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Abstract

Heritage languages are normally considered indigenous language for the distinction
with different ethnic groups, speakers usually maintain this language for connection of
original culture and identity. Researches on heritage language actually is the
interactional consequence of both the global development and population migration. In
this article, I will focus on Chinese immigrant communities in the USA, critically analyze
how parents think about heritage language, whether these attitudes as well as behaviors
affect the cognition and learning of heritage languages by their next generation, and then
point out the pivotal role of family factors in carrying out bilingual education in the
Chinese American community, along with its current dilemmas and solutions.
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1. Introduction

The term “Heritage Language” originated from the 1977 Inheritance Language Project, funded
by the Ontario government, Canada, which refers to the ancestral languages of immigrants from
all over the world in addition to the two mainstream languages of English and French, and was
established to affirm the positive significance of this language to Canadian society and
individual citizens[1]. Scholars also have different opinions about how to define heritage
language. In the United States, heritage languages are often considered immigrant or
indigenous languages, and speakers retain the language for personal connection to the original
culture[2]. In addition, Trifonas & Aravossitas noted that unofficial regional minority languages
spoken by people who have lived in an area for generations, such as Basque spoken by the
Basques in Spain, are also considered heritage languages in Europe[3]. However, according to
Valdés[4], a person who speaks a heritage language, is someone who grew up in a non-English-
speaking family and can communicate with others in that language. In this article, I prefer to
use heritage language to represent the immigrant parents’ native language, which is Chinese.

The Chinese population in the United States is rapidly growing, with an estimated 5.1 million
(excluding Taiwan) by 2020, making it the largest Asian group in the country[5]. As a result,
whether as a heritage language, a community language, or a foreign language, Chinese language
learning has gradually become a topic of interest for researchers and language educators[6].
However, the implementation of some relevant policies in the United States demonstrates
hostility toward immigrant languages and a desire for immigrant children to learn English
forcibly, which poses challenges to the inheritance and maintenance of the heritage language[7].
The first scholar to study language maintenance and language shift as a field was Fishman([8],
and subsequent sociolinguists have written about a variety of factors that promote this
progress, such as culture, politics, society, population, and language itself[8]. In Fishman’ s
research, he pioneered the emphasis on the family as a key factor influencing whether a
language would be shifted or maintained. More research on language practice further
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demonstrates that the family language environment is extremely crucial for heritage language
preservation[8]. Therefore, this paper will investigate whether parents’ attitudes and
behaviours toward heritage language affect the next generation’s learning of the language, and
whether the family can serve as a positive factor in promoting the spread and maintenance of
Chinese in the Chinese American community.

2. Parents’ Attitudes and Behaviours Toward Heritage Language

2.1. Attitudes

When it comes to heritage language, a parent’s attitude toward the language can influence
whether and how it is used[9]. This is exemplified, for instance, by Burton, who describes a
bilingual mother intentionally not allow her child to speak one of their languages because she
does not want the child to have any cultural or emotional ties to the original language[10].
Similarly, Mertz showed that Bilingual parents in Cape Breton purposefully avoid speaking
Gaelic in front of their children, believing that doing so will impede their children’s learning of
English, which is more important in their children’s future development[11]. Other studies, in
contrast, report the parents’ positive attitudes towards different languages can affect children’s
language choices and learning interests[12]. In this study, there were 11 French/English
bilingual mothers living in Canada who had a very positive attitude towards French and claimed
to speak French regularly to their children, while another group of 7 French/English bilingual
mothers were more inclined to speak English and therefore their children spoke English more
fluently than French[12]. Research studies on parents attitude towards language provides
further evidence that the distinction in attitude can even affect parents’ expectations for their
children’s language mastery[13]. Christy conducted a survey at a Chinese-English bilingual
school in San Francisco found that parents had significantly different expectations of their
children’s Chinese levels of Chinese in predominantly and English-speaking households. Most
predominantly Chinese parents expect their children to be fluent in Chinese conversations and
reach high school literacy levels. However, English-speaking parents simply want their children
to learn to converse in Chinese, or even to reach primary school level in Chinese[13].

2.2. Behavioral Intervention

As previously stated, parents consciously choose a specific language to communicate with their
children in order to accomplish a certain educational goal, believing that they can intervene and
control their children’s language choices in advance, a behavioural pattern that De Houwer
refers to as “impact belief’[14]. This belief can be strong because it believes that parents have
an important role to demonstrate, that parents’ own language use will directly affect what
children will say, and that parents’ language use favouritism can even influence children’s
language use bias by praising or punishing children for using specific language forms[14].
However, this belief can also be loose and weak because it believes that children will naturally
learn language from their social environment [14]. Several examples of this can be found in a
report by Donghui Zhang & Diana T[7], they describe how Chinese parents in the United States
intervene in their children’s language behaviour and guide them to learn and retain heritage
language. One interviewee, Lulu, stated that her father would explicitly request that she
communicate with her parents in Chinese at home, and that once she wrote a note to her father
in English reminding him to remember to screw on the lid after squeezing the toothpaste, and
then his father wrote back to Lulu in Chinese that if she wrote a note in Chinese to remind him,
he would gladly follow his daughter’s advice, but if she wrote in English, he would not accept
it[7]. In addition, some parents, particularly well-educated Mandarin-speaking parents, will
teach their children Chinese at home and even become full-time Chinese teachers, this is
because learning a language generally requires constant contact between learners and
speakers of the target language [15]. Downer, another interviewee in the above study,
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mentioned that her mother would direct her to read Chinese classics, Tang poetry, and Song
poetry at scheduled times each day, and would bring mathematics textbooks from China to
study with her. If she can’t understand what is said in the book, her mother will be very patient
to explain it[7] . From this point of view, as for the majority of Chinese parents, they still have a
strong sense of belonging and reliance on China, and positive attitude of most overseas Chinese
toward their mother tongue also stimulates their enthusiasm and interest in learning
Chinese[7].

3. Reasons for Learning Heritage Language for Parents

3.1. Inter-generational Connection

In general, Chinese parents in the Chinese American community place a high value on their
children learning and cultivating their heritage language[7]. Grandparents are a very important
consideration for families who largely retain the language of heritage as an inter-generational
and kinship link[16], in other words, the presence of non-English-speaking grandparents in the
family must be actively included in interactions among family members. Living with their
grandparents, according to some Chinese parents, is beneficial to their children’s Chinese
proficiency, particularly their speaking skills[17], this is because the children have to use
Chinese communicating with grandparents all the time. Of course, as for a small number of
Chinese, it will not be said that Chinese has involved psychological factors, especially when
relatives mock them in front of them for not understanding Chinese, making them feel
extremely embarrassed[16]. Therefore, learning Chinese can enhance inter - generational
emotional ties and in-depth exchanges within the family, as well as promote family cohesion[7].

3.2. Children’s Personal Development

Some parents see heritage language preservation as a way to promote the development of
children’s education. They believe that with the current trend of globalization and the
continuous improvement of Chin’s comprehensive national strength, encouraging and
nurturing children’s bilingual development is an invisible gift to their children that will benefit
their future career development[18], Christy do furnish evidence in his research showing that
71.2% of Chinese parents believe that a high level of Chinese-English bilingual education can
provide better career opportunities for their children, and this reason is far more important
than other reasons, such as cultivating children’s positive self-image (55.8%) and promoting
communication with the Chinese-speaking community (57.7%)[13]. Consequently, the idea of
heritage language preservation as a way to advance their children’s education and future career
development was unthinkable for English-speaking American parents[7], but for Chinese
parents, beliefs and attitudes toward children’s language development are part of a more
general belief and value system for parents’ holistic development[9], and the parents’ thinking
and imagination of global relationships ultimately influences their children’s language
choice[16].

3.3. Establish National Identity

Most Chinese in the United States who care deeply about their origins from China and the
Chinese identity, they prefer to choose the label “American Chinese” to define and refer to the
Chinese community, rather than the U.S. government’s definition of their nationality - “Chinese
Americans”, they believe that learning Chinese can help them develop their identity, strengthen
their connection to China’s long history, culture, and national spirit[7]. Interestingly, they even
regard Chinese as an important symbol for distinguishing people within ethnic groups, if a
person does not speak Chinese, then he is not a Chinese[7].
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4. The Dilemma of Bilingual Education at Home

4.1. The Complexity of the Language Environment in Reality

Some studies, however, have discovered that children are unlikely to master a heritage
language simply rely on their parents teaching it at home or creating an environment of
language exchange[13][19]. This is demonstrated first by the fact that Chinese parents are less
informed about the difficulties and challenges they face during the bilingual education
process[20]. Wei Li & Hua Zhu, for instance, showed a strong relation between external
environment and children’s language learning[16]. They interviewed families who had changed
their dominant language from Chinese to English, and one woman thought that although they
had been encouraging their children to speak Chinese at home, his friends and teachers were
American, and they only spoke English instead of Chinese together, and slowly the parents
accepted this fact and stopped urging children to learn Chinese[16]. In another research
conducted by Donghui Zhang & Diana T, they found that the younger children, the more
interested they showed in learning Chinese because the way they were exposed to learning
Chinese at their age was very fun and practical, mostly play-based, and they were not under
their own academic pressure[7]. Children in Year 3 and above, on the other hand, lose interest
in learning Chinese significantly[7]. They consider Chinese learning to be a very complicated
and boring task because they have to complete their school teachers’ class assignments every
day, as well as the Chinese homework set by their parents when they return home, and they
essentially do not speak Chinese with their classmates at school, so they believe that learning
Chinese is simply completing the instructions conveyed by their parents[7]. As a result,
language conversion is frequently easier and more common among children of immigrants than
language maintenance[8].

4.2. The Limitations of Family Education

In addition ,another dilemma is manifested that there was a disconnect between the attitudes
and behaviours of many of the study’s interviewees and what they actually did[21]. As Goodz
stated in a report that, while it is best to adhere to the principle of one person, one language in
bilingual families, the fact that parents frequently address their children in more than one
language at home[22]. This suggests the complexity of bilingual education in real life. In
addition, for some parents, who always hold pessimistic views about influencing beliefs, they
do not believe that parents’ language choices and language styles have a direct impact on their
children’s language learning. As Mills already noted that not every young person in society will
take themselves as an excellent example to regulate children’s words and actions, instead, the
society often teaches them more knowledge[23]. Therefore, as for the majority of parents,
achieving the vision and goal of “full bilingual fluency” seems unattainable and unrealistic, and
indeed only a minority of parents acknowledge that bilingual education is a continuous effort
by the family, the community and the school[18].

5. The Significance of Language Communities for Preservation Heritage
Languages

In a predominantly English-speaking American society, can Chinese parents are capable of
helping their children create an appropriate environment for learning Chinese? Spolsky
explained language learners can develop their learning in two environments: the natural or
informal environment, which is dominated by the language community, the second is a formal
environment based on classrooms[24]. In the informal setting of the heritage language
community, children can learn the language by interacting with family members, friends,
neighbours and other people around them[24]. Milroy refers to such relationships that
individuals make through informal means as social networks, and in multilingual environments,
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social networks have become an important way for minority individuals to maintain their first
language[25]. This is exemplified, for instance,by Donghui Zhang, who points out that
Mandarin-speaking children are often compared to their American peers and face extreme peer
pressure to assimilate English; as a result, most children refuse to learn Chinese and seldom
use it in their academic life to alleviate peer pressure[17]. However, because of the existence of
immigrant communities among their peers, namely social networks, these Chinese-speaking
children can be accepted and accommodated, even if they are not recognized by mainstream
peers[17]. Therefore, social networks strengthen ethnic minority individual people’
capabilities to deal with the anxiety of living in a multilingual society, and their widespread
application has a significant impact on whether ethnic minority groups maintain and transform
their heritability[25].

Furthermore, the power of local public interest organizations and the Chinese government in
the United States to learn and disperse Chinese should not be underestimated. There are
associations in the United States dedicated to serving Chinese schools and the Chinese
community, as well as spreading Chinese culture, such as the “Chinese School Association in the
United States”, which provides Chinese Simplified teaching, and the “National Council of
Associations of Chinese Language Schools”, which provides Chinese Traditional programs. The
former of which has more than 400 member education in the United States, and the latter of
which has 82 member schools in almost all large and medium-sized cities[16]. In addition, the
Confucius Institute, as it is known, has made great efforts to spread the Chinese language.
According to data released on the official website of the Confucius Institute Headquarters, more
than 1,500 Confucius Institutes and Confucius Classrooms have been established in 159
countries through Sino-foreign cooperation as of October 2021, with the United States having
103 Confucius Institutes. The importance of Confucius Institutes in spreading Chinese culture
cannot be overstated[26].

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the primary goal of this paper, is to investigate the role of family factors in the
preservation of heritage languages. As Fishman already argued, although individual families
and immigrant communities have limitations that are insufficient to counteract the forces of
English assimilation in American society, there is no denying that family and community culture
play an important role in maintaining heritage languages. Immigrant language is a complex
social issue that is not only the resource for immigrant families, but also a public asset for the
entire community. Consequently, it is only through the collaborative efforts of parents, teachers,
and society as a whole that second generation children can be motivated to learn, recognize,
and preserve their heritage languages, which is also important for the global preservation of
linguistic and cultural diversity.
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