the Pakistani and the Cantonese 

speakers, English is a prestige language even in the home country and thus for the parents, is 

likely associated not only with American culture but socioeconomic mobility more broadly.   

Nevertheless, the Pakistani participants generally expressed the importance of not 

forgetting their roots while also being a part of American culture. They considered themselves 

Pakistani American and found positive and negative qualities in both cultures. In some cases, 
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they identified more as Muslims than as Pakistani. The Cantonese speakers also generally 

viewed themselves as Chinese or Chinese Americans, but felt the need to learn English in order 

to “fit in.” The Spanish speakers seemed to be the most resistant to assimilation and identifying 

as American. Participants expressed frustration with negative mainstream representation of their 

people and said it turned them away from dominant American culture. Regarding cultural 

identity, the Spanish speakers did not identify as Latino, but rather chose to identify with their 

respective countries, (i.e. Dominican, Puerto Rican, Guatemalan, Chicano).   

The strength of the respondents’ (or the respondents’ parents’) culture in the mother 

country, and the relationship between culture and mother tongue, had a direct relationship on the 

respondents’ mother tongue language maintenance. 
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 Appendix [Sample Interview Guide] 
 
Purpose of our study: To look at the role of families in language maintenance.  Specifically, we 
are interested in the perspectives of children in immigrant families in New York City, those born 
in the United States versus those who started school before the 6th grade in the United States. 
[Note:  For simplicity, we have used MT to denote the language other than English that we are 
interested in.]  
 
Demographic Information 
Age of respondent now 
 
Age when immigrated (if appropriate) 
 
Story of why family immigrated  
 
Where were you born? 
 
Where have you lived?  (ie. US, home country, another?) 
 
Describe the neighborhood where you grew up  
 
Describe your household as your were growing up. (ie. # of siblings, grandparents, other 
relatives?) 

 
Where are you in the birth order?   

 
What type of school did you attend? (eg. Public/private/religious) 
 
What is the highest degree of education of your mother and father? 
 
Language Biography 
What languages do you speak? 
 

Did you learn other languages?   
 
How did you select them? 

 
How would you rate your proficiency in each? 
 
Describe how you learned each of these languages. 

 
Have you ever had formal schooling in them? 
 
How has your proficiency in MT changed over time?  

 
Describe memories of learning English and MT.  
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 For what functions/roles do you use each language? 
  
How have these functions changed over time?   
  
 What language do you think in?   

 
What language do you dream in?  Have you ever dreamt in another language? 

 
How have your attitudes about MT and English changed? 
 
How do you self-identify culturally or ethnically? 

 
How has your attitude towards your culture changed over time?   
 

What does your language signify to you?  
  
 Do you feel your cultural identity is linked to MT?  

 
Religious identity? 

 
Will you teach your children MT? 

 
What do you think/how do you feel about maintaining MT in your family?  

 
Language Environment at Home/ in the Family 
What language(s) do your parents speak? 
 
What language do you usually speak at home? 

 
What has your influence been on the language your family predominantly speaks in the 
home?   

 
What language do you speak to your brother/sisters? 
 
How is the proficiency of your siblings? 
 
Please explain from the perspective of yourself at various ages. 
  
 What role did you play in developing your parents’ proficiency in English? 
 
How much extended family do you have around you? 

 
How has their presence affected your proficiency in your MT? 

 
Has anyone in your family married someone who speaks a language other than MT?   
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How has that worked in family gatherings? 
 
Language Environment Beyond the Family 
What languages do you speak with your peers/friends?   

 
Under what circumstances?   
 
How often? 

 
Describe the perceptions of your friends towards your language.   

 
Have they changed with time? 

 
What experiences did you have in school regarding your MT? 
 
Were you part of a community that spoke MT? 
 
When growing up did you have access to MT media (newspaper, tv, books, music, etc)? 
 
To what degree were you exposed to/interested in pop culture from the home country? 
 
Have you ever returned to your home country/traveled to your parents’ country of origin? 

 
How often? 
 
What language(s) did you speak when you were there?  (For example, did people want to 
impress you with their English ability, or did they insist that you speak the MT?  Under 
what circumstances did you speak English?) 
Describe how it felt to be there. 

 
How has mainstream representation of or attitudes toward your culture affected your attitude 
toward MT? 
 
Main question to close with, to make certain these questions are answered: “I want you to 
place yourself in a certain time period…”.  If you are USA-born individual, ask them to reflect 
back on ages 7-10 when answering this question, and if you started school before the 6th grade, 
have the context be for five years after you arrived in the States. 
 
What level of proficiency in English did your family members have while you were growing up?   
 
What efforts were made in your home to use/maintain/continue learning MT? 
 
What were your family’s attitudes or expectations about the use of MT?  English? 
  
 Did your parents explicitly instruct you to use MT?   
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How did your family’s attitudes affect your desire/attitudes toward speaking MT?   
 
Can you recall any conversations/disagreements about language use in your home? (i.e. 
did parents become angry at your use of English in the home, or did you actively decide 
not to use MT outside of the home)? 
 
What role did religion play in MT development?  

 


