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Heritage speakers of Chinese languages in Asia: Sociocultural factors that affect their 
proficiency in Mandarin Chinese discusses several of the reasons that some Asian ethnic 
Chinese are more proficient at Mandarin Chinese than others. This research was 
conducted in Taiwan between 2009 and 2011. Research subjects were of Chinese 
ethnicity, citizens of Asian nations and regions other than the People’s Republic of China 
or the Republic of China (Taiwan), and present in Taiwan as students of Mandarin 
Chinese and/or various academic subjects. The research question consisted of an 
overarching question and three sub-questions; the overarching question was: What is the 
experience of heritage speakers of Chinese languages in Asian countries where Mandarin 
is not the dominant language?, and the three sub-questions were: 1.) What sociocultural 
factors result in heritage speakers’ Mandarin learning/development being enhanced?; 2.) 
What sociocultural factors result in heritage speakers’ Mandarin learning/development 
being suppressed/not enhanced?; and 3.) Why are ethnic Chinese from non-Chinese 
nations studying Mandarin in Taiwan? The researcher also unearthed what is possibly a 
new paradigm for a “heritage speaker of Mandarin Chinese” in an Asian context. 
Heritage Mandarin speakers in an Asian context may be a hybrid construct: speakers of a 
Chinese language with solid skills in the home language, a high degree of contact with 
Mandarin Chinese in the environment, and the capacity to rapidly acquire Mandarin and 
enhance one’s skills readily via the advantage of scaffolding at a higher starting point due 
to already being versed in one or more Chinese language. Some of the salient 
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sociocultural factors which were shown to enhance the Mandarin skills of this population 
were: similarity of home’s or region’s Chinese language to Mandarin, exposure to 
Mandarin in the environment, policies favorable to or accepting of this language group 
and culture, and Mandarin as a medium of classroom instruction. Reasons for studying in 
Taiwan included its low costs and authentic Chinese environment. It is hoped that this 
study will inform efforts in the teaching of Mandarin to heritage speakers. It is further 
hoped that stakeholders who deal with heritage speaker issues consider not only the 
sociocultural factors explored in this research, but also the importance of considering the 
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CHAPTER 1 RATIONALE 

Introduction to the Topic 

 This dissertation is about the relationship between sociocultural factors and 

language proficiency. My research questions are designed to determine what it is like to 

be ethnic Chinese in non-PRC and non-ROC nations, how this affects one’s Mandarin 

abilities, and why these students have chosen to study in the Republic of China (ROC, 

Taiwan). The research is a mixed methods study, using primarily interviews and surveys, 

of ethnic Chinese students of post-secondary school age, from diverse Asian nations, who 

are studying either Mandarin Chinese or general academic subjects in Taiwan. These 

research subjects are Asian Overseas Chinese (ethnic Chinese from Asian nations other 

than Taiwan or the People’s Republic of China, such as Thailand, Indonesia, and so 

forth). For the sake of inclusiveness and completeness, the research included research 

subjects from Hong Kong and Macau, formerly governed by the British and the 

Portuguese, respectively, and recently subsumed into the PRC as Special Administrative 

Regions. Interviewees have been queried as to what factors in their home environments 

have affected their respective levels of Mandarin Chinese prior to their arrival in Taiwan.  

Research Questions 

Creswell (1998) posits that there are two parts to a research question. This 

bifurcation consists of a “…single, overarching question…” as well as “…several 

subquestions.” I followed this guideline in my research. 

Overarching question: What is the experience of heritage speakers of Chinese 

languages in Asian countries where Mandarin is not the dominant language? 
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Subquestions:  

 What sociocultural factors result in heritage speakers’ Mandarin 

learning/development being enhanced? 

 What sociocultural factors result in heritage Mandarin speakers’ learning 

development being suppressed/not enhanced? 

 Why are ethnic Chinese from non-Chinese Asian nations studying Mandarin in 

Taiwan? 

In addition to the three formal research questions, this research attempts to further hone 

the definition of “heritage language speaker” as it applies in an Asian context.  

Theoretical Framework 

My theoretical framework for the study is that there are certain factors in one’s 

native environment which affect proficiency in Mandarin Chinese, and that these can be 

elicited by querying ethnic Chinese about their experiences. These emerging trends can 

have varying effects on one’s ability to function in Mandarin Chinese, and they will vary 

from person to person and from locale to locale. An underpinning sociocultural factor can 

be that of power. Based on the concept of power relationships as explored by Bourdieu, 

Gramsci and others who are cited in this study (including several Asian sources), I am 

assuming that government language policies are an important foundational influence on 

the language development of heritage Mandarin speakers. Government language policies 

which suppress the language rights of ethnic Chinese can undoubtedly have a strong 
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effect on their subsequent development of Mandarin Chinese skills to a level needed to 

utilize the language in academic and professional environments.  

Power relationships may not be the key sociocultural factor in all cases, though. 

Where language rights are not suppressed, for example, the effect of government 

language policies on language proficiency would not be as strong. However, I am 

assuming that policies are not the only factors which impede language development. In a 

nation whose government is tolerant of ethnic diversity, then, power relationships would 

not be a key determinant, and other sociocultural factors would have stronger effects on 

language skills.  As a corollary to this thesis statement, I am positing that other 

sociocultural factors also have a strong effect on the language development of Asian 

ethnic Chinese, and on their abilities in Mandarin Chinese.  

 

Sociocultural factors can include: 

 Language policy: policies which affect language, such as language rights, can 

possibly result in language skills being affected.  

 Government policies: government may affect language development of its diverse 

populations via the setting of policies which affect those groups.  

 How fellow citizens/residents feel about and treat the ethnic Chinese: an ethnic 

group, as well as its attendant language or languages, may be viewed with varying 

degrees of prestige by the mainstream population.  

 Government-furnished language schooling: this can not only send a strong 
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message that the target language and culture are important to the central 

government, but also furnish real support such as textbooks and trained teachers. 

 Community-based language schooling: this type of schooling can be useful in 

providing instruction to heritage speakers when government cannot or will not do 

so, for a variety of reasons. 

 Home’s language environment: having two parents who speak the same, or 

similar languages, can prevent language loss at least into the first generation. One 

personal example informing this point as an expected germane sociocultural 

factor in this study: my Italian immigrant mother spoke Italian with my Mexican-

American father, who had acquired her language during his service in the Second 

World War.  

The above is by no means a comprehensive list. It is merely a guide for the reader 

as to examples of factors in the environment which can affect the development of one’s 

heritage language skills, to the good as well as to the bad. It is furnished as food for 

thought in terms of how environment, vis-à-vis other factors such as personal motivation, 

teaching methodology, and so forth, can affect one’s skills in the language of the home. 

This research has its roots in my own experiences. I am a heritage language speaker 

of the Italian language, with a war bride mother from Northern Italy. This experience 

informs my thinking on the subject of heritage language training, because in my many 

years in the U.S. educational system, as well as the U.S. Army, I have never been offered 

official support of any kind to keep up proficiency in my home language. My own Italian 

proficiency is due to varied factors in my environment: use of the language at home, 
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official help or lack thereof, study and experience with related European languages, and 

so forth. Also, my experience informs my research, due to the fact that I have personal 

experience with the lack of employment of my heritage language by the government I 

served for many years. There were, in fact, two armed conflicts that I volunteered for in 

which, had I been deployed, my Italian language could have been useful in carrying out 

national policy as a US Army Infantry officer. One was the Gulf War, in which we had 

Italian allies present on the battlefield. The other was the Somalia intervention, made 

famous to the American public via film and book depictions of combat operations by US 

Army Rangers. Somalia had an Italian presence during its colonial era, and again, Italian 

allies were present on the battlefield.  

As a child of an Army Sergeant growing up on post housing in Heidelberg, 

Germany and Fort Ord, California, I observed that the language skills were often lacking 

in my schoolmates who also had foreign-born mothers. In retrospect, I believe that what 

made the difference was the presence of a father who spoke his wife’s language, thereby 

facilitating it being a language of the home. In my case, my Spanish-speaking father from 

Pandora, Texas had been pressed into service on the World War Two battlefield as an 

interpreter in Sicily and Italy, and was self-taught in the Italian language. Therefore, 

Italian was a language of the home. Also, I was afforded the ability to spend vacations 

from school with my Italian relatives while my father was stationed in Germany as a 

soldier. Therefore, sociocultural factors had an impact in my learning of a heritage 

language. I will posit that sociocultural factors also play a part in the language 

development of other heritage language learners. My challenge as a researcher is to 
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identify which sociocultural factors served as the variables which affected the language 

development of my research subjects.  

Years later, as a student at the Mandarin Training Center in Taipei, Taiwan (part of 

the National Taiwan Normal University), I was amazed to see ethnic Chinese studying 

alongside me in all levels, including in the first book of the Practical Audio-Visual 

Chinese series that I was using. I later met other ethnic Chinese in diverse venues from 

church to work, and found that their skill levels varied widely. My unfolding thought 

process, then, informed by my own heritage language experiences, was what birthed my 

research: I wished to know what sociocultural factors affected the language development 

of the heritage Mandarin speakers I was constantly meeting in Taiwan.  

 I am currently engaged in self-study of Mandarin Chinese, and have also engaged 

in formal studies in Taiwan during summer and winter vacations, and during extended 

periods of employment and residence. These have been at the Mandarin Training Center 

(MTC) of the National Taiwan Normal University in summer 2007 and 2008, and from 

August 2009 to June 2011, as well as with a private Mandarin teacher and various native 

Mandarin speaker language exchange partners. I also completed CHI 506 and CHI 507 at 

UT-Austin; these are the first-year Mandarin Chinese courses offered by the Asian 

Studies department. My travels in Taiwan provided the genesis for this study, which 

harkens back to my own heritage language background. As mentioned previously, it was 

a surprise to me when I found that I was studying with ethnic Chinese from various Asian 

nations. My research is further informed by the writing and reviews of the literature I 

have done thus far in my coursework and independent research while at UT-Austin. This 
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includes my coursework in Language and Politics, Translation, and Evaluation of 

language training. I believe there are unexplored areas in the field of heritage language 

training, and that there is a need to research this field further. One such area, that of my 

study, is the examination of the personal histories of heritage Mandarin speakers who are 

from overseas, and how sociocultural factors affect their language development. 

 There is currently extant quite a bit of English language research, especially with 

a slant toward pedagogy, about Americans of Chinese ancestry (termed “ABC,” or 

“American-Born Chinese,” by Chinese in Asia). However, in terms of ethnic Chinese 

such as my MTC classmates, there appears to be a paucity of English language research 

about how sociocultural factors affect their growth as home Mandarin speakers. I hope 

that this dissertation can help close this gap.  

Further, I hope that relating the stories told by Asian heritage speakers of Mandarin 

Chinese can inform several stakeholders in the heritage language arena. These include, 

but are by no means limited to: 

 Teachers overseas and in the United States who teach heritage Mandarin speakers; 

 Other stakeholders in the heritage language learner arena, to include teachers, 

school administrators, and community members; 

 Language policy makers. 

I believe that by investigating heretofore unexamined heritage speaker populations, I will 

be able to contribute to the corpus of information about issues in heritage speakers’ 

backgrounds which impact their language development. 
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 During the winter vacation of 2007-2008, I did a pilot study in Taipei, Taiwan. 

The sample size was relatively small (six persons total: 3 heritage language speakers 

from Indonesia and Myanmar, a teacher whose Mandarin students include heritage 

speakers, as well as a current and former university International Office staffer, one 

Taiwanese and the other American). However, this inchoate study, along with further 

interviewing of a Student Affairs Office staffer who is responsible for affairs involving 

overseas Chinese, have further informed the direction of my research. Also, I have had 

the opportunity to interact with many Asian ethnic Chinese in Taiwan, ranging from 

fellow church members and co-workers to wait staff at restaurants I frequent. I used a 

highly modified, small-scale version of Northcutt and McCoy’s Interactive Qualitative 

Analysis (IQA), as an exploratory study. 

 IQA is a qualitative and bottom-up research method which uses a combination of 

focus groups and interviews. In IQA, the research questions and interview questions 

emerge from the initial focus groups. Affinities, or named categories of responses, 

emerged from my initial questions: 

 “What is it like to be a heritage Mandarin speaker in Indonesia/Myanmar?” 

 “What is it like to be a teacher of heritage Mandarin speakers?” 

 “What is it like, in terms of language requirements, to work in a bilingual English-

Mandarin office in a major university?” 

 

Since the pilot study, I have refined my line of questioning in accordance with 

Creswell (1998) (I substituted the subquestions previously mentioned). The affinities 
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were further analyzed from a systems viewpoint, based on subsequent interviews with the 

respondents, and in fact, coincided somewhat with the emerging trends which came up in 

a series of semistructured interviews. In IQA, a system typically emerges with a Primary 

Driver at the beginning and a Primary Outcome at the end. This is a series of causes and 

effects, combined with recursive loops, which give insight into the phenomena examined, 

from a systems perspective. This pilot study did not yield a full IQA-style system, due to 

the small numbers in the focus groups (1 and 2 persons). IQA requires a larger number in 

order to achieve more robust results. However, this should suffice as a test of the system 

and methodology, and give some insights into emerging data was anticipated at the 

inception of the study and in the dissertation research proper. 

 Initial results of the IQA interviews indicate that heritage speakers of Mandarin in 

Myanmar and Indonesia are treated less favorably by their respective governments and by 

their societies in general. As a result, their language proficiency can suffer, despite the 

obvious usefulness of Mandarin Chinese to an Asian nation in today’s world. The 

respondent from Myanmar further stated that she came to Taiwan to study because the 

Taiwanese were willing to give her a generous government scholarship, as well as an 

ARC card (Alien Resident Card, the equivalent of a “green card” to be able to work while 

in Taiwan). These students are studying Mandarin Chinese and seeking graduate degrees 

while in Taipei. 

 The results of the interview of the freelance Mandarin instructor indicate that 

some groups of heritage speakers tend to have higher initial proficiency than others. I got 

similar feedback when I interviewed a staff member in the Student Affairs office during 
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the 2008-2009 Christmas vacation period. She is in contact with overseas Chinese in the 

course of her duties, and also observed that some tend to be more proficient than others. 

As a caveat, however, I am basing this initial observation on a very few interviews; it is 

by no means conclusive. However, this line of research has led me to wonder why some 

heritage Mandarin speakers are better at the language than are others. This has informed 

the direction of my study. I now plan to categorize the focus group and interview subjects 

into three proficiency levels, roughly equivalent to Beginning, Intermediate and 

Advanced (details described elsewhere in the dissertation).  

 The results of the interviews of the employees of the bilingual office indicate that 

many heritage speakers may not be able to conduct business in Mandarin at the level 

needed in such an office. One may wonder then, framed in terms of the research 

questions: “why is one Asian ethnic Chinese so advanced, whereas another one is at a 

beginning level? What happened at home that resulted in their being at those points in 

their respective Mandarin skill levels?” However, my personal contact with some 

advanced-level heritage speakers informs me that there are some Asian heritage 

Mandarin speakers are thus capable. An employee of the Vietnamese Ministry Of 

Education who was in my Chinese writing class at MTC comes to mind. She only 

required minimal training to get up to speed in Mandarin, her heritage language. In her 

work, she is called on to escort Chinese groups that come to Hanoi to work with her 

government office (various personal communications).  

Therefore, I plan to pursue a line of questioning in order to determine why 

interviewees arrived at a certain level of Mandarin. I wish to know why, for instance, 



11 

Respondent A ended up in Book 1, at a beginning level, but Respondent B was able to be 

placed into Book 3 and get back home quickly and start using his or her heritage 

language in professional-level endeavors that require native or near-native skills. This is 

in keeping with a fundamental question posed to us as students of Foreign Language 

Education: “Why do some people learn languages better than others?” (E. K. Horwitz,  

EDC S385G, Second Language Acquisition, Summer II 2004).  

 Tentative implications of this exploratory study for the heritage Mandarin 

language community in the United States are that the triad of government, academia, and 

society/community need to support heritage language communities in their efforts in 

order to have a population of Chinese-American citizens whose language skills are up to 

the level needed for professional work. One of the Indonesian students commented that 

my Mandarin is better than his, despite his being from a Chinese family. My own skills 

were beginner-level and quite rudimentary. One of the others mentioned language 

policies which had a negative impact on the Mandarin proficiency of ethnic Chinese 

Indonesians. These comments serve to illustrate the point that a nurturing environment, 

coupled with support from academia and government, can be of inestimable value in 

enhancing heritage language skills in a heritage language community. This is 

corroborated by the results of the pilot study interviews with the bilingual office staffers 

and the Mandarin instructor. This is further informed by my own interactions with 

members of this population over the last few years. 

In terms of practical application, there is always a shortage of speakers of various 

languages at critical times (LCTLs, i.e., Less Commonly-Taught Languages, especially 
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those deemed by the government to be Critical Languages). I believe our nation’s 

heritage language speakers to be an untapped national resource and plan to explore how 

best to do this in my research. I further believe that heretofore issues and insights will 

emerge as I research this issue overseas, and that the insights I gain will inform the 

discourse on heritage language issues in the United States. 

From my reading of current literature in English, I believe that what is lacking is a 

strong nexus between government, academia, and the nation’s immigrant communities, in 

which the members of these stakeholder groups further the development of the home 

language skills of their heritage language speakers. There is a strong need for a 

qualitative study which explores the reasons for this deficiency, and explores how to 

remedy it. I find this to be the case in the United States from my exploration of extant 

literature; I will posit that a similar state of affairs exists in Asian nations with significant 

ethnic Chinese populations. This is my purpose, to tell the story from the point of view of 

the players involved: those very heritage Mandarin speakers from diverse Asian nations. 

Again, I hope that exploring the situations in other nations will inform our own discourse 

on this topic.   

I will focus my efforts on the Mandarin Chinese language (also, I have access to 

speakers of this language via gatekeepers in Taiwan who are personal friends of mine). I 

will not delve into other Asian languages. However, I would hope that this study would 

be replicated among other language communities. A further limitation of my study is the 

fact that my Mandarin is a work in progress. However, I will be able to explore my 
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research questions via the use of English, and through the use of interpreters as needed 

(see Methodology for further details).  

Nonetheless, I would also hope that somebody with more ability to access 

Mandarin language literature on heritage speakers of Mandarin would replicate this study 

someday (that is, assuming that there is a significant body of such literature). The issues 

raised in this research may well have an impact on our nation’s future military, 

diplomatic, educational, and commercial endeavors, as we hopefully reach out to our own 

immigrant communities in order to harness their native sense of the languages and 

cultures of their nations of origin. 

Definitions of terms: 

 Heritage language speaker: 

--Fishman (1991): includes those who are interested in the language 

--Valdés (2005): In the foreign language teaching profession, the term designates a 

student of language who is raised in a home where a non-English language is spoken. 

The student may speak or merely understand the heritage language and be, to some 

degree, bilingual in English and the heritage language.”  

 In this study, I will use the Valdés definition, adapted for the Asian countries of 

origin of the heritage Mandarin speakers who participate in the research. Critical 

heritage language: I have coined this term for the sake of this research. A critical 

heritage language is a heritage language which is or will be needed to fill a current or 

future need. It may be a shortage language and support from government, academia, 
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and the community in which the language is spoken will probably be needed in order 

to fill the requirements for persons who are skilled in that language. I see Mandarin 

Chinese as a critical heritage language for the US and for other nations as well, one 

which will find itself more in demand as time goes on. I also believe that there are 

going to be unanticipated needs for skills in other critical heritage languages; hence, 

heritage languages as a whole should be maintained against the day that they are 

needed. 

 ABC: American-Born Chinese 

 Overseas Chinese: (huáqiáo) government term in Taiwan and China, describing 

people of Chinese ancestry, with a Chinese connection, residing in non-Chinese 

countries. China & Taiwan have government agencies concerned with overseas 

Chinese matters. 

 Sociocultural factors: factors which affect heritage Mandarin speakers’ language 

abilities 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 In this review of the literature, I will examine extant material on the topics of 

heritage language issues, and Mandarin Chinese as a heritage language in particular. I 

will commence by exploring power relationship issues, which I believe to be 

underpinning factors that influence the home language development of language minority 

group members, who tend to be home speakers of heritage languages. Additionally, I will 

give an overview of heritage language. Furthermore, I will comment briefly on how 

being in a target language environment can lead to language acquisition, in addition to 

formal training. This last point is germane to the experiences of speakers of Chinese 

languages who bring varying levels of skills in those languages to the table upon being 

exposed to Mandarin (a related language), both in and out of the classroom. 

I am examining English language literature only, and offer the disclaimer that as of 

this writing, I lack the reading skills in written Chinese and other Asian languages to read 

literature from Asian sources in the original languages. However, I have presented my 

research in Taipei, Taiwan to academic audiences of native Mandarin speakers, including 

teachers of Mandarin. No audience feedback indicated that such a body of literature 

exists.  

Based on power relationships as explored by Bourdieu, Gramsci, and others, my 

theoretical framework for the study is that government language policies are an important 
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foundational influence on the language development of heritage Mandarin speakers. As a 

corollary to this thesis statement, I am positing that other sorts of sociocultural factors 

also have a strong effect on this language development.  

During the Pilot Study in Taipei, as well as my travels and studies in Taiwan 

which have set the tone for this dissertation, I began to notice a common theme, that of 

the importance of nations’ Chinese populations and their accompanying languages to the 

power-wielding infrastructure. For example, a Vietnamese classmate of Chinese 

extraction was studying advanced Mandarin with the blessings of her governmental 

organization, which uses her expertise in her home language and culture in dealings with 

officials from the People’s Republic of China. This was not true in the case of 

interviewees from Myanmar and Indonesia, whose governments severely limit the 

upward social mobility of their ethnic Chinese citizens, according to interview subjects.  

This is a dichotomy which defies logical explanation, except in terms of power 

relationships. According to interviewees from particular nations, those in power in the 

less-enlightened governments tend to not afford their language minorities the amenities 

of other citizens. This constitutes an act of, in the vernacular, said governments truly 

shooting themselves in the foot. On the one hand, they wish to trade and have other 

official interaction with Chinese nations, but on the other hand, they deny themselves 

access to the potential language resources available to them within their own Overseas 

Chinese populations. In this writing, I will often use the phrase “Chinese nations” to 

describe what is termed “Greater China” by some writers. Specifics vary, but the term 
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tends to include the People’s Republic of China, the Republic of China (Taiwan), and 

Singapore (Liu, 2006). 

 

Power relationships as they impact access to educational and other 
societal opportunities 

 

Bourdieu, as well as Gramsci, discuss power relationships in general, through 

comparing the power wielded by those formally in authority (government, academia, etc.) 

with that of society’s less-powerful members. This power relationship, as postulated in 

their writings, can be de jure, as well as de facto. In a de jure scenario, power wielders in 

a hierarchical structure establish rules and set standards and procedures. Those who are 

favored thrive; those who do not must fend for themselves or are excluded outright. In a 

de facto situation, there are insiders and outsiders, and those who do not have the tools to 

penetrate the power structure are doomed to remain on the outside. An example of the 

first group would be a language minority in a nation with a de jure or de facto official 

language. An example of the second category would be somebody who lacks the 

knowledge of protocol required to be accepted in any unofficial power-wielding group.  

It is not too much of a leap to connect being a less-favored heritage Mandarin 

Chinese speaker whose home language is devalued with having less access and power. 

As mentioned in my pilot study’s interviews, this can be despite a nation’s government 

wishing to have official contacts with China. In the case of Myanmar, the respondent 

indicated that her government does business with China, but does not value the home 
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language of its own Mandarin-speaking ethnic group as a resource. Bourdieu and 

Gramsci, below, discuss this sort of treatment of preferred vis-à-vis less-favored societal 

groups. 

Bourdieu (2007) discusses forms of personal power, which he terms “capital” in 

various guises, and how the possession and wielding of this power can assist those who 

are privileged to possess it. His three types of capital are economic capital (economic 

power, wealth), cultural capital (knowledge of cultural issues), and social capital (the 

power gained by having connections and social standing). These three powers are 

interrelated: for example, one may be born into a family which possesses economic 

capital. Economic capital may gain one access to cultural and social capital. Cultural and 

social capital can be leveraged into more economic capital. The cycle continues and 

capital increases for those who had it to begin with. 

Cultural capital can lend its wielder certain advantages, such as the ability to speak 

with the insider or societal power-wielder in his or her own language or dialect. Cultural 

capital may be gained via such diverse means as education and other exposures, which 

are denied in a de facto, if not de jure, manner to the less-privileged classes. Social 

capital can include such circumstances as going to the right school, belonging to the right 

club, and so forth. It is not a stretch, therefore, to assume for the sake of this writing that 

language minorities may be denied access to capital in its various forms, and that their 

language development may suffer due to sociocultural conditions found in their home 

nations.  
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 Gramsci (Storey, 2000) discusses the concept of hegemony, in which one social 

group dominates another in its exercise of what he terms “intellectual and moral 

leadership.” Gramsci posits that this leadership and domination, once gained, can 

continue for an extended period. In an Asian context, for example, oppressed ethnic 

Chinese minorities may feel a sense of futility as they attempt to negotiate their 

respective nations’ power structures. 

 Bourdieu (1998) comments, as did Mao, that certain persons have had an insider’s 

exposure to what is considered “legitimate culture.” He refers to Einfühlung, an acquired 

and learned way to decode what is considered a legitimate work of art in accordance with 

the standards of the dominant culture. His footnote on page 440 is quite telling: “It will 

be seen that this internalized code called culture functions as cultural capital owing to the 

fact that, being unequally distributed, it secures profits of distinction.” Again, there are 

certain members of societies who are more privileged than others in terms of access to 

social, economic, and cultural capital. Contrast the previously-mentioned ethnic Chinese 

from Vietnam, whose Mandarin skills are valued, for example, with the respondent from 

Myanmar. In Myanmar, although ethnic Chinese people have the requisite language 

skills, they are not likely to occupy positions in which they negotiate with officials from 

the PRC. 

 Bourdieu (2008) further comments that the very “language of politics is elitist,” 

and that to be an insider, one must be able to avail oneself of the insider’s culture, 

language and rules (as well as the very right to be part of the events). He compares 

culture to clothing or furniture, both of which mark their owner as being at a certain 
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social station in societal hierarchy. To remedy these inequities, Bourdieu states that 

opportunities for participation in education should be afforded to one and all. 

 Gramsci posits the same theme, in advocating for equality in access to education 

(Cavalcanti and Piccone, 1975). He further states that taxpayer-supported schools should 

be available to students whose families’ economic means do not allow them to dedicate 

themselves to academic pursuits. Again, Bourdieu’s concept of economic capital is tied in 

to access to the cultural and social capital which are gained via access to education. 

Gramsci believes that publicly-funded schools should, then, allow the children of the 

proletariat to hone their innate talents and realize their potential. In the case of ethnic 

Chinese, lack of access can be subtle, in the sense that not having Mandarin as a medium 

of instruction can make them less marketable in today’s global economy. 

 

Power Relationships Issues in Asia 

 How power relationships affect the citizenry’s access to Social and Cultural 

Capital has also been commented on by Asian political leaders. A salient example of the 

issue’s importance is fact that leaders of nations which are traditional Cold War enemies, 

China and Taiwan, have both stated that power should be shared across class lines. 

Across Asia, the relationship between power and access is an important topic, which 

leaders in the recent past have brought to the forefront. Again, one may consider 

examples such as the previously-cited contrast between Vietnam and Myanmar, Being 
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ethnic Chinese afforded a Vietnamese female career enhancement, whereas similar 

language skills do not serve to build resumes for Myanmar’s Chinese populace. 

One salient example a leader who was concerned with power issues is Mao Zedong of the 

People’s Republic of China, in an online version of his famous Red Book (Quotations 

from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung) (Zedong, 1942). Mao states that “all culture, all literature 

and art belong to definite classes and are geared to definite political lines.”  As does 

Bourdieu, Mao recognizes that there are insiders and outsiders within a society in terms 

of access to culture and art, as well as in terms of being able to take advantage of 

Seelye’s Big C culture (Ramsey, 1996) 

Mao makes a similar point when he states that intellectual development should 

blossom from the bottom-up, not as a top-down process imposed by favored groups, such 

as government:  

“Different forms and styles in art should develop freely and different schools in 
science should contend freely. We think that it is harmful to the growth of art and science 
if administrative measures are used to impose one particular style of art or school of 
thought and to ban another...” 

 
Mao’s comments are consonant with those of Gramsci and Bourdieu, in that he is of the 

opinion that there are certain facets of what the Western Academy might term Big C 

culture (Ramsey, 1996) which are co-opted by the upper class, and which serve them as 

they dominate the lower and more vulnerable classes. Writers such as Mao et al, who 

comment on power inequities being affected by what we would term Socio-Economic 

Status, or SES, tend to focus on political power and access to society’s amenities.  
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The causative link between lack of power and Mandarin skills will vary from nation 

to nation. However, I believe that power issues must be dealt with intellectually before 

considering other sociocultural issues which affect language skills Hence, my focus on 

power is concerned with the relationship between language and power, in terms of how 

language minorities are treated (specifically the Chinese minorities found in non-Chinese 

Asian nations such as Indonesia, etc.). Thus far, I have not seen this facet explored in 

English language literature. 

 Another significant Asian source on the need to remedy injustices caused by 

unequal circumstances is the late Chiang Ching-Kuo. He was the son of anti-Communist 

Taiwanese President Chiang Kai-Shek. Although he and Mao were on opposing sides in 

other facets of political ideology, he also supported the upgrading of opportunities for 

less-advantaged citizens. 

The following well-known quote from Taylor (2000) exemplifies his thoughts on 

the need to allow less-powerful Chinese to gain access to social capital, a la Bourdieu, 

below: 

 “A little earlier, on March 20 [1924], Ching-kuo sent his father an interesting 
letter proposing that the Wushan grammar school in Hsikou set up a free night school for 
the ‘common people’ 
 
I have a suggestion to make about the Wushan School, though I am not sure whether you 
can agree to it or not. My suggestion is that the school establish a night school for the 
common people who cannot afford to go to school. My school has established a night 
school with great success. I can tell you something about the night school: 
 

1. Name: Wushan School for the Common People. 
2. Tuition fee: Free of charge with stationery supplied. 
3. Class hours: 7 PM to 9 PM. 
4. Age limit: 14 or older. 
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5. Schooling Period: 16 or 20 weeks. 
 

At the time of graduation, the trainees will be able to write simple letters and keep 
simple accounts. They will be issued a diploma if they pass the examinations. The 
textbooks they use were published by the Commercial Press and are entitled “One 
Thousand Characters for the Common People.” I do not know whether you will accept 
my suggestion. If a night school is established at Wushan, it will greatly benefit the local 
people. 
 The tone of Ching-kuo’s letter to his father was respectful but strikingly 
straightforward, lacking the traditional language of filial obeisance and humbleness. 
Chiang Kai-shek, however, dryly rejected Ching-kuo’s proposal, noting that Hsikou did 
not have electricity, the peasants in Hsikou went to bed early, and besides, they did not 
yet appreciate education.” 

 
  

Although Chiang Ching-kuo and Mao did recognize and remedy the 

disadvantages of certain members of their respective citizenries, they did so in terms of 

class differences. I would maintain that these class differences are exacerbated when one 

is dealing with ethnic and language minority populations, such as the subjects of this 

study. 

  Hong Liu (2006),, in a 4-volume compendium of literature titled The 

Chinese Overseas presents specific instances of power relationships involving citizens of 

Chinese ancestry in diverse Asian countries. This work is not focused on language 

development per se. However this literature lays a predicate in order to posit that since 

power relations affect many facets of the existence of the less-powerful, power 

differentials probably have an impact on language development as well. Since this 

research deals with Asian Overseas Chinese, as opposed to those in such locales as the 

Americas, Europe and Africa, Liu’s work is especially significant. Note especially that 85 

percent of the overseas residents of Chinese ancestry live in Southeast Asia), and this 
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adds up to almost 35 million ethnic Chinese currently residing outside of China, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, and Macao.  

  Thailand exemplifies the use of governmental authority to set language 

policies affecting its ethnic Chinese minorities’ language development. According to 

Skinner (Liu, 2006), Thailand has seen de jure assimilation of its ethnic Chinese citizens 

since the 19th century.  As in the United States, a Thai-born ethnic Chinese has long 

been considered by law to be a Thai citizen. Additionally, the amounts of Chinese 

language and Thai language instructional time in Chinese schools have been decreased 

and increased, respectively, as Chinese schools came under the authority of the Thai 

government. Instruction in the Thai language has been compulsory since 1919, as has 

been the employment of native Thai instructors. In 1939, Thailand’s Ministry of 

Education dropped the number of hours of Chinese language instruction to only two 

hours a week. All Chinese newspapers but one shut down that same month, and there was 

an ensuing closure of Thailand’s Chinese schools (page 227). 

  Part of the dynamic is that Chinese are seen as competitors in arenas such 

as business, according to Mackie (Liu, 2006). This sense of jealousy on the part of the 

mainstream results in Chinese citizens being excluded, de jure, from such endeavors as 

politics, education, and military service. Hence, their upward social mobility is limited. 

The other part of this dialectic, of course, is that the ethnic Chinese in Asian countries 

complain about discrimination based on ethnicity. (Golay 1969; Wu and Wu 1980). 

Suryadinata (Liu, 2006), recounts the gradations of citizenship statuses that affect 

ethnic Chinese in Asian nations. Nations often tend to have a dominant ethnic group as its 
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de facto and even de jure model citizen. Some countries, such as Malaysia, Indonesia, 

and Myanmar offer more rights to said citizens than they do to their citizens of Chinese 

ancestry. Myanmar, in fact, categorizes citizens into groups termed “full citizens, 

associate citizens and naturalized citizens.” However, Thailand and the Philippines do 

accept ethnic Chinese as fully assimilated citizens, similar to the model we are familiar 

with in the US, in which ethnicity or ancestry and citizenship status are not linked to one 

another.  

 Suryadinata further describes how the nations in Asia have resolved the issue of 

incorporating their ethnic Chinese and other minorities into the national fabric. He states 

that Indonesia, Thailand, and the Philippines have assimilated their ethnic minorities as 

citizens; Malaysia and Brunei have also adopted national language policies which are part 

of the assimilation process. Malaysia and Brunei have further allowed their ethnic 

minority groups to maintain their own identities. North and South Vietnam were 

accomodationist, i.e., allowed their ethnic minorities to maintain their identities. 

However, after 1976, the new Communist government adopted a policy of assimilation 

and expulsion. The ensuing doi moi (renovation) period, though, led Vietnam back full-

circle to being accomodationist. One may surmise that assimilation and accommodation 

are linked to minorities’ abilities to keep their languages at high levels. 

In this section of the literature review, I have discussed the theme of language 

enhancement from more of a policy and power relationship perspective than through a 

purely pedagogical lens. As part and parcel of this, I highlighted literature which may 

shed some light on how empowering heritage language speakers and learners, along with 
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other stakeholders who are subject to government policies, affects their home language 

development. Some of this, perforce, touches on issues of pedagogy.  

Whereas the preceding part of the literature review dealt with power relationships 

in Asia, the following portion makes use of references from the English language corpus 

available to us in the West. It draws heavily on research about US citizens of Latino 

ancestry, the most commonly-researched heritage language group in the United States, as 

well as on some literature about Americans of Chinese ancestry. While differences 

between these populations may well exist, there are lessons to be learned from the 

literature about the US’s Latino populace which may be transferrable to similar 

investigations of Asian ethnic Chinese. 

 

Literature related to heritage language speakers in general 

 

REVIEW OF HERITAGE LANGUAGE LITERATURE 
 

I will review the literature about heritage language speakers/learners with a slant 

toward examining the pedagogy which affects them. I do not believe that they are seen as 

“different” in the Weltanschauung of today’s foreign language education community; 

however, as a sort of putative quasi-native speaker with a foot in two worlds, perhaps a 

heritage speaker/learner (as opposed to a true beginner or native speaker) truly is a 

different sort of student. This portion of the literature review will commence with an 
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overview of heritage language issues and currently-accepted definitions of terms such as 

“heritage speaker”; it will move on into explications of the teaching of heritage speakers. 

Note: for the sake of brevity and simplicity, I will use the terms “heritage language 

speaker” and “heritage language learner” interchangeably throughout this paper.  

My own research interest is in Mandarin Chinese as a heritage language. 

However, the lion’s share of extant literature on heritage language topics appears to be 

from the Spanish-English bilingual world. Fortunately, the overarching trends and issues 

seem to be transferable between language groups. There is not currently a total paucity of 

literature; however, the discourse on this subject does seem to be informed by the world 

of the Spanish language heritage speaker. In the case of heritage speakers of Mandarin 

who hail from non-Chinese Asian nations, though, I have had little success in finding 

materials other than the excellent book by Hong Liu. However, even that book does not 

specifically address the sociocultural factors which affect their development of skills in 

their home language. 

Overview and definitions 

 There are two major ways of seeing heritage language issues as far as defining 

“heritage language speaker/learner”: a heritage language speaker can be conceptualized 

and defined as somebody who is interested in his/her ethnic heritage, or as somebody 

who speaks a language at home other than the de facto national language (for the sake of 

this discussion and to preserve simplicity, I will consider English as the de facto national 

language of the United States, although there is no de jure national language as of this 
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writing). Joshua Fishman (1999) espouses the first definition. This definition does not 

require somebody to be competent or conversant in the heritage language to any degree, 

just to be interested in the language and to some extent, in the culture as well. An 

example would be an African-American student who studies an African language such as 

Swahili in an effort to reconnect with African roots. 

 Fishman furthermore, defines heritage languages as "LOTEs (languages other 

than English), in Michael Clyne's usage (1991, p. 3), and that…have a particular family 

relevance to the learners..." (Peyton, Renard, and McGinnis, 2001). He classifies heritage 

languages in the US as "indigenous heritage languages" (those of the American Indians), 

"colonial heritage languages--nonindigenous languages that were already established here 

before the United States came into being," and "immigrant heritage languages." The first 

two tend to be the subject of language revival or personal interest. However, he does not 

include at least a modicum of proficiency in his definition; therefore, I will not use the 

Fishman rubric in my dissertation. 

 Guadalupe Valdés advocates for the other definition. Valdés (2001) states that a 

heritage language learner is one "who is raised in a home where a non-English language 

is spoken, who speaks or at least understands the language and who is to some degree 

bilingual in that language and English.” Valdés (2005) further distinguishes between a 

home language vis-à-vis an academic or professional language. For the sake of this 

writing, I will use the Valdés definition as the rubric for “heritage language speaker.” This 

is because my study is about the enhancement of a language which already exists in one’s 

home, as opposed to one which is the subject of language revival. This decision is not 
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only colored by the topic of the paper, but also by my own experiences as both a heritage 

speaker of Italian and my extensive personal contacts with heritage speakers of Mandarin 

and other Asian languages in the US and in Taiwan. 

 Although Valdés and Fishman are noted authorities in this field, there may well 

be variations on the theme of “what exactly is a heritage speaker?” For example, Maura 

Hallan Sweley (2006), in Heritage Language, Where We Stand Today, reiterates the 2001 

Fishman definition: she states that Fishman’s concept is linked to identity and affiliation, 

as well as language revitalization. She also repeats the definition by Valdés (2000), and 

states that developing curricula for heritage speakers is challenging. She mentions the 

January 2006 National Security Language Initiative in which the government tried to 

strengthen the English skills of heritage speakers. She decries the current state of anti-

bilingual sentiment and anti-bilingual state laws as being counterproductive. 

 Nelleke Van Deusen-Scholl (2003) further recites Joshua Fishman’s definition 

(1999) and Valdes’ definition (2001). She says that learners’ needs vary. She 

recommends introducing languages sooner and incorporating heritage language learners. 

This would take advantage of Jensen and Llosa’s (2007) observation that even US-born 

children speak their heritage languages constantly with their parents. One would assume 

that to start heritage speakers off at a young age to give them tailored instruction would 

translate to developing a highly-trained population of language-skilled citizens.  

 Brecht and Ingold (2002) in Tapping a national resource—Heritage languages in 

the United States talk about the Heritage Language Initiative, whose goal is to build an 

education system that is responsive to heritage communities and to our national language 
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needs. There is an effort to establish a cadre of bilingual professionally capable citizens. 

For the sake of this review of the literature, I will adhere to the Valdés-type definition. I 

will assume that the students in question have some sort of knowledge of the language 

and culture to begin with, which can be built on in a well-planned and well-executed 

heritage language education program. The Fishman paradigm is perhaps ideal for a 

language revitalization effort; however, the students in such a program would probably 

be regarded as being on the “true beginner” end of the language learning spectrum 

(although it may be hypothesized that they are highly motivated true beginners, with 

quite a bit of intrinsic motivation). 

 He (2006) combines the Valdés (2001) and Fishman (2001) definitions of heritage 

speakers. The heritage speaker has a family link; however, he or she does speak the 

language at home. As I observed with Mandarin heritage speakers I knew in Taiwan, to 

include those who participated in my pilot study, they tend to need remediation (to 

varying degrees). However, they do tend to have an advantage over true beginners. As He 

states and as I found from speaking to heritage speakers in Taiwan, improving one’s 

Mandarin with formal schooling allows the heritage learner to connect on personal and 

professional levels with the greater Chinese community worldwide. 

 González-Pino (2001) reinforces the fact that heritage speakers do bring the 

advantages of having been exposed to the language in ways which true beginners have 

not, to include hearing the language at home and in their community. They may have 

even lived in a nation where the language is spoken, and have possibly spent time with 

native speaker relatives. They may have had exposure to media in their home language, 
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and to its various registers and varieties. Of course, their reading and writing skills will 

vary. One salient difference between the Latino heritage speakers studied by González-

Pino and the Asian heritage speakers of Mandarin who I have met is that US-born 

Spanish-speaking heritage speakers may resist placement into heritage classes for various 

reasons, to include the desire to get a good grade in the course. Like Asian Mandarin 

speakers, though, Latino heritage speakers face the issue of coping with how well the 

members of the dominant culture accept their language and heritage. 

Valdés (2005) further states that they may have fluency and the ability to apply 

the language, but may not know the rules which are taught in textbook-based instruction. 

She states that their fluency in both languages, English and Spanish, varies and is on a 

continuum. Part of this is due to being residents of a nation whose schools conduct 

instruction in what might be termed the de facto national language, English. These 

descriptions, of course, refer to Latino heritage speakers of Spanish in the United States, 

but to a degree, they are also true of heritage speakers of Mandarin in Asia who live in 

Mandarin-speaking homes within Chinese enclaves. 

Furthermore, Hsiao (2010) discusses the Fangyans (Chinese languages which are 

mutually intelligible). She states that there has not much studied about speakers of 

Fangyans as learners of Mandarin in the classroom. It is interesting to note that the 

interviewees in her study do not consider themselves to be heritage speakers. One may 

surmise, then, that there is not clear agreement as to what constitutes being a heritage 

speaker in an Asian context. 
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There are many scholars whose work informs this discussion. They range from 

Valdés, whose definition of “heritage speaker” includes the concept that such a learner 

has some knowledge of the language, to Fishman, who allows for connectedness with 

one’s roots to serve as the underpinning framework. Many others combine the two 

viewpoints. Yet others highlight the role of current knowledge in scaffolding for the sake 

of language enhancement. Again, for this dissertation, I am leaning heavily on the Valdés 

paradigm. My experience with Asian ethnic Chinese informs this decision, as they tend to 

have at least some knowledge of a Chinese language from home.  

 

Shortfalls 

Perhaps investigating a lesser-known, but numerically significant population, of 

heritage speakers overseas can yield some data which can benefit the United States in 

today’s era of globalism. The United States government has enormous language needs, 

and language shortfalls to match. Learning what factors affect the proficiency of Asian 

Overseas Chinese may, in turn, inform US efforts to overcome its own shortages of 

proficient speakers of foreign languages. Christoff (2002) recounts the US’ shortfall in 

detail, and describes how this lack of trained human capital has a negative impact on 

many agencies’ capabilities to accomplish their missions. For example, in Fiscal Year 

2001, the US Army had a 38% shortfall in Mandarin translators and interpreters. The 

State Department suffered a 26 percent shortfall of translators and interpreters the same 
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year. The shortages are in endeavors which include military, law enforcement, and 

intelligence.  

Christoff describes suggested methods to overcome the shortages, which range 

from providing pay incentives and training to using external resources (reservists, 

retirees, recruitment of native speakers, etc.) and technology. It is interesting that in a 

nation of immigrants, there is not an explicit mention of recruiting heritage speakers to 

overcome these shortfalls. It appears from my experience with heritage Mandarin 

speakers in Taiwan that non-Chinese Asian nations also have a somewhat spotty record 

in terms of harnessing the potential power of heritage speakers to accomplish needed 

tasks on behalf of their respective governments. 

Teaching the heritage speaker 

 One hopefully obvious way of addressing our nation’s shortfalls in language-

proficient human capital is to build on our inherent resources as a nation of immigrants: 

provide training which is tailored to heritage learners. Again, lessons learned by 

investigating similar efforts in Asian contexts should be used to inform what we do in the 

United States. Two scholars, in fact, Byrnes and Maxim (2004), advocate for language 

enhancement as the focus for academic language training efforts. They explore curricular 

development for advanced learners, and see heritage speakers as advanced learners. They 

recommend study abroad as a viable method of addressing those students’ learning needs. 

This is consonant with my pilot study and overall observations in Taiwan: for a variety of 

reasons, Asia-based heritage Mandarin speakers are studying their home language in 
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Taiwan, rather than doing so in their own home nations. The heritage speakers enrolled in 

Mandarin classes are obviously not simply resting on their laurels. Rather, they are being 

proactive and seeking formal training in order to achieve higher skill levels in their home 

language. 

 Stakeholders in heritage language communities may run up against a lack of 

resources. For example, not only may study abroad not be viable, but there may even be a 

shortage of qualified teachers of heritage languages. Again, this may be something which 

has been encountered in overseas communities, and the US may do well in learning from 

the efforts in other nations. Here in the US, meantime, Hinton (2003) has 

recommendations for “how to teach when the teacher isn’t fluent.” He recommends such 

practices as bringing in community members and elders as language resources, as well as 

the use of realia in teaching. Hinton further discusses how a non-fluent speaker can plan 

an effective lesson for the sake of conducting classes for heritage speakers of various 

constituencies, who may not have qualified teachers available. This may well inform the 

discussion as to how to set up programs for heritage speakers, be they online, in school 

settings, or in community-based programs.  

 The need to harness the potential of immigrants’ children is not lost on one of the 

prominent voices in the discourse on heritage language issues. Guadalupe Valdés (2005) 

posits that heritage language speakers represent a lost opportunity in the language 

teaching community. They are unique language speakers and language learners, and 

addressing their needs may well help address the dialogue of how to teach in the FLE 

(Foreign Language Education) arena. Also, she states that they should not be taught in the 
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same way as monolingual second language learners in normal foreign language classes. 

There should be a marriage between SLA (Second Language Acquisition) and heritage 

language teaching. SLA can draw from other fields to teach language minority children 

and understand the human language faculty.  

Valdés points out that since the 1970s, Hispanic heritage speakers have been the 

largest heritage speaker populations in American foreign language classes. I believe that 

the information gained from this population can be used to generalize to other language 

groups’ situations, particularly the subjects of my study. Although there may well be 

some differences in demographics and other dynamics, perhaps parallels can be drawn 

between US Latinos and the large ethnic Chinese minority found in Asia. 

 Potowski (2002) states that 68% of the nation’s post-secondary institutions do not 

even offer heritage language programs, citing González-Pino and Pino. She further 

comments that the majority of heritage language speakers tend to go into normal 

university foreign language classes. Potowski also recommends better teacher training 

and better administration in support of the effort. Hence, if one is informed by Valdés, 

above, one would conclude that they are being taught via methodology suited for other 

learners. 

 One may be tempted to hypothesize that the nation’s shortfalls in LCTLs may be 

addressed thoroughly by simply hiring the children of the nation’s immigrant community 

“off the street,” as it were. This layperson’s sort of inference would prove in the practice 

to be somewhat precipitous, however. The book Mi Lengua, by Colombi and Roca, with 

Valdés contributing (2003), addresses this very issue. They comment that home varieties 
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of the Spanish language are simply inadequate for professional use, also that heritage 

speakers have different linguistic and pedagogical needs than do SSL or FL learners. As 

further investigation of the literature reveals, this appears to be true for other heritage 

languages as well. However, this can be overcome via properly-planned language 

training tailored for heritage language populations.  

 González-Pino (2000) discusses methods that have been shown to be effective in 

the teaching of heritage speakers, such as infusing subculture materials. She also 

discusses the value of cooperative learning and community involvement in this effort 

(themes which seem to recur throughout the literature). 

 González-Pino and Pino (2000) further describe five-year programs for heritage 

speakers, such as what is being done at the University of Texas at San Antonio. This 

program in particular stresses vocabulary development in the first semester, as well as 

listening and speaking. It is a course with a communicative orientation. González-Pino 

and Pino further posit that if heritage speakers are furnished with more information about 

their prospective heritage language courses, they will be more likely to sign up for them. 

 Valdes, Lozano and García-Moya (1981) present thoughts on how to teach 

Spanish to bilinguals and natives. They discuss theory as well as practice, offer 

suggestions about exams which measure achievement, as well as those which are used for 

placement purposes. They also offer sample course syllabi. This work is an example of 

the nexus between the theoretical and the practical in the field of teaching heritage 

language speakers.  

 In the US, there is somewhat of a paucity of materials for teaching the heritage 
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speaker, although this seems to be changing, and the materials vary. They range from 

older material to current items (Johnston and Llosa, 2003). Johnston and Llosa further 

state that technology should be used to furnish instructional materials online, and that 

there should be more opportunities for teachers of Less Commonly-Taught Languages 

(LCTLs) to share. Also, there needs to be more training for these teachers as to how to 

teach heritage and LCTL-speakers. 

  Some materials in Spanish are used by both groups of learners, although some 

are designed for heritage language speakers (Winke and Stafford, 2002). An example of 

materials designed for teaching heritage speakers is the Mundo 21 series (Samaniego, 

Rojas, Ohara, and Alarcón, 2001). Since there seems to be a paucity of good materials, 

Winke and Stafford have published suggested guidelines for selecting materials for 

heritage Spanish language speakers: 

 
(a) “Know your student population.” 
(b) “Know the language proficiency levels of your students.” 
(c) “Know about the technology available in your school and classrooms.” 
(d) “Have clear goals and objectives in mind.” 
(e) “Read published reviews of the materials.” 
 
Winke and Stafford’s (2002) guidelines can be valuable guides to heritage language 

teachers for LCTLs. 

 Although the focus of this research is on sociocultural factors which affect Asian 

ethnic Chinese speakers’ proficiency, and not on pedagogy, per se, US scholars mention 

the necessity of incorporating appropriate methodology in the language development of 
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our heritage speaker population. Some pedagogical issues, then, undoubtedly fall under 

the rubric of “ sociocultural factors” in Asian contexts as well.  

 

 

Current and past programs 

 Although there may be a scarcity of English language references on heritage 

speaker issues from Asian sources, Western sources can offer a glimpse into issues 

involving parallel Chinese heritage language matters found in Asia. Xiao (Fall 2006) in 

the relatively new Heritage Language Journal comments on the skills and strengths that 

heritage language speakers of Mandarin Chinese bring to the table. Xiao states that they 

are stronger than their monolingual counterparts in speaking, listening, grammar, and 

sentence constructions. However, their oral and aural skills from the home, and their 

native sense of the language, do not significantly inform their reading, comprehension, 

vocabulary learning, and Chinese character writing. Heritage languages whose writing is 

based on a nexus between sounds and symbols offer the heritage learner an advantage 

when they strive to enhance their language skills. Xiao states that unless writing was 

addressed in home language usage, heritage Mandarin speakers will have to make the 

connections between their spoken home language and its written version. This is 

interesting, though, when one thinks in terms of how to address these shortfalls via 

intensive and focused training, tailored to heritage language speakers. Heritage speakers 
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of diverse Chinese languages, then, may be able to apply their home-based skills in 

accelerated and focused instructional programs. 

 J. C. McNaughton (1994), the Command Historian of the Defense Language 

Institute, addresses just such a program in this nation’s history. He recounts how Nisei 

(second-generation US-born citizens of Japanese ancestry) were recruited right out of the 

internment camps that they and their families were placed into. They were given 

accelerated training in their heritage language, Japanese, with the attendant military 

applications for the language. Within half a year, they were ready to do real-world jobs: 

translators, interpreters, code-breakers, interrogators on the battlefield, etc. After the war, 

these soldiers served in the Army of Occupation, Japan.  

This program was quite successful despite the anti-Japanese sentiment of the era, 

and several of the participants went on to serve the nation in diverse roles in government 

service well into the Cold War. In fact, as part of their Cold War service, they used their 

Japanese skills to interview repatriated Japanese Prisoners of War; this was part and 

parcel of the Cold War fight against the Soviets. The significance of this historical event 

is that it lends credence to the dictum that a heritage language speaker can build on 

his/her extant knowledge of the home language and culture of his/her parents; the teacher 

and staff in a well-planned program can build on this base knowledge and hopefully 

accelerate the student’s learning further than they can that of a true beginner. Again, 

Asian heritage speakers of Chinese languages should be able to take full advantages of 

the knowledge they already bring to the table. Hopefully, findings on such occurrences in 
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Asian contexts may be transferable and useful for US-based stakeholders in heritage 

language issues. 

Possible challenges 

 Americans involved in heritage speaker issues may well benefit from seeing what 

may have happened when heritage languages have been either valued or devalued in an 

Asian context; therefore, it is important to this research to understand challenges to the 

enhancement of heritage language skills. The overall language training community may 

face some challenges from a standardized testing-oriented Zeitgeist in which foreign 

languages do not make the cut as testable academic endeavors. This can impact the level 

of resources and efforts devoted to the teaching of foreign languages, whether in standard 

or heritage language programs. Inman (1995) hints at this possibility, i.e. threats to the 

status of American foreign language teaching programs overall. At the time of this 

writing, those factors included such factors as isolationism and budget constraints. 

 A decade after Inman’s comments appeared, Lee and Oxelson (2006) explored 

this thread of discourse, specifically delving into the very issue: the unexpected 

consequence of heritage language programs suffering because of not being on the 

proverbial “radar screen” as being as important as other subjects, which are the subject of 

testing. In fact, one colleague is cited as stating that she needs to prepare the students for 

standardized testing, stressing that said testing is in English. The challenges facing 

heritage language teachers are shown to be deeply-embedded and systemic. They date 

back to issues explicated by Inman; in more recent years, they include the factor that non 
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language-trained and non language-proficient educators tend to not value heritage 

speakers’ languages and cultures. One may infer, then, that part of the integrated act of 

teaching heritage language learners perforce includes being their advocate in the political 

and administrative arenas, as well as imparting subject matter expertise in the heritage 

language classrooms. 

 Lee and Oxelson recommend that all teachers be active in the discourse on 

language issues. They note that language is viewed as an either-or proposition, that of 

English vis-à-vis the foreign language. They recommend framing the discourse in terms 

of what the heritage language adds, rather than in terms of what it subtracts. Lee and 

Oxelson point out that teachers who hold the BCLAD/ESL certificates view heritage 

language maintenance as being more important than do those who do not possess this 

credential (BCLAD is a California teaching credential, the Bilingual Cross-Cultural 

Language and Academic Credential).  

 Dealing specifically with an Asian heritage language, Asako (2005) continues this 

theme in a discussion of Japanese as a heritage language. The article discusses the need to 

keep up practice of the language, as evidenced by the correlation between language use 

and language proficiency. Asako stresses the need for family, school and community to 

collaborate so that this can occur.  

 Another real challenge of a different character is part of the heritage teaching 

world’s milieu, however. Issues of resistance to the teaching heritage language aside, 

perhaps recognition of Valdes’ premise that heritage speakers are unique can be found in 

Winke and Stafford (2002). This is particularly germane in light of McNaughton’s (1999) 
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and Heisig and Richardson’s (2009) commentary about similarities across Chinese 

languages. Winke and Stafford provide a guideline for the selection of materials for 

teaching Spanish to Spanish speakers. They postulate that the textbooks available to 

teachers are, at once, a resource and a constraint. Citing Brecht & Rivers (2000), Carreira 

& Armengol (2001), Valdes (2001), and Westbury (1990), they offer a systematic 

checklist-type method of selecting textbooks and other materials and explicate the 

reasoning behind their recommendations. These range from knowing one’s student 

population (to include its proficiency levels) to reading published reviews of the material. 

Their recommendations are sensible and should inform the discourse on teaching heritage 

learners, regardless of language.   

 Johnston and Janus (2003) continue this discourse in a discussion of the issues 

involving teacher development for teachers of the Less Commonly-Taught Languages 

(LCTLs). They state that materials are outdated, and that these teachers often lack 

instruction in pedagogy. Johnson and Janus further discuss certain needs the teachers had 

in terms of professional development: information about technology (to include e-lists), 

professional issues, advocacy for teachers, and opportunities to collaborate.  

 González-Pino (2001) discusses a challenge of a different sort, which is the self-

perception of heritage speakers in relation to heritage language training provided by their 

university. This article specifically discusses Spanish language heritage speakers. The 

students believed that it was to their advantage to us their native or heritage knowledge of 

the Spanish language to facilitate getting a grade of A in a non-heritage class; also, they 

often identified themselves as true beginners, despite their home backgrounds as Spanish 
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speakers. They believed that the heritage course ought to be optional, and that they 

should have the option of being in a non-heritage Spanish language course. González-

Pino believes that student perception and beliefs should be taken into account when the 

instructor is deciding on his/her course goals. The instructor should modify the plan as 

needed, in accordance with this student input.  

  

Overarching principles and trends 

 I believe that we have a fairly adequate corpus of literature available which can 

inform the discussion as to “what is unique about heritage language learners as language 

learners?” Also, various descriptions of past and present programs, such as J. C. 

McNaughton’s, and commentary on how to set up training, such as Hinton’s, inform the 

“how to” part of the discussion. There is also a plethora of advice from sources such as 

Valdés, Winke & Stafford, and others as to the setting up of language programs. Despite 

the existence of this body of knowledge, there perhaps is less-than-adequate 

comprehension on the part of governments, educational establishments, and publics as a 

whole, as to how nurturing heritage languages is in their best interest.  

“Being there” is a way to acquire your home language and languages 

like it! 

 Spenader (2011) discusses the experiences of study abroad participants in 

acquiring a language via study abroad, or in other words, through being present where the 
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language is spoken and also through being receptive to the target culture. This is relevant 

in light of interviewee comments about how the amount of Chinese language exposure 

they received in their native environments aided them in building a strong foundation in 

their home language. It is not a stretch to see how people who are well-grounded in their 

home languages can not only communicate with speakers of similar target languages, but 

also acquire those target languages quickly. W. McNaughton (1999) states in his seminal 

work on Chinese writing that there are 13 Chinese languages whose writing has a 

remarkable degree of similarity. Heisig and Richardson (2008) make similar comments in 

their work.  

Recommendations/conclusions 

 The trends that seem to have emerged from this brief literature review are that 

there are tremendous shortfalls in LCTLs which are considered to be “critical languages.” 

However, there are programs extant and there are scholars, such as Valdés and the 

contributors and editors of the Heritage Language Journal, who contribute significantly 

to the corpus of literature. What seems to be lacking is a very strong and meaningful link 

between the government, the academic world and FLE community, and the immigrant 

communities whose children are US-born. These children are conversant in two 

languages and cultures, with the added advantage that they come equipped with a native 

sense of the foreign language and culture, which can make them suitable for accelerated 

and tailored training programs such as that described by McNaughton. In the context of 

this study, therefore, similar dynamics apply in an Asian context. After all, since Asian 
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heritage speakers of Chinese languages already bring the template of all such languages 

with them when they deplane in Taiwan, Mandarin programs in the Republic of China 

take advantage of these strengths and teach these students together. They develop special 

material for them as well. In the US, then, it may be meet to follow suit with the 

recommendations of scholars such as Valdés.  

In the United States, I would recommend a strengthening of the critical three-way 

nexus between academia, government, and the heritage speaker community. This would 

give the US access to a potential national resource, our nation’s heritage language 

speakers. We may well learn from the failures, as well as successes, found in Asian 

nations with significant ethnic Chinese populations. There is material extant that informs 

us how to plan, set up, and conduct the training of heritage language speakers; perhaps 

this “missing link” of a triadic nexus between stakeholders is needed to make use of this 

knowledge with the most efficacy. I offer this as a cautious conclusion: although the 

political landscape is not part of teaching per se, it cannot be separated from the world of 

the classroom teacher who is teaching heritage language speakers on American 

campuses.  

 Perhaps what can inform planners in government and academia on this point is 

the concept of language planning as in Eastman (1983), in the book Language 

Planning—An Introduction. It is an introduction to the field of language planning, for 

persons and agencies that do language planning. Eastman encourages people to consider 

language planning as a possible area of specialization, and hopes that his book will 

inform their efforts. Eastman notes that when there is a central agency responsible for 
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setting language policy, such as the Royal Spanish Academy, planning and policy happen 

as a matter of course.  

Eastman further states that an entity, such as a nation, which needs policy to be 

enacted, must set goals for language planning. Execution can then align with these stated 

goals. When weighing options, Eastman posits that cost-benefit analysis is needed in 

order to accurately weigh the anticipated results of competing courses of action. Again, 

support and guidance from the central government can help set language policies that line 

up with the nation’s needs. 

 Cooper (1989), in his book Language Planning and Social Change, also examines 

language planning from various actors’ perspectives. He states that language planning is 

what arises when an agenda is combined with goals. Cooper recognizes the role of 

diverse stakeholders in the formulation of language planning and in choosing the goals to 

be achieved. Eastman and Cooper both stress that it is possible for language planning to 

be centralized. Eastman (1983) further states that the practical application of language 

and cultural knowledge should be “rational and productive.” I would hope that language 

planners heed this advice, and that they lend the weight of government and academia to 

the stressing of the importance of heritage languages as a national resource. I further 

believe that this study of language policies of Asian nations whose Mandarin-speaking 

heritage populations can inform the stakeholders at all levels of discourse in heritage 

language issues in the United States. The data from this study should be able to inform us 

as how other nations have set policies which affect the language development of this 

important language minority, for good or bad. 



47 

 In today’s world, it is to the advantage of the United States in diverse arenas to 

have a strong reserve of speakers of foreign languages. There should be attention paid to 

language training and enhancement, and for long-term maintenance for the sake of being 

able to deal with unanticipated needs on short notice. As a nation of immigrants, wise 

language planning will allow us to harness the potential in our heritage speaker citizenry. 

In order for this to happen, there must be a strong nexus between government, academia, 

and the nation’s heritage language communities. Heritage language should not be placed 

in opposition to English; rather, it should be recognized as part of one’s identity (Weger-

Guntharp, 2006).  

A good illustration of how this nexus can play out, and of an accompanying effort 

to motivate heritage speakers to keep their languages intact, is the heritage Japanese 

program in the San Francisco Unified School District. In the SFUSD, parents of Japanese 

ancestry are instrumental in keeping the heritage language to the forefront (Dyer, 2002). 

Based on my contacts to date with ethnic Chinese overseas, though, such a tremendous 

degree of success in language enhancement does not seem to be prevalent in Asia. In 

some cases, in fact, Asian governments make it a matter of policy that their Chinese 

population will not use their unique language and cultural expertise on the nation’s 

behalf. This is ironic, because some Asian nations such as Myanmar would like to do 

business with the Chinese; however, they do not seem to facilitate the language 

development and overall upward mobility for their ethnic Chinese citizens to be able to 

help them do so.  
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My pilot study led me to tentatively conclude that some Asian nations do better 

than others when it comes to taking advantage of the language skills found in their ethnic 

Chinese communities. Again, the data from this study should furnish our language 

planners a plethora of examples of how and how not to do this job well. The information 

on this topic appears to be scarce in extant literature; hopefully, some useable information 

will emerge from this study and serve to furnish lessons learned. 

Eastman’s commentary about the merits of centralized planning brings to mind 

the famous quote from Admiral Hyman G. Rickover, the father of the nuclear navy:  

“Responsibility is a unique concept… You may share it with others, but your 
portion is not diminished. You may delegate it, but it is still with you… If responsibility 
is rightfully yours, no evasion, or ignorance or passing the blame can shift the burden to 
someone else. Unless you can point your finger at the man who is responsible when 
something goes wrong, then you never had anyone really responsible.” (Rockwell, 1992) 
 
This raises the question, a la Rickover: in terms of centralized governmental language 

planning to get heritage language speaker immigrants to enhance their language and 

cultural knowledge in order to be able to aid the United States in achieving its goals and 

objectives, is any specific person or agency truly responsible? 

 

Gaps in the English language Literature 

There currently appears to be a paucity of English language literature about 

heritage Mandarin speakers who are ethnic Chinese in Asian nations. I believe that this 

reflects a gap in current literature and research which will be addressed by the writing of 

this dissertation. Hopefully, research about the Asian-based counterparts of US citizens 
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of Chinese ancestry will inform future dialogue about this and other heritage speaker 

groups in the United States. I would also hope that Asian literature on the topic may 

someday become widely available in English translations. In the interim, this research 

should serve as an inchoate source to assist in addressing this gap in the literature.  
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 

In Taiwan, I conducted a series of 29 focus groups and interviews of approximately 

59 Asian ethnic Chinese research subjects throughout my research. I also administered 62 

questionnaires. Furthermore, I interviewed instructors and an American student in a 

special program for heritage speakers, in order to gain further triangulation, respectively, 

of my results in general, and of similarities across Chinese languages. I believe that what 

I found will be transferable to other analogous heritage language programs and to other 

heritage languages. I was in Taiwan for almost two years, from August 2009 to June 

2011, and funded my trip by working as an English instructor. I taught for private sector 

employers, and later found a permanent job as an English Lecturer at the National 

Defense Medical Center. (NDMC is a multi-service military academy, most of whose 

graduates go on to become military medical professionals and commissioned officers in 

the Republic of China armed forces. NDMC also has paying cadets, Taiwanese and 

foreign, who incur no military obligation whatsoever). This gave me an income while I 

was conducting my field research, and was also a source of an ARC (Alien Resident 

Certificate, Taiwan’s equivalent to the US’ Green Card), as well as access to National 

Health Insurance. I was able to travel economically and quickly on public transportation 

throughout Taiwan, and I had enough experience in the region to be able to locate 

housing. In my ongoing analysis, en breve, I identified emerging data and issues as they 

revealed themselves from the interviews, and I analyzed these trends and other salient 

issues. I continually analyzed data as they arose during the course of my research.  
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In order to gain access to participants for focus groups and surveys, I mostly made 

use of “gatekeepers who control access to those people.” (Seidman, 1998) For the most 

part, these gatekeepers were “formal gatekeepers.” Some were “informal 

gatekeepers…who, without having formal authority, nevertheless hold moral suasion.” 

Informal gatekeepers were those acquaintances of mine from settings such as businesses I 

frequented or the church I attended, or simply “a friend of a friend.” 

I have studied in summer classes at the Mandarin Training Center (MTC) of the 

National Taiwan Normal University (NTNU) in 2007, and I continued my classes once 

weekly in one-on-one sessions on successive summer trips to Taiwan (the period of this 

research was my sixth trip). As my Mandarin improved, not only did I have more success 

in navigating the culture and finding my way around, but I found that my interviews 

became easier and better. Knowing the language, as well as the culture, is very helpful in 

gaining rapport with gatekeepers and interviewees. Also, I have taught in 2006 and 2008 

in National Taiwan University of Science and Technology’s Summer Intensive English 

Program, and in the summers of 2008 and 2009 as a TOEFL instructor at Princeton 

Review. My contacts at NTUST, MTC, and Princeton Review helped me find 

interviewees. Through personal travel, church attendance, work, and personal 

networking, I have many friends who are heritage Mandarin speakers, and I am on good 

terms with many teachers and students in Taiwan. Hence, although it was at times 

challenging to get respondents in the numbers I wanted, I had no major problems in 

gaining access to heritage speakers of Mandarin Chinese during the period that I gathered 

my data. 
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As an aside, I wished to flesh out the concept of: How do I define “heritage 

language speaker?” although this is not a stand-alone research question per se. For the 

moment, a somewhat “cookie-cutter” definition of heritage language speaker includes the 

parameters “Mom and Dad are from Country A and are native speakers of Language A. 

The child is born in Country B; Language B is the language outside the home.” 

Considering the already-mentioned complexity of defining “heritage speaker” to the 

satisfaction of diverse scholars, I see the concept as more of a continuum, for example: 

child moved here at age 7 and takes summer vacations in Country A; mom is a war bride 

from Country A, but dad is a non-native speaker of Language A, etc. A student born in a 

Mandarin-speaking country who moved here at age 2 would probably fit into the heritage 

language speaker rubric, for example. Therefore, my working definition is similar to 

Valdés’, with the addition of the factor that a heritage speaker is either born in the nation 

his or her parents or ancestors immigrated to, or is raised there for a significant period of 

time after having moved there at a young age.  

I asked about respondents’ home and other environments, in terms of what Chinese 

languages were prevalent, as well as their shared characteristics with Mandarin (should 

Mandarin not be the Chinese language spoken in the home, neighborhood, or region). 

This query fit seamlessly into the interviews which sought to address my research 

questions: 

Overarching question: What is the experience of heritage speakers of Chinese 

languages in Asian countries where Mandarin is not the dominant language? 

Subquestions:  
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 What sociocultural factors result in heritage speakers’ Mandarin 

learning/development being enhanced? 

 What sociocultural factors result in heritage Mandarin speakers’ learning 

development being suppressed/not enhanced? 

 Why are ethnic Chinese from non-Chinese Asian nations studying Mandarin in 

Taiwan? 

  

Ideally, I wished to use a mixed methods approach, with its mainstay being 

Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) (Northcutt and McCoy, 2004). However, as will 

be seen in the summation of IQA in Appendix 3, its initial step is to conduct a focus 

group with a fairly large homogeneous group of respondents. In the field, these large 

groups turned out to not always be available, especially in the composition which I 

desired. Therefore, as an alternative method whenever a large enough group was not 

available, I conducted individual and group semi-structured interviews. However, I 

believe I maintained the concept of IQA by using a bottom-up methodology in which 

trends and categories emerge from the data collected. I then used these trends and 

categories for the sake of further investigation and for refining my semistructured 

interviews, which evolved as time went on. I adjusted some questions in light of bottom-

up data which emerged from IQA and/or interviews.  

I achieved triangulation by a combination of: 

 A large number of research subjects; 

 Use of a survey (listed in Appendix 1) as well as qualitative methods (focus 
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groups, interviews); 

 Interviewing and conducting focus groups at geographically-dispersed locations, 

which minimized any sort of “groupthink”  

 Observing in heritage speaker classrooms and interviewing teachers of heritage 

speakers 

 Interviewing a Cantonese-speaking American of Chinese ancestry (ABC) who 

was studying Mandarin in the above-listed heritage speaker training program. 

Overview of Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) 

IQA is outlined below. This is a summation of pages 44-51 of the Northcutt and 

McCoy book, Interactive Qualitative Analysis—A Systems Method for Qualitative 

Research, by SAGE Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 2004. 
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My overall methodology (collective case study and survey) 

My methodology was a mixed methods approach consisting of interviews and a survey 

with questions. The interview component is a collective case study (instrumental case 

study) (Creswell, 1998). Although I ended up not using Northcutt & McCoy’s IQA 
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proper (2004), I drew on principles of semistructured interviewing from IQA and 

elsewhere in order to elicit the bottom-up feedback that I needed. 

General elements of IQA Research Design and identification of 
constituencies (stakeholders) as used in this research 

In the research design, the researcher first identifies a problem to be investigated, 

albeit in perhaps general terms. He or she will then identify the stakeholders, known as 

“constituencies” in IQA, who are affected by the issue(s) identified in the problem. A 

constituency should be homogeneous in terms of its proximity to the problem, and also in 

terms of the power it wields. In this dissertation, the constituencies are ethnic Chinese 

from diverse Asian nations. They are generally students; they are neither government 

officials who develop language policy, nor are they members of academic policy-making 

groups or the like.  

 

QUESTIONS ADDRESSED VIA THE USE OF IQA METHODOLOGY 
 

IQA theory calls for two or three possible generic research questions which are 

implicit in the process. The researcher wishes to know, first of all, what the component 

parts of the phenomenon are, and second, what the relationships are between these 

components. If the research is comparing more than one constituency, there is a third 

generic research question: the IQA researcher will wish to know how the systems 

compare to one another. In my case, I addressed this third issue, because my research 

subjects were from multiple nations: for example, ethnic Chinese from Indonesia vis-à-
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vis those from the Philippines, etc. Again, since it was not viable to get enough subjects 

for multiple focus groups in the IQA mode proper, I was not able to compare systems as 

IQA procedures suggest. However, I elicited the same information via individual 

interviews of constituency members, as described elsewhere in this Methodology section. 

The three generic research questions, in turn, inform an IQA researcher’s thoughts about 

the problem statement. The researcher wishes to confirm the problem statement in light 

of the three questions, and further confirm that this is the problem that should properly be 

the topic of this particular body of research.  

In IQA, the focus groups name the categories. In the IQA system, these are called 

“affinities.” The affinities are the categories which will drive my questioning. This 

process of naming the affinities is termed “axial coding.” 

The data I gathered in Taiwan was largely via interviews and focus groups of ethnic 

Chinese students. I also have some focus group data of Mandarin Chinese instructors of 

heritage speakers, as well as some classroom observation data, which will serve for 

triangulation purposes. I am analyzing this data via a modified version of what is 

described in Northcutt & McCoy (2004). I have written up the results using Northcutt & 

McCoy’s methodology. See attachment for details. 

 I have replaced Northcutt & McCoy’s term “Affinity Relationship” with 

“emerging ideas” (Richards, 2005) and “salient themes” (Marshall and Rossman, 1999). I 

identified emerging trends throughout the analysis and have reflected such in the write-

up. This identification of emerging trends is consonant with other references on 

qualitative data, below, although the terminology varies.  
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Interviews and the coding of interviews—and what if the unexpected 
emerges? 

Interviews were coded using a two-step process. First, I listened to the interviews 

and color-coded what appeared to be salient themes as they emerged. As certain themes 

repeated, I tended to notice them more and listen for them in subsequent sessions, while 

still gleaning other emergent themes. I then transferred these salient themes, including 

unanticipated issues, onto a grid in which I cite the Emerging Idea/Salient Theme, the 

Transcript and Line #, the Theoretical Quotation which supports this salient theme, and 

my Researcher Notes.  

Although the IQA methodology calls for the Theoretical Quotation to be a series of 

word-for-word quotes from the respondents, bear in mind that the exemplars in Northcutt 

and McCoy (2004) appear to be articulate and educated native speakers of American 

English, who speak at length when queried by an interviewer. I, however, either 

interviewed ethnic Chinese respondents in English (not their native language) or via a 

volunteer interpreter of Mandarin or another Asian language. Due to the cross-cultural 

and bilingual (or at times, trilingual) nature of my interviews, there are less lengthy 

narratives by respondents than might be expected in discourse between two educated 

native speakers of American English. Therefore, I drew on my extensive experience as 

school-trained Licensed Court Interpreter and modified the interview technique as needed 

by doing what is called by attorneys in the courtroom “leading the witness” in the 

interview process. Hence, my Theoretical Quotations in Chapter 4 of this dissertation will 
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be an eclectic blend of quotes and paraphrases; however, the essence of the bottom-up 

input from the respondents has been maintained.  

In light of my theoretical framework, I found at times that a certain government 

policy, in concert with its resultant effects and causes, may have resulted in certain 

heritage Mandarin speakers from Indonesia being in the Level 1 book in Taiwan. Another 

primary cause may have had the same effect on a similar homogeneous grouping from 

Thailand. At this point, a disclaimer is in order. Although I have a theoretical framework 

which informed, guided, and shaped my research at this point, real-world results at times 

were different than initially expected, at times radically so. There were even issues which 

emerged which perhaps did not fit neatly into the research questions, but which 

nonetheless can be of importance to the Foreign Language Education discipline. This can 

also be valuable to the study, and will be reflected in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

Interviews as part and parcel of IQA, or stand-alone interviews as an 
alternative means of data collection—contingency planning, depending 

on numbers and varieties of research subjects 

 

I did interviews as an integral part of this research. Interviews are part and parcel of 

IQA methodology, as mentioned above, and the Northcutt and McCoy text deals 

extensively with the IQA interview methodology as part of the sequence after the initial 

IQA Focus Group. However, as stated elsewhere, I was not able to gather enough focus 

group members in each homogenous category needed to further pursue the IQA method 
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per se. Hence, I used stand-alone interviews, not part of IQA methodology proper, as my 

principal method of gathering qualitative data. I still attempted to glean a systems-type 

view of causes and effects, in the spirit of IQA (Northcutt and McCoy, 2004). However, 

it may not resemble the IQA example visually. The end results should be virtually the 

same, though, in that the bottom-up nature of IQA-style research was maintained. 

Elements of Viable Interviews 

Just as in IQA interviewing, I elicited information from interviewees via a bottom-

up approach. Rather than initiate with a focus group, I initiated the process with a series 

of one-on-one and group semistructured interviews, at times and places convenient to the 

interviewees. In these individual and group interviews, I attempted to elicit the salient 

themes from each of the individual interviewees that I would have otherwise attained in a 

group process through the IQA interviews.  

Chapter 6 of Seidman (1998), titled “Technique Isn’t Everything, But It Is a Lot,” 

furnished advice which informed my interviewing technique. This helped me elicit 

bottom-up autobiographical data about the sociocultural factors impacting a given 

interviewee’s language development. Some of Seidman’s more salient pointers are on 

pages 69 and 70: 

 “Listen more, talk less, and ask real questions…one to which the interviewer 
does not already know or anticipate the response… 

 Avoid leading questions… 
 Ask open-ended questions… 
 Follow up, don’t interrupt.” 
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Merriam (1998) furnished me additional guidance as to how to plan my interviews. 

“Figure 4.1, Interview Structure Continuum,” shows the progression of interview options 

from a highly restrictive to a very liberal set of 3 possible formats: 

Highly Structured/Standardized 

        --wording of questions predetermined 

--order of questions predetermined 

--oral form of a survey 

Semistructured 

--mix of more- and less-structured questions 

Unstructured/informal 

--open-ended questions 

--flexible, exploratory 

--more like a conversation”  

Through the use of semistructured interviews, supplemented with a survey, I 

attempted to use all options found on Merriam’s continuum. The semistructured 

interviews were on the unstructured end of the spectrum, as I sought salient themes. The 

survey was on the highly structured end. Individual and group interviews, done as a 

stand-alone qualitative investigative methodology in this research, certainly fall under the 

rubric of semistructured. I chose a semistructured interview protocol, due to the 

interviews being informed by my theoretical framework, as well as because I was 

exploring what appears to be heretofore largely unexplored territory (biographies of 
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Asian ethnic Chinese outside of the PRC and ROC, with a view toward their histories as 

language learners). 

Merriam (1998) offers advice on the asking of “good questions,” which coincides 

with similar guidance from Seidman (1998) and Northcutt and McCoy (2004). En breve, 

a good question is one which the interviewee can comprehend easily, and tends to be 

open-ended. Merriam further advises the researcher to pilot the interview questions. I 

hoped to do so with convenience samples of American-Born Chinese. This did not work 

out; however, as a field expedient substitute for piloting, I had done a previous pilot study 

and furthermore, I did extensive listening and did my own transcriptions of my earlier 

interviews, so as to critique myself and learn from the process. 

Semistructured techniques are consonant with the methods and principles found in 

Northcutt and McCoy (2004), in their explications of IQA interviewing technique. 

Therefore, they have a place in my research, even though the numbers in Taiwan did not 

allow me to use IQA focus groups as an initial step in eliciting Northcutt and McCoy’s 

“affinities” (2004). 

Use of a survey for triangulation and for reaching a larger audience 

For the sake of triangulation, I also administered a paper survey in person and 

analyzed it with an Excel spreadsheet. This also allowed me to extend the scope of my 

interviewing to include individuals in groups who are not available for in-person 

interviewing, for a variety of reasons. It is generally a Likert Scale type of survey, with 

responses ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). Since the cost of 
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professional translating was prohibitive to me as a solo interviewer operating without the 

benefit of a grant, I had the survey sight-translated (one of the three modes of interpreting) 

on site into the languages needed by the respondents (Mandarin, Thai, etc.). In the 

analysis, I compared the different items on the survey to the respondents’ self- evaluation 

of a snapshot-type view of their Mandarin proficiency prior to their arrival in Taiwan. I 

then further compared the survey results to emergent trends as identified in the interviews. 

More details on this process can be found in Chapter 4 and in the part of Chapter 5 which 

discusses Limitations. 

Survey Questions 

This survey was administered as a paper survey on-site. It is mostly a Likert Scale type of 

survey, with responses ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  

Yes-No questions 

i. My neighborhood was Chinese (like a “Chinatown”). 

ii. I attended a Chinese school in my community. 

iii. There were Mandarin classes available for me in the public schools in my 

community. 

iv. My immediate family observes Chinese cultural practices at home. 

v. My government uses its Mandarin-speaking citizens as a language resource. Some 

examples of this include: for trade, diplomacy, military, intelligence, law 

enforcement, language teaching, translation and interpretation, tourism, etc. 

vi. My siblings speak fluent Mandarin. 



64 

vii. Only my immediate family lives in my home (parents and siblings). 

viii. Extended family members live in my household (grandparents, aunts, cousins, in-

laws, etc.) 

Likert Scale Type Questions 

1: Strongly Disagree—2: Disagree—3: Neither agree nor disagree—4: Agree—5: 

Strongly agree 

ix. Self-evaluation of my Mandarin proficiency before arriving in Taiwan: my 

Mandarin skills were those of an educated native speaker.  

x. I was able to see members of my extended family while growing up  

xi. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home [spoken what %?] 

xii. My family encourages me to study Mandarin Chinese 

xiii. I was exposed to Chinese culture outside of the home 

xiv. The Mandarin language is valued and respected by people in my country 

xv. I believe that Chinese people are valued and respected by people in my country 

xvi. I think that Mandarin-speaking Chinese people in my country are very skilled at 

their home language 

xvii. I believe that Chinese people have social mobility equal to that of other citizens 

xviii. I believe that Chinese people are treated fairly by others in my society. 

xix. My government supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 

xx. My employer supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 
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xxi. My university supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 

xxii. Government language policies help enhance my Mandarin skills 

xxiii. It’s good to know Mandarin to be competitive for private sector jobs 

xxiv. I was made to feel good in [name of country] about being Chinese 

xxv. I will use my increased Mandarin skills on the job when I leave Taiwan and return 

home to my country 

xxvi. I am the ______ child in birth order: 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th 

xxvii. My siblings’ proficiency level [Estimate them to be Level 1, 2, 3—Basic, 

Intermediate or Advanced—or No Remediation Needed] 

Other Questions 

xxviii. The language(s) my parents use to speak to me  

xxix. The language(s) in which I respond to my parents 

 

Employment and training of interpreters  

 

 The majority of the heritage Mandarin speakers who I have come into contact 

with in Taiwan speak English well enough to be interviewed. However, in order to extend 

my reach to include others, I needed to use interpreters, because my current Mandarin 

expertise does not extend to the level of proficiency needed to conduct Mandarin-

language interviews by myself. I intended to train interpreters for the project, and did so 



66 

to varying degrees, depending on the time available for prospective interpreters (I also 

used a bilingual transcriptionist for many interviews: see Limitations in Chapter 5). My 

credentials to do so include more than a decade of training and experience as a 

professional interpreter. I was trained in the mid-1990s at the Monterey Institute of 

International Studies as a Court and Medical Interpreter. Since them, I have gained the 

Licensed Court Interpreter credential for English and Spanish in Texas.  

Before going to Taiwan for my research, I was in my third interpreter job as a 

contract interpreter at the Austin Municipal Court. I was a staff interpreter for GY 

Investigations and Legal Services in Salinas, California, shortly after my interpreter 

training, and worked in interviews about workers’ compensation. I am retired from the 

courts of Bexar County, where I interpreted in all three modes, consecutive, simultaneous 

and sight translation. At GY and Bexar County, I did extensive transcription work in 

English and Spanish, as well as translations of interviews from Spanish to English. In all 

three jobs, I have done written translations. I have a thorough knowledge of the processes 

and theories involved.  

To round out several years of practical work, my graduate-level work in Translation 

and Interpretation (T&I) includes coursework at UT-Austin, as well as my graduate hours 

at MIIS, 14 hours total. At Bexar County, I taught several aspiring court interpreters in 

non language-specific courses. In many cases, the students’ native languages were 

unknown to me, such as Korean or Arabic. Therefore, between my T&I training and 

experience and my ongoing study of Mandarin, I am confident that I am qualified to train 

English-Mandarin/other bilinguals to interpret, transcribe and translate my interviews and 
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other written or oral materials. I did apply independent professional judgment in the use 

of bilingual products, and as my Mandarin improved, my interviews became more 

effective. 

Gauging proficiency levels of interviewees: challenges and approach 

It was a challenge to identify the proficiency levels of heritage speaker interviewees, 

since this depended on a combination of self-evaluation and class placement, combined 

with textbook in use, in a variety of Mandarin training programs. Some of these 

Mandarin classes were designed specifically for heritage speakers, and others were not. 

With some interviewees, I was able to observe in class and compare the level of their 

classroom material and textbooks with my own training at the Mandarin Training Center 

and the textbooks I had used. At the time I left Taiwan, I was studying Far East Everyday 

Chinese, Book 2B (Yeh, 2001), an intermediate-level book, in weekly one-on-one 

lessons, and had also studied other materials. This afforded me some triangulation with 

some of the interviewees, but not with all. I will discuss this further in Limitations in 

Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS  

Introduction and overview of Chapter 4 

 In this chapter, I present my findings from 62 surveys and 29 interviews with 

approximately 59 respondents. First, I have provided the quantitative (survey) data. 

Following the survey data, I furnish salient interview extracts from the interviews (these 

are sorted according to emerging ideas within the three subsections of the research 

questions). At the ends of certain emerging ideas’ sections, I have appended additional 

interview extracts for the sake of triangulation. One source is titled “Corroborating 

remarks from teachers of heritage speakers” (instructors from one program in which 

several participants studied). The other is titled “Similarities of Cantonese and Mandarin: 

an interview with an American-Born Chinese” (a participant in the same heritage speaker 

program). At the end of the chapter, I furnish a summary of the results. 

Quantitative data 

 A summation of responses to the questionnaire is found below. Charts include 

percentages of valid responses. They are arrayed globally, and also broken down by 

specific nation or region. A caveat to the reader is in order: some of the subcategories are 

extremely small sub-groups which would be considered to be an extremely small n (as 

low as an n of 1 in some cases). This was due to the convenience sampling nature of the 

research, in which I found research subjects via personal contacts and referrals.  
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Taking this disclaimer into account, however, the survey data has a degree of correlation 

with comments from research subjects, as well as with the other data which was used for 

triangulation purposes (mentioned above). For example, Indonesians are mentioned as 

having low Mandarin skills in the interview of professors who teach heritage speakers. 

Singaporeans and speakers of Cantonese, by way of contrast, are cited as having high 

proficiency levels (Macau is a Cantonese-speaking Special Administrative Region of the 

People’s Republic of China). In general, the percentages of respondents to diverse survey 

items selected as predictors or indicators of a skill level tend to match the qualitative data 

gathered. Comments accompanying the survey items’ results do not include those cases 

in which n = 1.
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SURVEY QUESTIONS AND TABLES 

This survey was administered as a paper survey on-site. It is mostly a Likert Scale type of 

survey, with responses ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  

Likert Scale Type Questions 1: Strongly Disagree—2: Disagree—3: Neither agree nor 

disagree—4: Agree—5: Strongly agree 

For the sake of succinctness and simplicity, all data in which n = 1 have been moved to 

the Appendix (data from Korea, Myanmar, Okinawa, and Singapore, in which there are 

only one respondent each). Totals, however, include the data from those four nations. 

This section displays salient data, grouped by like categories, and is expressed as 

numbers and percentages of valid responses. The entire survey, with all raw data intact, is 

in the Appendix.  

Table 1 Mandarin abilities (self-reported) 

Q. 9. Self-evaluation of my Mandarin proficiency before arriving in Taiwan: my 
Mandarin skills were those of an educated native speaker. 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 5 (45%) 5 (45%) 1 (9%) 0 0 11 
Japan 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 0 0 5 
Macau 2 (50%) 0 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 1 (14%) 0 0 6 (86%) 0 7 
Philippines 1 (11%) 5 (56%) 1 (11%) 2 (22%) 0 9 
Thailand 3 (14%) 6 (27%) 8 (36%) 5 (23%) 0 22 
Total 15 (24%) 18 (29%) 13 (21%) 16 (26%) 0 62 
 

There were no “5” responses to this item, which was designed to be a “snapshot” of 

Mandarin skills upon deplaning in Taiwan. Indonesians, Filipinos, and Japanese tended to 

rate themselves as being low in Mandarin proficiency; Malaysians rated themselves fairly 
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high. Responses from Thailand tended to run the gamut from high to low. Total responses 

were evenly-distributed, although proficiency varied by country. 

Table 2 National-level sociocultural factors which affect Mandarin proficiency  

Q. 14. The Mandarin language is valued and respected by people in my country. 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2 (18%) 4 (36%) 3 (27%) 2 (18%) 11 
Japan 0 1 (20%) 0 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 5 
Macau 0 1 (25%) 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 0 0 2 (29%) 3 (43%) 2 (29%) 7 
Philippines 1 (11%) 0 5 (56%) 2 (22%) 1 (11%) 9 
Thailand 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 6 (29%) 9 (43%) 4 (19%) 21 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 21 (34%) 22 (36%) 10 (16%) 61 
 
Q. 15. I believe that Chinese people are valued and respected by people in my 
country. 
Indonesia 0 2 (18%) 4 (36%) 2 (18%) 3 (27%) 11 
Japan 2 (40%) 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 0 0 5 
Macau 0 0 0 2 (50%) 2 (50%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 3 (43%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 7 
Philippines 0 0 2 (22%) 6 (67%) 1 (11%) 9 
Thailand 1 (5%) 0 11 (50%) 8 (36%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 23 (37%) 22 (35%) 9 (15%) 62  

Q. 16. I think that Mandarin-speaking Chinese people in my country are very skilled at 
their home language. 
Indonesia 0 3 (27%) 4 (36%) 3 (27%) 1 (9%) 11 
Japan 0 1 (20%) 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 0 5 
Macau 0 1 (25%) 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 0 1 (14%) 2 (29%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 7 
Philippines 0 1 (11%) 1 (11%) 4 (44%) 3 (33%) 9 
Thailand 1 (5%) 4 (18%) 5 (23%) 10 (45%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 1 (2%) 12 (19%) 18 (29%) 23 (37%)     
Q. 18. I believe that Chinese people are treated fairly by others in my society. 
Indonesia 0 4 (36%) 3 (27%) 4 (36%) 0 11 
Japan 2 (40%) 0 0 2 (40%) 1 (20%) 5 
Macau 0 1 (25%) 0 1 (25%) 2 (50%) 4 
Malaysia 0 3 (43%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 0 7 
Philippines 0 2 (22%) 3 (33%) 4 (44%) 0 9 
Thailand 0 1 (5%) 3 (14%) 16 (73%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 2 (3%) 13 (21%) 12 (19%) 30 (48%) 5 (8%) 62 
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Q. 24. I was made to feel good in [name of country] about being Chinese. 
Indonesia 0 4 (40%) 1 (10%) 3 (30%) 2 (20%) 10 
Japan 1 (20%) 0 2 (40%) 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 5 
Macau 0 0 0 1 (33%) 2 (67%) 3 
Malaysia 0 0 4 (57%) 3 (43%) 0 7 
Philippin s  0 1 (11%) 4 (44%)   (11%) 3 (33%) 9 
Thailand 0 2 (10%) 6 (29%) 9 (43%) 4 (19%) 21 
Total 1 (2%) 8 (14%) 17 (29%) 9 (32%) 14 (24%) 59  

More than half of the Thai respondents state that the Mandarin language is valued 

and respected in their language. Respondents from a bit over half of the countries show 

the Mandarin language to be valued and respected.  

Just as the Mandarin language is valued and respected, most respondents state that ethnic 

Chinese are valued and respected. 

Respondents were asked for a best guess as to the overall skill level of Mandarin-

speaking Chinese people in their respective countries. With the caveat in mind that this 

was, in fact, a best guess: Indonesians’ responses were evenly divided; almost half of 

Malaysians, Filipinos, and Thais believe that this skill level is very high. Overall, 

approximately a third of the responses were to the right of the center of mass.  

In terms of the perceived level of fairness of treatment of Chinese by others in their 

respective societies, some salient responses are from Indonesians, Malaysians and 

Filipinos, with ranges from 22% to 43% stating that treatment of ethnic Chinese is unfair. 

Over 75% of Thais’ responses, though, were clustered at the higher end of the scale. 

Overall, more than half of the respondents believed that they, as ethnic Chinese, are 

Table 2, cont. 
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treated fairly. Also, the majority of respondents stated that they were made to feel good 

about being Chinese in their respective countries.  
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Table 3 Regional and local sociocultural factors which affect Mandarin proficiency 

 Yes No Total 
Q 1. My neighborhood was Chinese (like a “Chinatown”). 
Indonesia 5 (45%) 6 (55%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 4 (80%) 5 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
Philippines 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Thailand 8 (36%) 14 (64%) 22 
Total 28 (45%) 34 (55%) 62 
Q 2. I attended a Chinese school in my community 
Indonesia 2 (18%) 9 (82%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
Philippines 9 (100%) 0 9 
Thailand 12 (55%) 10 (45%) 22 
Total 38 (61%) 24 (39%) 62 
Q 3. There were Mandarin classes available to me in the public schools in my 
community 
Indonesia 8 (73%) 3 (27%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Macau 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Philippines 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Thailand 16 (73%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 39 (63%) 23 (37%) 62 
Q 13. I was exposed to Chinese culture outside of the home. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 1 (9%) 6 (55%) 2 (18%) 2 (18%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 1 (20%) 0 5 
Macau 1 (25%) 0 0 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 0 4 (57%) 3 (43%) 7 
Philippines 0 0 3 (33%) 5 (56%) 1 (11%) 9 
Thailand 0 3 (14%) 6 (27%) 6 (41%) 4 (18%) 22 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 18 (29%) 25 (40%) 11 (18%) 62 
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Overall, a bit less than half of all respondents lived in a Chinese neighborhood. This 

held true of Indonesians, whereas about a fifth of the Filipino respondents, and about one 

third of the Thais lived in a Chinatown-type area.  

A “Chinese school” in Asia is not the same as one in the United States, and this 

difference was clarified for respondents on-site. A US-style Chinese school is a part-time 

school where children of Chinese ancestry study Chinese language and culture, and it 

often tends to be church-based. In Asia, a Chinese school is an academic school, K-12, in 

which Mandarin is generally the medium of instruction. The student body tends to be 

ethnic Chinese. Less than a fifth of the Indonesian respondents reported attending such a 

school; the majority of Thais did attend a Chinese school, as did all of the Filipino 

respondents. Overall, well over half of all respondents attended a Chinese school in the 

community.  

The majority of respondents from Indonesia, Macau, Malaysia and Thailand 

reported an availability of publicly-funded Mandarin classes. About one fifth of the 

respondents from the Philippines answered Yes to this item. Overall, well over half of all 

respondents had Mandarin classes available to them in their public schools.  

Well over half of all respondents were exposed to Chinese culture outside of the 

home. Some of the more salient figures are from respondents from Malaysia, the 

Philippines and Thailand; anywhere from well over half to all of these respondents had 

the opportunity to interact with Chinese culture in their environments outside of their 

immediate families.   
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Table 4 Home-based sociocultural factors which affect Mandarin proficiency 

 Yes No Total 
Q 4. My immediate family observes Chinese cultural practices at home. 
Indonesia 10 (91%) 1 (9%) 11 
Japan 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 5 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
Philippines 9 (100%) 0 9 
Thailand 16 (73%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 53 (85%) 9 (15%) 62 
Q 6. My siblings speak fluent Mandarin. 
Indonesia 3 (27%) 8 (73%) 11 
Japan 2 (40%) 3 (60%) 5 
Macau 0 4 (100%) 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (66%) 9 
Thailand 9 (41%) 13 (59%) 22 
Total 26 (42%) 36 (58%) 62 
Q 7. Only my immediate family lives in my home (parents and siblings) 
Indonesia 9 (82%) 2 (18%) 11 
Japan 4 (80%) 1 (20%) 5 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Philippines 6 (67%) 3 (33%) 9 
Thailand 15 (68%) 7 (32%) 22 
Total 48 (77%) 14 (23%) 62 
Q 8. Extended family members live in my household (grandparents, aunts, cousins, in-
laws, etc.) 
Indonesia 2 (18%) 9 (82%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Macau 1 (25%) 3 (75%) 4 
Malaysia 2 (29%) 5 (71%) 7 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9 
Thailand 7 (33%) 14 (67%) 21 
Total 15 (25%) 45 (75%) 61 
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Q 10. I was able to see members of my extended family while growing up. 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 1 (9%) 1 (9%) 7 (64%) 2 (18%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 0 0 2 (40%) 5 
Macau 0 0 0 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 0 2 (29%) 5 (71%) 7 
Philippines 0 0 0 5 (56%) 4 (44%) 9 
Thailand 0 1 (5%) 2 (9%) 13(59%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 2 (3%) 4 (6%) 3 (5%) 32 (52%) 21 (34%) 62 
Q 11. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home (spoken what %?) 

11-1. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home. 
Indonesia 2 (20%) 2 (20%) 1 (10%) 4 (40%) 1 (10%) 10 
Japan 2 (40%) 2 (40%) 0 1 (20%) 0 5 
Macau 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 0 0 0 4 
Malaysia 1 (14%) 0 0 3 (43%) 3 (43%) 7 
Philippines  1 (14%) 4 (57%) 1 (14%) 1 (14%) 0 7 
Thailand 4 (27%) 4 (27%) 3 (20%) 4 (27%) 0 15 
Total 13 (25%) 13 (25%) 5 (10%) 17 (33%) 4 (8%) 52  

11-2. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home (spoken what %?). 
 #  of Respondents Average 
Indonesia 8 38% 
Japan 2 10% 
Macau 2 3% 
Malaysia 6 71% 
Philippines 9 22% 
Thailand 15 29% 
All countries 46 36%  

  Q 12. My family encourages me to study Mandarin Chinese 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 0 1 (9%) 3 (27%) 7 (64%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 0 0 1 (20%) 3 (60%) 5 
Macau 0 2 (50%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 0 0 2 (29%) 2 (29%) 3 (43%) 7 
Philippines 0 0 0 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Thailand 0 0 0 5 (23%) 17 (77%) 22 
Total 1 (2%) 2 (3%) 4 (6%) 16 (26%) 39 (63%) 62 
Q 27. My siblings’ proficiency level [Estimate them to be Level 1, 2, 3—Basic, 
Intermediate or Advanced—or No Remediation Needed] 
 1 2 3 Total 
Indonesia 7 (64%) 1 (9%) 3 (27%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 5 
Macau 2 (67%) 1 (33%) 0 3 
Malaysia 1 (17%) 2 (33%) 3 (50%) 6 

Table 4, cont. 
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Philippines 2 (22%) 6 (67%) 1 (11%) 9 
Thailand 7 (37%) 5 (26%) 7 (37%) 19 
Total 21 (37%) 20(35%) 16(28%) 57  

 
Q 28. The language(s) my parents use to speak to me 
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Indonesia 6 
(29%) 

1 
 (11%) 

1  
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9 
 (100%) 
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 (100%) 

1 
  (13%) 
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 (100%) 

Japan 1  
(5%) 

0 0 0 0 0 5 
 (83%) 

0 

Macau 0 4 
(44%) 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Malaysia 6 
(29%) 

4 
(44%) 

0 0 0 3 
(38%) 

0 0 

Philippines 3 
(14%) 

0 0 0 0 3 
(38%) 

0 0 

Thailand 3 
(14%) 

0 0 0 0 1 
(13%) 

0 0 

Total 21 9 1 9 1 8 6 1 
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Indonesia 0 0 0 0 1 

(50%) 
0 0 0 1 

(50%) 
Japan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Macau 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Malaysia 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

(50%) 
Philippines 0 

(100%) 
0 9 

(100%) 
4 

(100%) 
0 0 1 

(100%) 
0 0 

Thailand 0 0 0 0 0 2 
(50%) 

0 15 
(100%) 

0 

Total 2 1 9 4 2 4 1 15 2 
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Q 29. The language(s) in which I respond to my parents 
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Total 17 7 1 9 8 6 1 
Question 29, continued: 
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Indonesia 0 0 0 1 
(50%) 

0 0 0 

Japan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Macau 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Malaysia 0 0 0 0 1 
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0 0 

Myanmar 0 0 0 0 0 1 
(100%) 

0 

Philippines 8 
(100%) 

4 
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0 0 0 0 1 
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Thailand 0 0 18 
(100%) 

0 1 
(33%) 

0 0 

Total 8 4 18 2 3 1 1 
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The vast majority of respondents stated that their immediate families observed 

Chinese cultural practices in the home. Other important factors in the home environment 

included the respective levels of Mandarin fluency among siblings; overall, a bit less than 

half of the respondents’ siblings are fluent Mandarin speakers. The vast majority of fluent 

Mandarin-speaking siblings are found in Malaysia, according to 86% of the Malaysian 

respondents. Furthermore, the majority of households (77%) only consisted of immediate 

family members. However, almost all of the respondents were able to have contact with 

extended family members while growing up. Mandarin was at least one of the languages 

of the home with almost one half of the respondents and spoken about one third of the 

time, overall. A salient exception is Malaysia, where Mandarin is a predominant language 

by both measures (a language spoken in the home at 86% and spoken 71% of the time). 

Overall, families tended to use quite a few Chinese languages in the home, and almost all 

respondents reported encouragement in the family to pursue the study of Mandarin 

Chinese. 
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Table 5  Governmental and policy-based sociocultural factors which affect Mandarin 
proficiency 

5. My government uses its Mandarin-speaking citizens as a language resource. Some 
examples of this include: for trade, diplomacy, military, intelligence, law enforcement, 
language teaching, translation and interpretation, tourism, etc. 
 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 3 (30%) 7 (70%) 10 
Japan 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 5 
Macau 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 4 (57%) 3 (43%) 7 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9 
Thailand 8 (36%) 14 (64%) 22 
Total 25 (41%) 36 (59%) 61 
19. My government supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin  
Chinese. 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 2 (18%) 2 (18%) 5 (45%) 2 (18%) 0 11 
Japan 4 (80%) 1 (20%) 0 0 0 5 
Macau 0 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 3 (43%) 4 (57%) 0 0 7 
Philippines 1 (11%) 4 (44%) 4 (44%) 0 0 9 
Thailand 0 4 (18%) 12 (55%) 5 (23%) 1 (5%) 22 
Total 8 (13%) 16 (26%) 27 (44%) 8 (13%) 3 (5%) 62 
22. Government language policies help enhance my Mandarin skills. 
Indonesia 1 (9%) 3 (27%) 5 (45%) 2 (18%) 0 11 
Japan 2 (40%) 1 (20%) 2 (40%) 0 0 5 
Macau 0 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 0 0 4 
Malaysia 1 (14%) 4 (57%) 2 (29%) 0 0 7 
Philippines 3 (33%) 2 (22%) 4 (44%) 0 0 9 
Thailand 4 (18%) 7 (32%) 10 (45%) 1 (5%) 0 22 
Total 15 (24%) 20 (32%) 24 (39%) 3 (5%) 0 62 
 

Overall, a bit less than half of the respondents stated that their respective 

governments used Mandarin-speaking citizens as a language resource. This was the case 

with well over half of the Malaysian respondents, and with approximately one third of 

Indonesians, Filipinos and Thais. Less than half of the governments supported their 

citizens in their desire to study Mandarin Chinese, and over half of the responses 
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reflected an overall lack of support for Mandarin skill enhancement on the part of 

governments. 
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Qualitative data 

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS ORGANIZED BY RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

OVERARCHING QUESTION: WHAT IS THE EXPERIENCE OF HERITAGE SPEAKERS OF 
CHINESE LANGUAGES IN ASIAN COUNTRIES IN WHICH MANDARIN IS NOT THE 
DOMINANT LANGUAGE? 
 
 This topic is subsumed by the subquestions. Responses therein address the 

overarching question. The responses to the subquestions are sorted in descending order: 

the first “Emerging idea” in each category is the one which was mentioned in most 

interviews. The last “Emerging idea” was mentioned least. 

 

SUBQUESTIONS:  

WHAT SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS RESULT IN HERITAGE SPEAKERS’ MANDARIN 
LEARNING/DEVELOPMENT BEING ENHANCED? 
 

At least basic Mandarin training back home 

 Out of the 29 interviews, this was mentioned in 20 of them. The Chinese 

languages spoken by interviewees varied widely. One sociocultural factor which seemed 

to equip these heritage speakers of Chinese languages to succeed with Mandarin was 

having had some Mandarin training in their home regions and countries. Something that 

was helpful prior to coming to Taiwan was having experience in facets of the writing 

system they would face in Taiwan: traditional Chinese characters, Bopomofo (the 

standard phonetic system taught in schools in Taiwan), and to a degree, knowledge of 

Hanyu Pinyin (Romanization system of the People’s Republic of China, but used to a 
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degree in Taiwan as well, particularly in Mandarin training for foreigners). Some salient 

representative examples follow.  

 
Myanmar MD cadet 

Interviewer: Okay, but you learned writing and reading in your Mandarin training at 
public schools. 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Traditional characters or simplified? Traditional is the writing used in 
Taiwan. 
Respondent: Yes, like Taiwan. We have many schools. One is writing; the other is 
learning Chinese. One school is traditional and another school is simplified. 
Interviewer: Okay, so you know both forms of writing? 
Respondent: No, I applied to traditional. 
Interviewer: What about Hanyu Pinyin? Did you learn that in your schools? 
Respondent: What? 
Interviewer: Let me get your some Hanyu Pinyin. In my classes when I teach public 
speaking I always give a list-- 
Respondent: Oh. Yes, we use this. 
Interviewer: This is Pinyin and this is Bopomofo. 
Respondent: Yes, we use Bopomofo. 
Interviewer: For the record I’m showing a pronunciation guide that I teach the students in 
my class, I teach them a simple lesson in how to write in Hanyu Pinyin, how to convert 
from Chinese characters. I have them write their names in Chinese characters, then I have 
them write their name in Bopomofo and then I have them write their name in Hanyu 
Pinyin and many times their name is spelled differently when they do it that way than on 
their passport and I do that to give them a way of writing in Romanized letters if they 
have to do maybe a PowerPoint for an English speaker like myself who can’t read the 
characters. So that a sheet that I use. So there’s my question. Were you taught Hanyu 
Pinyin and Bopomofo? Which one? 
Respondent: Bopomofo. 
Interviewer: Not Hanyu Pinyin. 
Respondent: Yeah, my teacher also teach Pinyin. 
Interviewer: Also taught Hanyu Pinyin. 
Respondent: Yeah. There are more emphasis on Bopomofo. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Now in the US we have something called Chinese school, you're probably familiar with 
that, where if you're Chinese you send your kid to school on a Saturday. 
Respondent: Weekend school. Weekend Mandarin. Weekend school. 
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Interviewer: Yeah, but here in Asia Chinese school tends to be a school where Chinese 
language is used as the teaching language. In your experience, do your students have 
training in either type of Chinese school? 
Respondent: Most the students have this experience. 
Interviewer: So they have some prior training? 
Respondent: Yes… 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. What about the writing? Because I'm hearing some comments 
about the writing from some of the students that I interview. Do they tend to come here 
with a fairly strong grasp of traditional or simplified characters--one or the other? 
Respondent: It depends on where their parents come from and which Chinese school they 
attended because some Chinese schools teach traditional Chinese and some simplified 
Chinese. It often depends on where the parents come from. 
… 
Interviewer: What about Hanyu Pinyin? 
Respondent: Thailand. Singapore have both. Malaysia also both. 
 
 

Similarity of home’s or region’s Chinese language to Mandarin 

 At times, when I asked respondents to comment on the similarities shared 

between their home languages and Mandarin, the initial response was that there were no 

similarities. However, as I probed more deeply, and framed the questions with examples, 

there arose quite a few similarities mentioned in 25 of the interviews. At times, I gave 

personal examples based on my experiences as a heritage speaker of Italian who has 

learned Spanish in school. Their experiences tended to be similar.  

 
Malaysian cadet (Medical student) 

Interviewer: What about back home when you go home on vacation, when you’re just 
kind of walking around, do you speak Cantonese with anybody? 
Respondent: No, not really. 
Interviewer: Have you been to Hong Kong and Macau? 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: Oh, OK. 
Respondent: But I learned it from the television. 
Interviewer: No kidding? I’m working so hard on Mandarin, and I can’t learn anything 
from the television. 
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Macau cadet 

Interviewer: Okay. How about the Chinese languages? In your experience, can I speak to 
most people in Mandarin and mostly be understood? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Is it different depending on what age they are? 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: So older people, younger people, no big deal? 
Respondent: No big deal. 
Interviewer: So as someone who can handle both those languages well, how similar do 
you find the languages to be? 
Respondent: Actually from my point of view I think these two languages are very very 
similar. If the one, if they're a native speaker in Mandarin, they come from mainland 
China and come to Macau, and maybe they cannot, when they learn to speak in 
Cantonese, it is very difficult. But for us as Cantonese speaker we could easily just speak 
Mandarin but with a very strong accent. 
Interviewer: Okay. Let me say a kind of beginning non-native Mandarin student 
classroom phrase, right? Ni hao, wo shi mei guo ren. Ni ne? Okay and literally that's "you 
good, I be America person. “You” and “ne," the particle for the question. Is that question 
the same in Cantonese? Is that sequence the same? 
Respondent: There, um. 
Interviewer: Ni hao is what in Cantonese? 
Respondent: Ne hou. 
Interviewer: So that's the same, I mean it's just the word that's pronounced differently. 
Respondent: Yes, but for some words, some particular words there might be some 
correlations. 
Interviewer: But I'm talking more about the structure of the language. 
Respondent: Structure, I think, probably the same. 
Interviewer: You good. That's the same. Wo shi mei guo ren. What's that in Cantonese? 
Respondent: Sorry? 
Interviewer: Wo shi mei guo ren. So "I be America person"? The same thing? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Ni ne? You and the particle? 
Respondent: Ne ne. 
Interviewer: So the structure is somewhat… 
Respondent: Is totally the same. 
Interviewer: Now some of the, because I can hear from your pronunciation of Cantonese, 
some of the words sound like they’re similar but not exactly the same. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Okay, let me get my cool McNaughton book, Reading and Writing Chinese, 
with traditional characters. 
Respondent: Okay. 
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Interviewer: And let me just find a couple that look like, okay, looking at word number 
806 which is ti3 (body), is that said the same in Cantonese? 
Respondent: In Cantonese it pronounced tai 
Interviewer: Does it mean the same? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: I'm just pulling a few words are random to get a little bit of a feel for the 
similarities or differences. Here's diu1 word 805 to lose. What's this in Cantonese? 
Respondent: Diu. 
Interviewer: Does it mean the same? 
Respondent: Yes, but you probably won't use it, won't speak in this way. We use another 
word. 
Interviewer: You would choose another word? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: But you know this word? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: And you know it from both languages? 
Respondent: Sure. 
Interviewer: Okay. Fairly common Book 1 Chapter 1 word. Hua 4, a painting, word 228. 
What's that word in Cantonese? 
Respondent: In Cantonese it pronounced wa. 
Interviewer: And is the meaning the same? 
Respondent: Mm. 
Interviewer: And all of the characters that I've shown you so far you know those 
characters, right? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: They're not a mystery or anything to you. 
Respondent: Mm. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: What about the families' home language environment? I've heard—to kind 
of dovetail on that--some students say: "My home language was not too different from 
Mandarin and it helped me a lot here in school. Are any of the students from any of 
particular language groups--in your experience--a little bit higher than others?” 
Respondent: Cantonese. 
Interviewer: Cantonese. Okay, why Cantonese? Why in particular? Do you know why? 
Respondent: Traditional characters. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. So the Cantonese speakers tend to have a traditional character 
background?  
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SIMILARITIES OF CANTONESE AND MANDARIN: AN INTERVIEW WITH AN AMERICAN-
BORN CHINESE 

I also queried a Cantonese-speaking Chinese-American student. I did so in order 

to get her to compare her home language with Mandarin, the language she was studying 

in her heritage language training program. These brief interview comments are offered as 

an attempt to partially corroborate interview data, as well as the assertions by W. 

McNaughton (1999) and Heisig and Richardson (2009), about the connections across 

Chinese languages. She is a US-educated native English speaker and this extract of the 

interview is for the sole purpose of offering additional insights into these similarities. 

You currently live in the United States, is that correct? 
Respondent: Yes, that is correct. 
Interviewer: Born and raised there? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Bilingual Cantonese/English speaking family? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: And your neighborhood, is it a Chinatown or a mixed neighborhood or 
what’s it like? 
Respondent: No, it’s mostly actually Jewish people. So our public schools are out for 
most of the Jewish holidays and it’s definitely not anywhere near a Chinatown. 
Interviewer: Your current environment is very non-Chinese. 
Respondent: Yes. 
… 

Interviewer: Okay. That’s awesome. Talk to me about your, in general, about your 
experience as a Cantonese speaker. You know, where did you learn it? When did you 
learn it? How good is it? Stuff like that, just in general terms. 
Respondent: I guess I just learned it from my parents and I’ve attended Cantonese 
Chinese school but I felt it was too hard so I… 
Interviewer: Another one of those loud noises I was talking about and all the more reason 
to speak loudly and clearly into the microphone. 
Respondent: And so I gave up on that, because it was just too difficult and I went back to 
Mandarin Chinese school after that. 
Interviewer: What was difficult about Cantonese? Anything in particular? 
Respondent: Probably because it’s more, a lot of things that you say you can’t write so 
and it’s also very informal, so I felt that when I was reading it from a textbook it just 
didn’t seem right because it wasn’t what I’ve been learning at home. 
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… 

Interviewer: When you’re in Hong Kong with your family members, what’s the language 
of the home? 
Respondent: It’s still Cantonese. 
Interviewer: Exclusively? Or does some English get spoken once in a while? 
Respondent: English with my sister and Cantonese with my relatives, my grandparents 
and my parents. 
… 

Interviewer: Okay. Well, what about the impact of your Cantonese on your Mandarin 
learning here in Taiwan? Do you find that the structure of Cantonese is similar enough 
that it helps you? 
Respondent: Because Cantonese is more informal and Mandarin, I think it’s more formal, 
and there are a lot of things that don’t exactly translate into the other language, so 
sometimes I can’t think of certain words or I can’t express myself so I’ll have to describe 
it to a counselor or teacher and then they’ll tell me the right word. I’ll learn the word that 
way. 
Interviewer: Okay. How about the actual structure of the language, like in your 
experience, is the noun still in the same place and the verb’s still in the same place. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: That part pretty much matches. Okay. What about the words? What 
percentage of the words are similar in your experience? Maybe not exactly the same but 
shi fu/xi fu. Things like that. 
Respondent: Obviously for pronunciation it’s very different but I’d say for writing and 
reading it’s about 98% equal. 
 

Chinese language(s) spoken in the home 

 The overwhelming majority of respondents reported that there was at least one 

Chinese language spoken in the home. The perhaps better-known two languages, 

Mandarin and Cantonese, were among them. However, there were also languages such as 

Teochew, Fukien, Taiwanese (also known as Southern Min), and Hakka represented. The 

following examples, with the languages listed, illustrate the varieties of Chinese 

languages spoken in and near respondents’ homes. 
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Singaporean graduate student--Mandarin, Teochew, Fukien, Taiwanese, Cantonese 
Interviewer: And do your parents speak the same Chinese language? 
Respondent: The same dialect, Teochew. 
Interviewer: You speak, you do speak a language other than Putonghua? 
Respondent: Yes, I do; in fact, I speak Teochew, Fukien, and what we call Taiwanese in 
Taiwan, and a little bit of Cantonese. 

 
Malaysian student Fortune-teller—Mandarin, Cantonese, Hokkien, Hakka 
Respondent: Mandarin, Malay, English, Cantonese, Hokkien and I think the worse one is 
Hakka. 6 languages. 

 
Korean dental student--Shandong hua 

Interviewer: Which Chinese language do you speak in your home with your parents? 
Respondent: Shandong hua. 
Interviewer: What part of China is that spoken in? 
Respondent: It is a province near Korea. 

 
Indonesian theological student--Hakka and Chaozhou 

Respondent: At home we always speak Hakka (Kejia). Outside of my home I speak 
Indonesian and Chaozhou (dialect), that’s another language of Chinese. So in my 
hometown I speak 3 languages and as of last year I learned English at my school too. 

 
Parental/home encouragement  

 This was mentioned in 6 of the interviews, and some of the interviewees went on 

at length on this point. Encouragement at home in general, and encouragement from 

parents in particular, is a motivational factor for Asian ethnic Chinese to maintain and 

upgrade their language skills. 

 
Thai students large focus group (app 7 female students w/Thai interpreter)  

Interviewer: Do you get encouragement or just the opposite from your family and 
friends? 
Respondent: My grandma is living like 10 minutes away from my house. She speaks Thai 
to me, but she speaks Chinese to my dad and my mom and her friends, but she 
encourages me a lot to study Chinese, and she’s very proud of being Chinese, I mean, 
like as Thai Chinese, and like what she taught me since young is Thai culture and 
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Chinese culture, and she really wants me to get into that kind of traditional, so pretty 
much I learn Chinese since I was young and all the culture and all the traditional, and my 
grandma is a little bit conservative. 

 
Myanmar MD cadet 

Interviewer: Mandarin can we start the interview by having you just tell a little bit of 
general information about yourself. 
Respondent: Yes. I was born in Myanmar. My parents come from Chinese Yunnan. So 
my parents they are worry that their children will forgot to speak their…. They… they 
push push push to speak Chinese language. 

 
2 Thai students with observer comments 1 

Respondent: And sometime back home on my holiday I read the book and read out loud 
what I learn to my family and they were happy. 
Interviewer: So your family was very encouraging for you to learn Mandarin Chinese? 
Respondent: Yes. And they still proud of us and I love Chinese a lot because its like the 
language that I learn as one of the skill but I probably interested so my grade is better 
than her in Chinese, so I become more and more interested in that and then we moved to, 
I and my brother we study in the same place in the remote province about 200 kilometers 
from home and we, first I study in a Christian from kindergarten two years and I go to the 
boarding school but I go to the other side of the opposite and learn the Thai and Chinese 
for 6 years for primary school, then my elder brothers move.  

Exposure to Mandarin Chinese in the environment 

 In 21 of the 29 interviews, respondents discussed the ubiquitous presence of 

Mandarin Chinese in their environments. Even interviewees whose home language was a 

Chinese language other than Mandarin have ample opportunity to hear it or read it. Those 

opportunities may be via face-to-face contact with speakers from the People’s Republic 

of China. For example, in Macau, Cantonese-speakers encounter tourists from the PRC 

continuously. In fact, I have mentioned elsewhere in this dissertation that my waitress in 

a Chinese restaurant at Macau’s famous Senado Square was a daily commuter from the 

PRC and of course, a native Mandarin speaker. I even communicated with my cab driver 

and the lady working at the tourism center in Mandarin, despite the perhaps out-of-date 
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caution of an online tourist guide that stated that a foreign visitor would need to know 

Cantonese to be able to communicate in Macau. 

 In other locales such as the Philippines, Mandarin comes vicariously in the form 

of popular media. Respondents whose home Chinese languages are not Mandarin or 

Cantonese (the two languages whose speakers tend to have more grounding from formal 

schooling and the overall environment) can still watch Chinese movies, attend concerts 

with Mandarin-speaking pop sensations such as Stefanie Sun or Jay Chou, or simply 

catch Chinese or Taiwanese TV and radio programming. Some salient examples of the 

former, and the latter, follow. One special item of interest is in a latter interview in this 

section titled “Malaysian Mandarin student.” In one section, he states how discrimination 

against ethnic Chinese has caused them to live in proximity to one another; hence, their 

Chinese language and identity have resisted assimilation into greater Malaysian society. 

This was in response to my setting up the question in terms of what has occurred with my 

Mexican-American family in areas such as Wilson County, Texas. I placed his 

interview’s commentary under the emerging trend of “exposure to Mandarin Chinese in 

the environment.” However, I have left these remarks in their original context in order to 

illustrate the interrelatedness of these sociocultural factors.  

 
Malaysian cadet (Medical student) 

Interviewer: OK, what about your exposure to Chinese Mandarin media, like do you have 
Chinese television, Chinese radio? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Very common? 
Respondent: Yeah? 
Interviewer: Could you go see a Chinese movie at the local theater? 
Respondent: Yes. 
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Interviewer: Pretty easily? 
Respondent: Yes, but in English. 
Interviewer: No, OK. So what about the newspapers that you would read or your parents 
would read? 
Respondent: English and Chinese.  

Singaporean graduate student 
Interviewer: OK, and then I was going to say something else and then your friend came—
oh—your greater Chinese environment in your country and your neighborhood, here’s 
my question for you: specifically, Putonghua, specifically Putonghua, is there a lot or a 
little of that in your environment in terms of radio stations you can listen to, if anybody 
listens to radio, records or CDs, uh, movies, what’s the Putonghua environment? 
Respondent: All over. All over. You can find all over. Either tapes or CDs, or movies, 
also have. 
Interviewer: OK, so it’s not hard to find Putonghua? 
Respondent: Not hard at all. 
Interviewer: Well, for example, the popular singer, your relative, Stefanie Sun. 
Respondent: {laughter} 
Interviewer: She sings in Putonghua? 
Respondent: M-hm. Yes. 
Interviewer: And people attend her concerts even if their home language is another 
Chinese language? 
Respondent: M-mn. 
Interviewer: And they understand her? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: OK. Um, and I assume there are other popular singers, either from Singapore 
or somewhere else who sing Putonghua, and you might buy their records.  
Respondent: I won’t buy them, though. 
Interviewer: Or somebody does. 
Respondent: Because I prefer oldies, Chinese oldies, I prefer Harry Zopin, Deng Li Zhun. 
Interviewer: OK, but that’s still Putonghua? 
Respondent: I prefer old songs, Chinese old songs. 
Interviewer: But they’re still Putonghua. 
Respondent: Putonghua. 
Interviewer: I guess that’s more like what I’m trying to ask you about, it’s that 
Putonghua, regardless of your actual taste in music, it’s available. 
Respondent: Yeah. 

 
2 Macau students # 2 

Interviewer: I met a lady from mainland China at Senado Square at a Chinese restaurant, 
she was my waitress, and she told me she commutes from mainland China every day. She 
walks through the pedestrian gate, takes the bus and she lives in the PRC but she works in 
Macau. 
Respondent 1: But she is a laborer from mainland China or--? 
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Interviewer: She’s from mainland China and she’s a waitress in Macau. Is that normal in 
your experience? Or is it unusual? 
Respondent 2: Yes. It’s a normal experience, because many of the family want to employ 
people from mainland China because it’s a lot cheaper. 

 

 
2 Malaysian students A 

Interviewer: Can you tell me a little bit about your life history as a language learner and 
language speaker? 
Respondent B: I'm from Penang, Malaysia and Penang is known for having the highest 
population of ethnic Chinese in Malaysia. So everyone in the area speaks Mandarin 
Chinese including the ethnic Malays. My mother speaks Mandarin and my father can 
speak Cantonese, so ever since I was little, all my classes have been taught in Mandarin. 
Interviewer: Let me ask you about your neighborhood. Let me ask you about your 
neighborhood, the small area where you live. 
Respondent A: My neighbors speak a lot of different languages or dialects, although we 
will more commonly hear Mandarin, Cantonese, Fujianese and Hakka, but not as 
frequently. Sometimes, like when attending school, we have to speak Malay to our 
teachers and some classmates. We very seldom use English. 

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: Now let me frame something from kind of a US viewpoint to just kind of 
relate it to what you just told me. My father’s family were the original Mexicans who 
were in Texas in 1836 when the Americans showed up. Now in my father’s part of Texas 
the Mexican families are somewhat isolated and have kept their ethnic identity and I 
suspect some of that has to do with a certain amount of discriminatory treatment by the 
dominant culture. So, “hey, we’re not welcome there, so we’ll stay with our own kind,” 
that sort of thing. Now that’s affected, from my observation, the language of my relatives 
in 2 ways, one to the good and one to the bad. Now the good, being ghettoized has kept a 
Spanish-speaking community that has kept its language since 1836. Which is unusual, 
most of the time, people don’t speak a language that matches their surname in the United 
States if it’s not an English surname. To the bad, the language has less, or has had less, 
prestige and less effort given in the government or the population in general, wanting to 
help ethnic Mexican people improve the quality of their language, thereby being a 
stronger national asset, because they’re good at a language in which they’ve already had 
a head start. So the segregation and discrimination has been, strictly from the language 
perspective, good on the one hand—preserving it—bad on the other hand—for not 
enhancing it. So what about in Malaysia? Those discriminatory factors, have they 
affected your Chinese languages in general or Mandarin in particular? 
Respondent: Well, I can’t say for myself, because as you say, both my parents came from 
different ethnic backgrounds of Chinese heritage so both speak, both were united by love 
and English. A language both spoke. So I can’t say for myself but I notice that what you 
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say is probably correct, in the sense that, if you look at the average Indonesian they 
speak, okay, look at MTC right now. Most of the Southeast Asians are mostly 
Indonesian, Vietnamese, Thai. I’m probably a handful of Malaysians that came here to 
study at MTC, the reason is that in Taiwan there are a lot of Malaysian students and they 
integrate very very well with Taiwanese because—those from… my fellow countrymen 
who went to a Chinese medium school, not Chinese language school, where everything’s 
taught in Chinese—they fit in China, they fit in Beijing, they fit here in Taiwan perfectly 
well. They’re almost seamless integrated into Taiwanese society and they come here and 
no problems. And heck, we cannot even tell if they are Taiwanese or Malaysians, but just 
by the accent you probably could but you have to be really familiar with the language in 
order to do that. On a surface level you cannot tell them apart, so they did preserve the 
identity whereas if you look at the Indonesian Chinese they can never pass for a 
Taiwanese. They can never pass for an ethnic Chinese with their accent unless they really 
really study Chinese for maybe a decade or something, due to the non-segregation of 
their culture, which is, they are Indonesians first and Chinese second. So they use 
Indonesian as their primary language. 
Interviewer: Okay, so generally Malaysians are at a higher level of Chinese language 
development than what you find yourself at because of your unique circumstances. 
Respondent: Yeah, in terms to represent Malaysian Chinese, I would think that based on 
this because of the segregation just the pros and cons of the segregation. One of the pros 
is that Chinese language is very well kept, pure, preserved. 
Interviewer: Okay, so that’s similar to what’s happened to my relatives. Here’s another 
thing, on the other hand the language has somewhat fossilized so they’ve got some of the 
older forms of grammar that you won’t hear in countries, Spanish-speaking countries 
where the language has progressed. What about with Malaysian Chinese, do they get 
plenty of input from the outside to keep their language at a modern level or is it an old 
Chinese? 
Respondent: It’s very much so the modern because we watch a hell of a lot of shows 
from Hong Kong, the Cantonese people, Hong Kong drama. The latest Hong Kong 
dramas, the latest Taiwanese dramas, the latest Chinese dramas. Also like Jay Chow, pop 
songs, we eat it all up. Whatever the newest hit or the newest boy band or the newest 
singer, the newest series in Taiwan or Hong Kong we eat it. We take it. In that sense the 
language is kept updated, so it’s probably as modern as Taiwan or as China. 
Interviewer: So you’ve got plenty of exposure to Chinese media, Chinese arts. 
Respondent: Yeah, current media. 
Interviewer: So if I were to knock on your door and say: “Hey, take me to a Chinese 
language movie this evening.” Could you do that? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Mandarin? Cantonese? 
Respondent: Mandarin, yes. Mandarin and Cantonese, yes. 
Interviewer: No problem? 
Respondent: You wouldn’t, yeah, I think especially for major, if it’s a major movie in 
Taiwan or in China or Hong Kong it would definitely will be available in Malaysia, but 
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of course, the selection, like if I go to a Taiwanese cinema now it’s all Chinese movies, 
out of 10 maybe 2-3 of them, the popular ones, will be in Malaysia, but the other 7-8? 
Probably not. 
Interviewer: Okay, but you have those available? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Popular singers like Stephanie Sun and Jay Chow, and all those people. 
They come to Malaysia and you can go to their concerts? 
Respondent: Wang Lee Hom. Yeah, they come to Malaysia quite a few times and have a 
very big fan base. 
Interviewer: So you can actually be exposed to Chinese language in Malaysia? 
Respondent: You can, it will actually smack you in the face. 
Interviewer: If I knock on your door and say: “Hey, can I come in and listen to some 
Chinese radio?” 
Respondent: Yes. We have many public radio stations. You just tune it. It’s a Chinese 
medium, Mandarin actually. 
Interviewer: What about if I say: “Can I come in and watch some Chinese TV with you?” 
Respondent: Yes, we have dedicated Chinese channels like from Hong Kong which is 
Cantonese. Yup. Yeah, actually, all the dialects: Hokkien, Hakka, Cantonese, Mandarin. 
Obviously the Mandarin and Cantonese are the more popular channels you can get, but 
there are some obscure channels, which you can get. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Respondent: One city, Penang, a lot of Japanese go there and learn Taiwanese. 
Respondent: In Malaysia? 
Respondent: They have Taiwanese or other Chinese dialect TV stations in the city. 
Interviewer: So they actually have good exposure to the Mandarin Chinese language. 
Respondent: But not all the cities in Malaysia. 
Interviewer: In your experience what other Asian countries have a lot of exposure to 
Chinese language? 
Respondent: Singapore. 
Interviewer: Singapore. Yeah, Stephanie Sun's from Singapore…  
Respondent: If they are exposed to Chinese pop art or pop music. They tend to have a 
stronger motivation in their environment. We actually have a lot of groupies for singers. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. The Jay Chow fans and people like that. 
Respondent: A lot of the girls they come here to study so they can go to concerts of pop 
singers. 
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Able to function academically with minimal or no Mandarin 
remediation and/or tested into a high level 

 Although functioning academically upon arrival in Taiwan is not, strictly 

speaking, a sociocultural factor found in one’s home nation or region, it was mentioned in 

20 of the interviews. This was used as a metric to gauge the impact of respondents’ pre-

Taiwan sociocultural factors, acting in concert, in order to enhance one’s Mandarin at 

that “snapshot” moment of deplaning. Note that the respondents run the gamut from 

students of the Mandarin language to enrollees in varied academic programs. Some were 

cadets at a Taiwanese military academy for medical professionals (think of a multi-

services West Point whose taxpayer-funded graduates become military doctors, nurses, 

dentists, pharmacists, and public health officers).  

Others included a student at a prestigious university whose part-time employment 

was as a fortune-teller and massage therapists (consulting ancient China’s Book of 

Changes and giving knife massages to clients is much more mainstream in Taiwan, in my 

experience, than in the US, where it would be considered New Age). Another interviewee 

was a Buddhist monk from Thailand who was enhancing his Mandarin skills while 

conducting what would be roughly equivalent to “missionary work” in the American 

Christian arena. In the cases of military academy cadets, the fortune-teller, and the monk, 

the questioning delved into their ability to not only adapt to Mandarin in the classroom, 

but in the professional terminology-intensive environments of military training, medical 

schooling, fortune-telling and massage, and religious work.  
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In general, those who fell under this rubric included those from such regions and 

languages as Macau (home language: Cantonese), Malaysia and Singapore (Mandarin 

and other languages), and Myanmar and Thailand (a variety of Chinese languages).  

The military academy cadets have gone directly into programs which commence at the 

freshman level and go straight through to their professional specialties (no BA or BS 

enroute to MD or DDS). Cadets report having some minor issues with adapting, such as 

the pace and at times, topics such as Classical Chinese in literature classes; however, thus 

far, they are doing well in classes which include sciences, medical and dental topics, and 

the rest, all taught in Mandarin. Respondents who were able to either test into a high level 

in Mandarin or go directly into academic work at times needed to catch up a bit in the 

writing system, but tend to have done so successfully. Representative salient comments 

follow.  

 
Malaysian cadet (Medical student) 

Interviewer: And when you came to Taiwan, was your Mandarin good enough to go to 
school here? 
Respondent: Not really. 
Interviewer: You needed a little more time. 
Respondent: Yes, I still needed to work harder. 
Interviewer: OK. 
Respondent: In the Chinese subjects. [Unintelligible] understand. 
Interviewer: OK, let’s just pick that apart a little bit. Was the spoken language a little too 
fast for you? 
Respondent: Yes.  
Interviewer: Was the written language a little difficult for you? 
Respondent: Some of the… 
Interviewer: Some of the vocabulary? 
Respondent: Uh-huh. 
Interviewer: OK. Academic vocabulary or what kind of vocabulary? 
Respondent: The Chinese vocabulary [unintelligible], those language that are 2000 years 
old… 
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Interviewer: Oh, uh, uh…Classical Chinese, the older Chinese. 
Respondent: Yes, I can’t understand it. 
Interviewer: Oh, and that was difficult for you. 
Respondent: [Unintelligible] OK. 
Interviewer: Did you study Classical Chinese in Malaysia at all? 
Respondent: Just a little bit. 
Interviewer: OK, so mostly you studied the modern form of the language? 
Respondent: Uh-huh. 
Interviewer: What about the written language? In Malaysia, do you do Traditional or 
Simplified characters? 
Respondent: Simplified. 
Interviewer: Ok, what about when you came here and it’s all Traditional. What was that 
like? 
Respondent: [both speaking simultaneously] 
Interviewer: OK. Can you write it better now? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Can you write papers in Traditional? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: But you couldn’t before? 
Respondent: Yeah. But I’ve written on novels in Taiwan. 
Interviewer: OK. What about the adjustment from Simplified to Traditional? What do 
you think is easier: if you know Traditional to learn Simplified, or to go the other 
direction like you did? 
Respondent: From the Traditional [unintelligible] Traditional is quite different from the 
Simplified. 
Interviewer: OK, more of the symbols and the letters that explain the meanings? 
Respondent: Yeah. 

 
 

Singaporean graduate student 
Interviewer: No problem with the language? 
Respondent: No. I’ve already translated 2 books. 
Interviewer: Oh, OK, wow, that’s so cool. I have to give you an ORZ. 
Respondent: Thank you. 
Interviewer: Maybe 2 ORZs. 
Respondent: With a thumbprint? 
Interviewer: Yeah, we’ll do a thumbprint. So, you’ve actually, I am an interpreter, so I 
understand the standard for T & I work is very high, so you were able to keep up with 
native speakers from Taiwan in the classroom, no problem, and now you’re in the, now 
you’ve just started the doctoral problem, and once again, any problems at all with that 
level, with Mandarin Chinese language in the classroom? 
Respondent: I think in a doctoral class language is no more the focus, but your research.  
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Interviewer: OK. OK. Well, my question is, is your language skill adequate to do what 
you have to do academically?  
Respondent: Not a problem. Not a problem.  
Interviewer: In Mandarin Chinese? And again, no need for any remediation at the Ph.D. 
level?  
Respondent: None. 

 
 

Malaysian student Fortune-teller 
Interviewer: Did you learn fortune telling or massage in Malaysia? 
Respondent: No, just learn from here. 
Interviewer: All that on-the-job training was of course done in Mandarin. Your 
coworkers were all Taiwanese. 
Respondent: All Taiwanese. Just one Malaysian. 
Interviewer: Did you have any difficulties in language in learning the specialized 
terminology for massage or the specialized terminology about the energy in the body or 
the specialized terminology in fortune telling? 
Respondent: I think some characters, some words, some terms, we don’t use it often. 
Interviewer: Written or spoken or both? 
Respondent: I think it is read and write. Spoken is, how to say, I think got some 
difficulties but the words is not the common phrase term. 
Interviewer: Okay. But the people who taught you were able to explain what the terms 
meant and you understand them now. 
Respondent: They use very simple words to explain these and then I can know them. 
Interviewer: Now you can do massage and fortune telling and take the money and make 
change and do all the business stuff as well with Taiwanese customers with no problem. 
Respondent: No problem. But for all times we do for charity. 
Interviewer: Yeah, but I mean, from a language point of view if a Taiwanese, some more 
specific examples: If a Taiwanese customer says: How much for a knife massage? You 
can tell them, no problem? 
Respondent: No problem. 
Interviewer: And if they say: How much for fortune telling? No problem? 
Respondent: No problem. 
Interviewer: And when it’s time to pay and you have to make change, no problem? 
Respondent: No problem. 
Interviewer: If they come for massage and they’re describing their symptoms like I’m 
stiff here, I’m sore here, I have a headache, things like that, no problem understanding 
them? 
Respondent: Okay. 
Interviewer: If you find something when doing massage no problem explaining what you 
find? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
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Interviewer: Like their body and their chi and whatever. What about the language of 
fortune telling? I’m not as familiar with that as I’d like to be. Are you able to explain to 
the people you speak to about that particular language? In the terms they need? 
Respondent: Some terms cannot be explained very clearly because we are not 長講 
(spoken often). They are not spoken often. Some terms. But most of the type is okay. 
Interviewer: But you are able to explain for the most part to native Mandarin speakers 
what you need to when you do the fortune telling? 
Respondent: Okay. 

 
Macau cadet 

Interviewer: Now, since you’ve been in Taiwan and you live with mostly other ROC 
cadets and you have a lot of your medium of instruction is in Mandarin and when you 
leave the campus you’re definitely in a Mandarin Chinese environment, how has that 
affected your Mandarin learning? 
Respondent: I think the environment effect is very important. But I think for me, when I 
first came to Taiwan to this military school, we have something called the training before 
becoming a soldier. I don’t know what they call. 
Interviewer: You mean, like the boot camp or basic training for a month or two months? 
In Kaohsiung? 
Respondent: Yes. But there are some officers that lead us and at that time I speak in 
Mandarin, very very badly, and however these officers didn’t know my condition and 
they didn’t know I’m from Macau and I’m a foreign cadet just come here to study in the 
Faculty of Medicine. Every day they shout out on me and when they have some spare 
time they will pick me up and give me some special training in language of Mandarin so I 
was forced to speak in Mandarin. 
Interviewer: Well, there’s an American guy who was in the ROC army. I don’t know if 
you’ve seen his book, but to make a long story short, he became a Taiwanese citizen so 
he had to go into the army and his Mandarin is probably pretty good. But since the 
military situations are very fast-moving, he was very slow, so he did a lot of push-ups 
because he was slower than the other soldiers. When the other soldiers were doing what 
the sergeant said he was still thinking about it. Did you have a similar experience in the 
military training? 
Respondent: Sure. When I first came to this military school and I want to drink water and 
when I was drinking, by the way, I was walking and I was pick up by an officer and he 
starts scolding on me and at that time I can’t even listen to what he was saying. After this 
two month training, some of my classmates told me: “Your Mandarin is even better than 
Taiwanese.” So I believe my learning in Mandarin is mainly in that 2 months. 
Interviewer: Even though that 2 months was not a Mandarin training program, by the 
intensity of all the Mandarin you had to hear and use, your Mandarin improved greatly. 
Respondent: I think that is the main reason. 
Interviewer: Now what about when you left Kaohsiung and came to school and started 
taking classes taught in Mandarin? Could you understand the teacher okay or did you still 
have some difficulties? 
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Respondent: I still have some difficulties, because the books we use is in English, right? 
Interviewer: Okay. 
Respondent: The lectures and the PPTs, everything the teachers are using is in English, 
however they speak in Mandarin. Is maybe kind of bit extra, because there are some 
special terms, some terminology at the first time I didn’t get used to it. But now is 
become better. 

 
Acceptance of Chinese people by other citizens/cool to be Chinese 

 In 25 of the 29 interviews, being accepted by other citizens was mentioned as a 

factor which either enhanced one’s Mandarin, or at least, did not impede it. In general, 

respondents’ fellow citizens either treated them as co-equals, or thought of them as being 

“cool” because of being Chinese. Salient quotes, which depict a representative cross-

section of interviewees, follow. 

Thai students large focus group (app 7 female students w/Thai interpreter)  
Interviewer: In your culture, in your young person’s culture, is Chinese considered 
“cool?” 
Respondent: (chorus of simultaneous voices like “yeah, cool”). Yes, yeah, cool. 

 
Singaporean graduate student 

Interviewer: Yeah. Well, let me ask you about the Cool Factor, because this has come up 
a few times in other interviews with people from other countries. Now, I know that 
you’re the larger ethnic group, but even with that, is it cool to be Chinese in Singapore? 
Respondent: Cool to be Chinese? How do you term “cool?” I’m proud to be Chinese 
anyway. 
Interviewer: Well, let me, let me, let me frame the question through kind of an American 
perspective. 
Respondent: All right. 
Interviewer: In the US, we have a lot of immigrants. OK, there’s strong pressure to 
assimilate, to be part of the, if there is such a thing, standard American culture, know 
English, so a Mexican kid might not want to be the dumb or weird Mexican kid in school 
because his peers might think he’s not cool, so it might not, and I’m over-generalizing 
just to give you perspective, might not be cool to be Mexican. It might not be cool to be 
Chinese, so you want to be like everybody else. Well, some of the other ethnic Chinese 
I’ve interviewed have told me in their countries, it’s cool to be Chinese. Nobody’s going 
to say, who’s not Chinese, will say: you’re not cool ‘cause you’re Chinese. 
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Respondent: {laughter} Oh. 
Interviewer: So, that’s my question. If you’re around non-Chinese, are you one of the 
cool kids? 
Respondent: I think so. 
Interviewer: OK. Well, what, then, let me ask, let me just get a little farther in that line: as 
a Chinese person, and you’re now around non-Chinese friends or classmates… 
Respondent: …m-hm… 
Interviewer: …what makes you cool? 
Respondent: What makes me cool? 
Interviewer: Yeah. 
Respondent: That’s a cool question. Well, frankly, I know Chinese and I know Chinese 
culture, and we can actually share our, the differences in our culture. 
Interviewer: Oh, OK, OK. I’ll give you another American example. Even though some 
people may think that, let’s say, being Spanish-speaking is not cool, on the other hand, 
Spanish language songs and Hispanic dancing, like salsa dancing, is cool, so we have a 
joke: brown is in. Like, it’s OK to be a brown-skinned person, in fact, it’s cool, because 
you know the dances, you know the music and that stuff now is popular. Is part of your 
coolness for similar reasons in non-Chinese environments in your country?  
Respondent: Again? 
Interviewer: OK. A Hispanic person is cool; if they’re cool in America, they’re cool 
because they know Hispanic culture, including the things that are popular with 
Americans, the songs, the dances, the food, things like that. Are you cool for similar 
reasons in Singapore? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: OK. 
Respondent: Because in Singapore, especially, we think it’s cool especially in our group, 
we have, there are many dialects in the Chinese ethnic, so the food we cook can be very 
good for you. 
Interviewer: OK. What about cultural practices in the… 
Respondent: Culture?  
Interviewer: Yeah. And again, I don’t want to answer for you, or put words in your 
mouth, or anything, don’t get me wrong, but like in America, Kung Fu is popular, so if 
you’re Chinese and you know Kung Fu, you could be cool, because Bruce Lee is cool 
and he’s Chinese. 
Respondent: {laughter} 
Interviewer: So what else is cool? 
Respondent: Costume. 
Interviewer: Dress? Traditional clothing. 
Respondent: Traditional clothing, and Chinese calligraphy, let me think, Chinese 
calligraphy. Our Chinese calligraphy is really cool. 
Interviewer: Oh, that’s cool. OK, actually Americans think Chinese characters are cool. If 
you give an American something with Chinese characters, they think it’s really cool… 
Respondent: …drama… 
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Interviewer: …even if we can’t read it, so drama is cool? 
Respondent: Chinese drama is really cool. The costumes that we use are really cool 
Interviewer: Oh, OK, OK, so, so the coolness can give your culture and your language 
some prestige in your country? 
Respondent: M-hm. 
Interviewer: OK. Does that encourage you to maintain your culture and your language, 
instead of getting rid of it? 
Respondent: Again? 
Interviewer: OK, again, with the American perspective: sometimes immigrants who are 
not mainstream, they want to reject their language, reject their culture, because it’s not 
cool, instead of maintaining it, but it sounds like your culture’s cool in your country. So 
does that mean that being from a cool population, does that encourage you to maintain 
your Chinese language and culture?  
Respondent: Yes, definitely.  

 
Okinawan Student  

Interpreter: After she was older she stopped being with those kids who laugh at her, after 
she enter high school, because her high school encouraged students to learn more about 
international stuffs. They encourage the student to get involved in international 
environment and she not have those feelings anymore after entering high school. 
Interviewer: So in high school, being the half-Chinese girl, at that point, were you cool? 
Respondent: Cool? 
Interviewer: Cool. 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: So you kind of went from being less popular to being more cool because it 
was important to know foreign languages.  
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: How did being cool being affect your Mandarin learning at that point? 
Respondent: The situation caused me to study more Chinese. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

In your experience how are they viewed by the non-Chinese people in their respective 
countries? 
Respondent: Like Chinese people like to flock together. 
Interviewer: Okay. Well, I'll put it this way and you tell me by country if you know. In 
Country A it's cool to be Chinese and in Country B people are mean to you if you're 
Chinese and in Country C it's somewhere in between. So you have any knowledge of that 
for specific countries? Where is it to be Chinese and not okay to be Chinese according to 
the local people. 
Respondent: Malaysia. There are many TV channels which even have Taiwanese 
language shows. The Chaozhou dialect is very similar as well. 
Interviewer: So in Malaysia it's good to be Chinese? It's acceptable. 



105 

The coolness factor revisited 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. Let me ask you this: From your knowledge of the students in their 
home countries, is it cool to be Chinese? And let me frame that with an American 
example: In the US, an immigrant kid like a Mexican kid might not want to be the dumb 
Mexican kid in class because he wants to fit in so he might de-emphasis his Mexican 
culture and Spanish language, even use an English name instead of his Spanish name. 
You know, Carlos wants to be “Charlie” or something like that. However there's a flip 
side which is, we have a joke: Brown is in. And now Mexican food is popular, Latin 
dancing is popular, Latin music is popular so if you're a member of that culture suddenly 
you're cool. So what about the cool factor for Chinese in the other countries. Are they 
cool? 
Respondent: I don't really think there are any. 
Interviewer: Probably not cool? Are there any countries where you think they might be 
more cool than other countries? Like: Oh, she's Chinese. She's so cool. I bet she knows 
kung-fu or whatever. 
Respondent: I think it’s knowing the language is cool, but being Chinese is probably not. 
Interviewer: Not so cool. 
Respondent: I know when you're overseas it's better to be Taiwanese. 
Respondent: It's actually pretty cool to be Taiwanese. 
Respondent: To be Taiwan. I came from Taiwan, you can feel the more self-respect. 
Respondent: You feel more respected. 
Respondent: I have been many countries, I feel if I say I from Taiwan people show 
respect of me, but I don't say I'm part of China. 
Interviewer: Except in the US because we can't tell the difference between Taiwan and 
Thailand. Americans think it’s the same. Well, okay, the flip side of their language being 
enhanced, sociocultural factors--that you know of--that drive the level of their language 
skill down. If some students come here and their language is low, what in their 
background may have done that? 

 
Career enhancement 

 Respondents were cognizant of Mandarin Chinese’ value in their academic and 
professional careers, and this tended to emerge as a very strong motivational factor in 
their pursuit of Mandarin skills. This sociocultural factor emerged in 18 of the 29 
interviews. Representative examples of this follow. 

 
Filipina MTC student 

Interviewer: OK. So, does your firm see a value in your increased knowledge of 
Mandarin? 
Respondent: Yes, and I think even before they saw the value in my being Chinese, 
because clients normally, like I said before, Chinese clients would normally want to deal 
with a Chinese lawyer. 
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Interviewer: OK, so you add value by being stronger in a major Chinese language? 
Respondent: Yes. When we have foreign clients who have dealings with Chinese, 
businesses in China, so it’s easier if there’s someone who can speak and who can read 
Mandarin. 

 
2 Macau students # 1 

Respondent 1: Because before when I search the newspaper and I search the newspaper 
and I saw the job requirements ask spoke fluently in Mandarin and in English so I try my 
best to learn both of them. 

 
4 Indonesian students 3 

Interviewer: What about as an Indonesian who knows Chinese, will your government use 
you for trade, for diplomacy, will you find yourself being a policeman in a Chinese 
neighborhood because you can speak the language? Do those things happen in Indonesia? 
Respondent 3: I already know about that because my friend already graduated from 
Chinese literature in Indonesia and some of the big company call him and he seems to be 
a translator for an investor from China. 
Interviewer: Private business? 
Respondent 3: Is national company. 
Interviewer: But it’s not the government, it’s a private business. 
Respondent 3: I think it’s government. 
Interviewer: You think it’s government? 
Respondent 3: Big electric city company. 

 
7 Philippine students 

Interviewer: Talk to me about when you go back to the Philippines with your increased 
knowledge of Mandarin—right now, are you all college students back home? 
Respondents: Yes. 
Interviewer: Will this increased knowledge of Mandarin help you in classes you have to 
take? 
Respondents: In college? No. Yes. 
Interviewer: We got a yes in the back! Can you tell me a little about it? Most said no, but 
I got a yes. 
Respondent E: Because I am taking Asian studies so I have to learn at least 3 foreign 
Asian languages. 
Interviewer: What are your Asian languages to study? 
Respondent E: It will start on my third year of college, but now I am going to second year 
college, so this Taiwan tour will help me a lot. 
Interviewer: So there’s some professional benefit, academic benefit. How about the rest 
of you for after you graduate will your studies of Mandarin help you professionally? Get 
a better job? Do better in business? Things like that. 
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Respondent B: I think it will help because in the Philippines there are many Chinese 
people doing business so it’s easier to communicate with them. Especially those 
immigrants who come from China and do not speak English or Tagalog. So you can 
communicate with them. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: In your experience, is Mandarin good for these students when they go back 
home to help make them more employable, to help them get better jobs or more jobs? 
Respondent: Is helpful. 
Interviewer: Any particular countries that you know of where that's more true? 
Respondent: Are there any countries which guarantee it? 
Respondent: I don't think so. 
Respondent: Are there any students who have a better chance at being employed when 
they return because of their Chinese ability? 
Respondent: Particularly because of their Chinese? 
Respondent: I know there are some who want to go on to work in China. 
Respondent: A lot of our students are overseas Chinese so they expect to be assigned by 
their corporations to go on business trips in China and Hong Kong. 
Interviewer: Okay, so they're like: "You're the Chinese lady. You hold the Chinese sales 
account." 
Respondent: My student, he can speak very good Mandarin, but when he go to apply the 
job he said he good at Mandarin and then they send to mainland China. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
Respondent: If he says he speaks good Chinese they will assign him to mainland China, 
ask him to stay there for regional business. 
Respondent: So they say they're good at English first then add the Chinese. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
Respondent: He is Japanese. He the smart guy you meet at NTU. 

 

Reinforcement of Chinese language by family and extended family, also 
by friends and school 

 In 17 interviews, respondents mentioned that they got additional practice 

(authentic speech) via contact with relatives, friends and schoolmates. One noteworthy 

variation on this theme is found in the final interview in this series, titled “Malaysian 

Mandarin student.” This student is a rarity: an English-dominant ethnic Chinese, 

currently studying Mandarin at a language school for foreign students. He is an anomaly 
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in the sense that Malaysians tend to not need Mandarin remediation, and generally 

proceed straight to academic endeavors. What is noteworthy about his commentary with 

regards to this sociocultural factor, though, is that even though his home-based Chinese 

language skills are minimal, his Chinese ethnicity has forced his hand in the classroom. 

The teacher expects more of him than she does of other beginning language students. 

Hence, his Chinese identity has not given him reinforcement at home; however, it has 

given him an unexpected impetus during his courses. Something similar happened to me 

as Spanish-surnamed student of Mexican ancestry; my Spanish teachers have tended to 

expect more out of me in class not because of my knowledge of my heritage language, 

Italian, but rather, because of my Hispanic ethnicity. Again, salient interview extracts 

illustrate the role of reinforcement of one’s Chinese language in diverse venues. 

 

 
Filipina MTC student 

Interviewer: Tell me about your Fukien language at home. Do you speak it quite a bit at 
home? 
Respondent: My dad and my mom, they used to say that we have to speak Fukien, every 
time at home. But then there was a problem, because my mom doesn’t know how to 
speak it that well, so she would speak to us in Filipino and English, and my dad would 
speak to us in Fukien. So, we just speak to my dad, and just answer in Filipino and 
English, but if my grandparents would go to my house, or aunts and uncles, we would 
have to speak to them in Fukien. So I would, don’t really say I’m fluent, but I can do 
conversation.  
Interviewer: OK. What about your extended family? Are they in your neighborhood, or 
are they distant? 
Respondent: Some are in my neighborhood. Some are really distant. Some are in the 
States. Some are here. Some are in China. Some are in different cities. Some are in 
Manila. 
Interviewer: Do you get plenty of opportunities to see your extended family, grandparents 
and cousins and people like that? 
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Respondent: Yes. So my family enjoys get-togethers, so they just find every reason to get 
together. I think every month. Really close cousins and aunts, we see each other almost 
every week, but for the others, every, every other week. 
Interviewer: OK, so it’s actually very frequent contact? 
Respondent: M-hm. 
Interviewer: So your Fukien language really does get a lot of reinforcement in the 
Philippines?  
Respondent: Yes, because even in school, we have to speak Fukien, in Chinese class.  

 
 

Malaysian Mandarin student 
Interviewer: Do you find that sometimes the teachers expect a little more from you 
because of your Chinese ethnicity? Like, come on, man you’re Chinese. 
Respondent: Yeah, I mean, it’s a bit infuriating at times, but I can’t blame them, but if I 
were a teacher I would expect more. The guy before is a Caucasian American and he 
speaks with an American accent in Chinese [Respondent imitates Mandarin speech with 
exaggerated American speech patterns here] and it’s totally off. And then she asks me to 
read it [Respondent speaks some Mandarin here, probably with some intentional minor 
pronunciation errors for illustrative purposes] and she stops me a good 20 seconds to 
correct that one word in the whole sentence and the Caucasian American can speak the 
entire paragraph in this American accent and it went through! To be fair, if she did the 
same standard on him then the whole class, two hours, would be him alone. So I have to 
see it in a way that she obviously expects higher for me, because I do have the Cantonese. 
I’m not ABC, I’m not American-Born Chinese so even though I may not like it, I have to 
accept the fact that this is the way people will judge me and I should think of it as good 
because who wants to be judged on a low level, should want to be judged on a high level. 
The same amount of money and I’m paying so I should be taught on a higher standard, so 
I should see it that way, so to answer the original, yes I am put on a higher standard than 
my classmates, because of my knowledge and where I came from. 
Interviewer: So at the same time, your ethnicity actually can give you a bit of morale 
booster or motivation. 
Respondent: I think it’s a little less of me looking Chinese and more of my nationality. I 
know my friend from—he’s a Chinese but he’s like third-generation Chinese from 
America—so he has total American mannerisms and stuff. The teacher probably slows 
down for him too; he is treated the same way the Caucasian American guy is treated. So I 
say it’s not so much ethnicity but more nationality. In this case it’s more like nationality 
rather than race. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: From your students' personal history--what you know from your students' 
personal history--that help their Mandarin be at a high level when they come here. 
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Respondent: The grandmom raise the children and [unintelligible] if the family have 
grandmom who live with the family. 
 
 

Chinese culture in the environment 

 I attempted to link respondents’ cultural awareness with their Mandarin 

proficiency, and in 17 interviews, respondents from diverse regions recounted their 

exposure to Chinese culture. The Chinese cultural practices they described included such 

activities as the ubiquitous outdoors Tai Chi classes in the early morning in areas with 

significant Chinese populations. However, today’s ethnic Chinese are also able to avail 

themselves of such Asian-based pop culture as the current crop of singers. 

  

 
3 Thai students C 

Interviewer: Tell me, anyone who wants to start, about your neighborhood. Is it a 
Chinatown or a Chinese neighborhood? Or something else? 
Respondent C: My neighborhood is like a normal Thai village. People live like Thai 
style, but there is also a little bit of Chinese culture influence in our living, because every 
day we use chopsticks when we eat and we also have some Chinese style dressing up, 
like some style. I don’t know how to describe the style, but it is a Chinese style. 
Interviewer: Chinese clothing? And Chinese customs when it comes to eating and stuff 
like that? 
Respondent C: Yeah. And we also have a tradition, a Chinese New Year party at home, 
when we gather together at home to party and eat together, but I don’t think it is 
originally the tradition. We’ve adapted it. 

 
Malaysian cadet 

Interviewer: Talk to me about the Chinese environment. You mention that your family 
has Chinese cultural practices; what exactly do they do that is Chinese, in your family? 
Like Tomb Sweeping or do you have a small altar in the home? What do you do that is 
specifically Chinese that you’re aware of? 
Respondent: We have, my mom used to pray every 1st and 15th of our lunar month. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. Is that a Chinese religion? 
Respondent: Yeah. Chinese religion. Same as did it in Taiwan and China. 
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Interviewer: Okay. 
Respondent: We celebrate those Chinese big days. 
Interviewer: Now, in your Chinese neighborhood, is there anything similar to a Chinese 
cultural center that you would go to—in other words—if you wanted to take calligraphy 
lessons is there some community center or cultural center or school where you could go 
there and say: “I want to do Chinese calligraphy.” And they say: “We have a class on 
Tuesdays. Sign here.” Kung Fu or Chinese singing or Chinese whatever. Are there places 
you can go to do all those Chinese cultural practices in your community? 
Respondent: They are not much. 
Interviewer: Chinese martial arts? Can you find Chinese martial arts? 
Respondent: Chinese martial arts is possible. 
Interviewer: Do the older people do Taichi in the morning in Malaysia? The older 
Chinese people? Kind of like in Taiwan, when you go to the parks there’s usually a small 
Taichi class going on. 
Respondent: Quite a lot. 
Interviewer: Okay. How about Chinese restaurants? 
Respondent: There are plenty of those. 
Interviewer: Plenty of those and they’re owned and staffed by ethnic Chinese people? 
And of course, plenty of opportunity to speak the Chinese language there.  

 
Indonesian graduate student 

Interviewer: What about customs like Tomb Sweeping and things like that? Did you 
observe any of those customs? 
Respondent: Oh, OK, yes. We still preserve these. 
Interviewer: what about things like we're back walking in your neighborhood and it's 6 
o'clock in the evening and we're talking through a park would you see older Chinese 
people doing Taichi in the park like you do here? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Okay, so some of that still exists. What about the funerals I see here, like the 
loud music and the fire crackers? Would you see that? 
Respondent: If we're in Jakarta, it is quite uncommon in Jakarta but if we're in my 
parents’ hometown the custom is still preserved. 
Interviewer: What about Chinese temples? Do you have those where you live? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Do you practice a Chinese religion in your home? 
Respondent: Chinese religion? 
Interviewer: Daoism, Buddhism, whatever. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Which religion do you practice? 
Respondent: I practice Buddhism. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 
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Interviewer: How about Chinese culture in their environments? Has that come up in 
conversations with students? 
Respondent: I think some of them, even if they live abroad, they still have traditional 
Chinese festivals and holidays. Like the Chinese New Year with their family, so they do 
have some semblance of Chinese culture but most of them are pretty localized. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. Just flipping through this to get a little bit of guidance.  
 

 

Lived in a Chinatown or Chinese neighborhood 

 Being in a Chinese environment, either a neighborhood with a significant ethnic 

Chinese population or an actual Chinatown, was mentioned in 17 of the 29 interviews. 

The following comments represent a cross-section of respondent remarks on the Chinese 

environments in their home nations and regions. Note that Macau, the PRC’s latest 

Special Administrative Region, is effectively one large Cantonese-speaking Chinatown. 

 
Thai students large focus group (app 6 female students w/Thai interpreter)  

Respondent: My name is Hun Bib. For me, I think Chinese people in Thailand, there are 
many half-Chinese people in Thailand, and I live in Chinatown, so I think they are treated 
like ordinary people, because everybody around my neighborhood knows Chinese and I 
live in that environment, and now many Thai people know Chinese, so I think the same. 

 
Malaysian cadet (Medical student) 

Interviewer: OK. Tell me where you live in in Malaysia; what city you live in? 
Respondent: I live in Penang The city Penang. 
Interviewer: I’m not as familiar with Malaysia as I’d like to be. Is your area, what kind of 
areas that as far as what kind of people live there? Is it a Muslim area? Is it a Chinese 
area? Is it a Malay area?  
Respondents: Chinese and Malay Indian, Chinese; but mostly my neighbors are Chinese. 
Interviewer: OK. And you live in a Chinese neighborhood? 
Respondent: Yes, mostly. 
Interviewer: OK. Would people call it a Chinatown, or is it just a place with a lot of 
Chinese people? 
Respondent: Just a place with a lot of Chinese people. 

 
Macau cadet 
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Interviewer: Is Macau a generally ethnic Chinese area in your experience? People are of 
the Chinese race? They're Chinese people. 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Okay. Now when we step outside your home, in fact, let me ask you relative 
to where I was--I was close to Senado Square--is your home close to that or far? 
Respondent: You know that there is a, there is a building like this. 
Interviewer: Is it the famous old church which just has the wall? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: So you live close to the old church. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Okay. So I can actually walk to your house from my hotel. 
Respondent: Yes, maybe just take 5 minutes. 
Interviewer: So the area I'm familiar with is pretty much in my experience ethnic Chinese 
with what looked like outside people who were maybe European or American--people or 
something who didn't live there--just judging by their dress and they're carrying cameras 
and stuff like that. So I’m at your house and we step outside and we go for a walk, what 
languages do I expect to hear out on the street? 
Respondent: Mainly Cantonese. 

 
Policies are favorable to or accepting of this language group and culture 

 In the Literature Review, I brought up power relationships as a possible factor in 

influencing respondents’ Mandarin proficiency. This was informed by interviewee 

comments during the Pilot Study. During interviews in the study proper, two trends 

tended to emerge when successful Mandarin learners recounted their experiences. Either 

the government had policies that favored the languages and culture of its ethnic Chinese 

population, or as a minimum, it left this ethnic minority alone and did not actively 

impede their language development.   

 
Macau cadet 

Interviewer: Before the takeover, when the Portuguese ran Macau, was there 
discrimination of any kind against Chinese people in their own area by the Portuguese 
who ran the country? 
Respondent: I think no. 
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Interviewer: No problem. 
Respondent: They are very nice. 
Interviewer: OK. Now since you’re now an HKSAR, is it now a disadvantage to be a 
Cantonese-speaker? Now that you’re a Special Administrative Region, you’re considered 
part of Mainland China, is it worse to be a Cantonese native speaker than Mandarin, or 
things are still OK? 
Respondent: Still OK. I think they are not, no different. The situation is that more people 
speak Mandarin. 
Interviewer: OK. The learning of Mandarin by the people of Macau, in your experience, 
is it mandatory like in school, is it happening naturally, or some combination? Like, you 
had to study Mandarin as part of your schooling. 
Respondent: Yes.  

 
 

Filipina graduate student 
Interviewer: OK. Speaking of the schools and the government, does the government have 
any language policies that either help you with your Mandarin, or hurt your Mandarin, or 
anything? Do they have laws that say not to use a foreign language in certain places? 
Talk to me about language policies. 
Respondent: We don’t have those. Although before, since we were, with Mandarin, no. 
since only private schools offer Mandarin classes, the private schools are given more 
leeway on their lesson plans, how they teach it and stuff, so I’d say no. 
Interviewer: If, now from your perspective as a licensed attorney, if a monolingual 
Chinese person were to be arrested in the Philippines, would that person be granted an 
interpreter, by law? 
Respondent: Yes, he would be. He would be allowed to get an interpreter. It’s a mandate 
and normally the people who would help him would be from the Filipino Chamber of 
Commerce, Filipino-Chinese community. 
Interviewer: OK, who would know Tagalog and Mandarin? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: OK. OK, so as far as you know, there’s no restriction on language rights as a 
Filipino? 
Respondent: No 

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: What about any type of Chinese language—Mandarin or what have you—
instruction? Did that happen in your school experience? 
Respondent: Like a formal education in Chinese, like Mandarin? 
Interviewer: Either formal training or Mandarin being the medium of instruction. 
Respondent: I used to take it for maybe a year or two, like after school hours normal 
school hours that at POL, which means People’s Own Language, which is a class is if 
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you are Indian you will learn Tamil Hindi, if you’re Malay you learn Malay, if you’re 
Chinese you learn Mandarin. So I had a bit of it. 
Interviewer: Oh, and that’s a government-mandated program in the schools? As far as 
you know? 
Respondent: Well, you don’t have to join it if you don’t want to, but yes, it’s part of the 
school. 
Interviewer: So I guess its government-mandated that it be available. 
Respondent: Available, yes. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

What about government and language policies that are good for the Chinese population? 
Do you know anything about that. Where they require the use of Mandarin Chinese or at 
least they don't have laws against Chinese language. Any? 
Respondent: Thailand. Second language now. They, in many schools now they study 
English and Mandarin both. Before only English first and you could choose study 
Japanese or Mandarin, but now they take English and Mandarin. 
Respondent: Are they required to take both? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Respondent: Both are mandatory, Chinese and English. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. In Thailand. What about other countries, do you know? 
Respondent: Now Indonesia available. Before only can study English. You cannot study 
Mandarin, if you study Mandarin you cannot get any credit from government but now it’s 
available to study Mandarin. So they have many cram schools. Before is illegal. Before is 
illegal, but now cram school is everywhere and if student study here and go back, they 
can go back to cram school to teach. When they return home from Taiwan they can go to 
being a Chinese teacher at a cram school. 

 
 

Mandarin as a medium of classroom instruction 

 Mandarin as a medium of classroom instruction was only mentioned in 8 

interviews; however, it seemed to figure significantly in the experiences of proficient 

Mandarin speakers. Representative comments follow. 

 
Myanmar MD cadet 

Interviewer: Okay. What you would call the medium of instruction, the teaching 
language, was Mandarin at your school? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
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Interviewer: So that was for all subjects? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: So was your school all-Chinese school? 
Respondent: I attend Chinese school all way to high school. 
Interviewer: Are they public schools? 
Respondent: Myanmar schools have Chinese public. It is not an institution. Because I 
need to attend school and Chinese school is to have time for Chinese school. For most of 
time we have to go to Myanmar school. 
Interviewer: Well, let me ask you about the Chinese school. Because it is different in the 
US, let’s say you’re from Taiwan or from China and you’re very good at Chinese or 
Taiwanese and you move to the US. Your baby is born in the US; your baby is an ABC 
and you want your baby to keep their Mandarin. Maybe you go to a Chinese church, a 
Christian church with mostly Chinese people. The church might have a small school on 
Sundays after church for two hours or Saturday they have Mandarin lessons for the 
children and we call that “Chinese school” and so you would send your child to Chinese 
school on Saturday. It’s like cram school in Taiwan, like buxiban [cram school] just for 
Chinese. Did you have that sort of Chinese school in Myanmar? 
Respondent: Now. In my town, not to say all, near my home is it a school. In my town 
there is a Chinese school and they are normal schools, not cram schools.  
Interviewer: They’re public schools. 

 
Malaysian cadet 

Interviewer: Now you mentioned attending a Chinese school. There are two types of 
Chinese schools that I know of. One is the type we have in the US and the other is the 
type you have in Asia, and they’re different. In the US if you and your husband move to 
the US and you want your kid to keep up with his/her Chinese language skills you would 
send your kid—although your kid would rather watch cartoons but you give your kid no 
choice—you say you have to go to Chinese school on Saturday morning and it’s maybe 
2-4 hours of Chinese language training and culture. Or maybe after church on Sunday, 
you’d say: “Okay, 2 hours of Chinese school after church every Sunday.” So that’s we 
call Chinese school. Here in Asia I’m finding out it’s usually a school where the medium 
of instruction is Chinese. What type did you go to? 
Respondent: The second type. 
Interviewer: Okay, so all the subjects are taught in Mandarin Chinese? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: So in math class the teacher’s speaking Mandarin Chinese, science it’s also 
in Chinese and the books are written in Chinese. 
Respondent: But, during my high school my books is in English and we are lectured in 
Chinese. 
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Non-Chinese language helps with Mandarin 

 For the most part, the non-Chinese languages spoken by respondents were not 

mentioned as a major factor as a factor which helped them learn Mandarin. However, 

speakers of Japanese, and to a lesser degree, Korean, mention the presence of Chinese 

characters in their writing systems. There were a few respondents, though, from other 

languages who declared that they did get some help in learning Mandarin from their 

home languages, and their remarks are represented in this section as well. 

 
Okinawan Student (Non-Chinese language is Japanese) 

Interviewer: Let me ask you about the Japanese language and the Chinese language, 
Mandarin Chinese. Since you’re from a Japanese language speaking country, how close 
is the written language? The characters. Are they 100% the same in your experience? 
90% the same? 50%? Not the spoken character but the meaning. 
Respondent: I think... 
Interviewer: In other words if I asked you to write “My neighborhood was Chinese.” And 
I say write it in Chinese and then I say write it in Japanese, if I said to write the word 
“Chinese” write the word “question” write the word “member”. When you write those 
characters are those characters going to be—the written characters—will they be 100% 
the same, 90% the same, 50% the same. 
Respondent: You know they use Chinese characters in Japanese. 
Interviewer: That’s why I’m asking. Yeah, I know they use Chinese characters. My 
question is in your experience is the meaning exactly the same, 100% the same, 0% the 
same. How much the same are they? 
Interpreter: She wants to make sure the question so she will give you some examples. She 
will answer the question with example. 
Interviewer: It’s good. Examples might help. I have an example that might help. I 
might’ve had an example that might be a little simpler; can we try this one first? I’m 
showing the interviewee the sugar packet from here at the restaurant and it has 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5, 6, 7 Chinese traditional characters on the packet. My question for you is, this character 
means something in Chinese; does it mean the same thing in Japanese? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: This character means something in Chinese; does it mean the same thing in 
Japanese? And how about this character? Does it mean the same thing in both languages? 
Respondent: We don’t use this character. 
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Interviewer: Okay, that’s my question. Your best guess if you have a bunch of characters 
in front of you do they match 100% of the meaning, 90% or 0%? Your best guess, how 
close are the written characters to each other? 
Respondent: 50% 
Interviewer: Okay. So some characters you use in Japan would be used in Taiwan, in 
your experience? Like this character, they use it in Taiwan but you might not see it in 
Japanese writing. 
Respondent: It’s just that there are more Chinese characters used in Taiwan than there are 
in Japan, although there are some characters that aren’t used in Taiwan or may not be 
used anymore that are used in Japanese. 
Interviewer: So you don’t use as many Chinese characters as Chinese people do. But the 
Chinese characters that you do use, what’s the percentage that they’re the same? 
Respondent: I think percentage is maybe 50%. 
Interviewer: Okay, that’s fine. Your best guess is perfectly fine. If you see a Chinese 
newspaper and pick it up, can you understand most of the Chinese newspaper? 
Respondent: In the past, I cannot read as much but now I learn more Chinese so I can 
read. 
Interviewer: Okay, so you’ve had more training in reading and writing now you can 
understand. So you can understand a little bit based on your Japanese knowledge before. 
How about the spoken language? Are any of the spoken words the same or similar? 
Respondent: No. Completely. 
Interviewer: Very very different. Okay. What about the grammar? For example, in 
Mandarin I say “You be Japan person, ma?” 你是日本人嗎? Right? That’s the structure. 
“You be Japan person ma?” And then the ma means it’s a yes-no question; that’s called 
the particle. In Japanese do you have the particle at the end to be a question or do you ask 
the question in another way? 
Respondent: In your example it’s almost the same. Yes, but in other questions they can 
ask questions in other way. 
Interviewer: What about the yes-no question, the positive-negative question? In Mandarin 
they say “you be not be Japan person?” 你是不是日本人? I know it sounds funny, I’m 
just saying it to make the record clear. Okay, does that exist in Japanese? 
Respondent: No, they don’t use. 
Interviewer: So you don’t use the positive-negative? Okay. Here’s my next question 
because I think you understand where I’m going. Japanese grammar and Chinese 
grammar, like you said one example matches closely, if you have to guess a percent what 
percentage matches grammar. Just grammar. 
Respondent: Maybe 20% 
Interviewer: Maybe 20% match. Okay. And the reason I ask that is: I had a Japanese 
classmate in my beginning Mandarin classes and characters were very easy for him when 
we had to write characters. His characters were very beautiful, my characters were very, 
it’s very difficult for me. So that means he didn’t have to focus as much on memorizing 
characters as I did, he could devote his study time to other parts of the Mandarin 
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language. When you learn Mandarin after knowing Japanese was your experience similar 
to my friend’s experience? 
Respondent: No, I don’t think so. Because I spoke Mandarin in my home. So maybe I 
learn Mandarin easier. 
Interviewer: Than my friend? Okay, because he’s more like a monolingual Japanese 
speaker from Japan. Okay. So tell me about learning characters, was that hard, was it 
easy? How was it for you? Learning Chinese characters in Chinese classes? 
Respondent: It was okay.  
Interviewer: In my Tarzan-like Mandarin I asked if learning Chinese characters was easy 
and the respondent said yes it’s fairly easy. Is that correct? 
Respondent: Yes.  
Interviewer: How about learning other parts of Mandarin? You had Mandarin at home, so 
was the grammar fairly easy since you already knew from being a heritage speaker. 
You’re a heritage speaker, in other words, you learned it at home. When you studied it 
formally was the Mandarin language fairly easy? More or less fairly easy? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: No problem with the tones? Yi sheng; ar sheng. 
Respondent: I think most can hear my accent. Because I have Taiwanese accent in my 
Mandarin. 
Interviewer: Oh, back in Okinawa? 
Respondent: Yeah. 

 
Korean dental student 

Interviewer: Do you also read, write and speak Korean? 
Respondent: Yes, I can. 
Interviewer: How similar is Korean to Mandarin? 
Respondent: Actually Korean and Chinese a little similar, about pronunciation. Because 
Korean, long time ago Koreans no words and Korean must use Chinese for words. They 
used Chinese characters to represent their spoken language, therefore they share 
pronunciation similarities. Once upon a time Koreans uses Chinese characters. The 
language itself is not that similar but I believe that on an individual word basis there are 
some pronunciation similarities. 
Interviewer: Sometimes I show my Chinese traditional characters I study to Korean 
friends and they say the words in Korean and it sounds like the Mandarin words. Is that 
been your experience? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: So Korean and Mandarin can help each other at least a little bit. If you know 
one language it can help you a little with the other one, is that correct ? 
Respondent: Yes, because Korea listen to it they learn Chinese very popular. 

 
3 Indonesian students 3 

Respondent 3, do you agree with that? 
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Respondent 3: I agree. Not much, but for me, not so much [unintelligible] words, but 
more grammar-wise for me it is easier to learn Chinese when you’re Indonesian because 
in terms of structure I think there’s, really no, but I think it’s a little simpler for us to 
learn Chinese because of the grammar. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: What about their home languages? I'm sorry, their national language. 
Students who are from Thailand, students who are from Japan. What about the impact of 
the languages such as Thai, Japanese, non-Chinese languages in their environment. 
What's your experience? 
Respondent: Japanese students tend to have a better proficiency when learning how to 
write characters and also grammar. 
Interviewer: The grammar seems to be similar? 
Respondent: It's not similar but they have a better proficiency for the grammar. 

 
Parent(s): first-generation immigrant(s) from PRC or Taiwan 

 Although having first-generation immigrant parents was only mentioned in 6 of 

the interviews, its significance to this study is the fact that this sociocultural factor is 

linked to some of the more Mandarin-proficient cadets that I interviewed. Being further 

away (generationally) from the PRC or Taiwan seems to fuel language loss. This section 

contains a representative cross-section of interview extracts on this point. 

Singaporean graduate student 
Interviewer: OK. Uh, let me ask you about what generation are you? Are your parents 
immigrants from China? 
Respondent: My mom is Chinese, native Chinese from Singapore, but my dad arrived in 
Singapore when he was 3. 
Interviewer: From China? 
Respondent: From China. 
Interviewer: And do your parents speak the same Chinese language? 
Respondent: The same dialect, Teochew. 
Interviewer: You speak, you do speak a language other than Putonghua? 
Respondent: Yes, I do, in fact, I speak Teochew, Fukien, and what we call Taiwanese in 
Taiwan, and a little bit of Cantonese.  
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Korean dental student 
Respondent: And my parents is Chinese too. 
Interviewer: Okay, were your parents from Taiwan or China? 
Respondent: China. 
Interviewer: Mainland China? 
Respondent: Yes. 
 

What sociocultural factors result in heritage Mandarin speakers’ 
learning/ development being suppressed/not enhanced? 

This section is shorter than the preceding one, because the sociocultural factors which 
impeded the language development of heritage speakers tended to be mirror images of 
those very factors which enhanced them.  

Did not live in a Chinatown or Chinese neighborhood 

 This was mentioned in 9 of the interviews. Absence of the reinforcement one 

would find in a Chinese language-speaking neighborhood seemed to impede acquisition 

of Chinese languages, thereby impacting Mandarin learning negatively. 

Filipina graduate student 
Interviewer: Did you live in a, did you happen to live in a Chinese neighborhood, or a 
street with a lot of Chinese neighbors? 
Respondent: No, all our neighbors were other nationalities. I think we had Indian 
neighbors and all sorts of neighbors. 
Interviewer: OK. So the neighborhood environment didn’t give you reinforcement for the 
Mandarin, per se? 
Respondent: No. M-hm. 

 
Korean dental student 

Interviewer: Where did you graduate from high school? Taiwan or Korea? 
Respondent: Korea. 
Interviewer: Tell me about your neighborhood in Korea? Is it a Chinatown? 
Respondent: No, it is Korean town. 
Interviewer: Do a lot of Chinese people live there? 
Respondent: No. 

 
2 Japanese students A 
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Interviewer: Tell me about your neighborhoods, do you live in a Chinatown back in 
Japan? 
Respondent A: My hometown, I don’t live in Chinatown, so there are a lot of pure 
Japanese are my neighborhood. 

 
No or limited exposure to Mandarin or other Chinese languages in the 

environment 

 I considered this sociocultural factor in concert with the one preceding (lack of a 

Chinatown or Chinese neighborhood). A subtle difference, though, was that as I probed 

in the following interviews, I attempted to delve into even vicarious exposure to Chinese 

languages via media (newspapers, entertainers, etc.). This issue surfaced in 14 interviews. 

Indonesian graduate student 
Interviewer: Okay. That’ll work. Getting away from your home into your neighborhood, 
what languages are spoken in your neighborhood in Indonesia?  
Respondent: Indonesian. 
Are there Chinese owned businesses like small stores in your neighborhood? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: When you go into those businesses what language do you speak? 
Respondent: Indonesian. 
Interviewer: Indonesian. Okay, so in your world back home I noticed…. You don’t live 
in a Chinatown? 
Respondent: Right. 
Interviewer: What language outside your home is the language you’re mostly using when 
you’re outside? 
Respondent: In traditional Indonesian language. 
Interviewer: So Mandarin Chinese or any other type of Chinese outside the home you 
don’t use it very often. 
Respondent: Yeah. 

 
16 Thai students 

Interviewer: For the rest of you, if I go to your house and I knock on your door and I say: 
“Let’s go see a Chinese movie tonight.” Is that possible? If I got to your house in 
Thailand and I knock on your door and I say: “Let’s go see a Chinese movie, a Chinese 
language movie.” Will you tell me: “Sure, no problem?” Or: “There are no Chinese 
language movies.” What would you say? I say: “let’s go to a movie theater and see a 
Chinese movie.” 
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Respondent?: There are very few movies from Taiwan. 
Interviewer: I hear one person saying not very many Chinese movies? Does the group 
agree with that? 
Respondents: Yes. 

 
4 Indonesian students 3 

Interviewer: Okay. Let me ask the question another way from an American viewpoint. 
I’ve lived in places like San Antonio, Texas that have kind of a Mexican part of town and 
then they have the regular part of town and if I go into the Mexican neighborhood and I 
walk into a store I automatically without even thinking will speak Spanish to the person 
in the store. I know to do that and if I go to the non-Mexican part of town I instantly 
speak English when I walk into the store. Do you have any similar experiences with the 
Chinese language in your area in Indonesia? 
Respondent 3: In the years if we use the same case as in your story, it is the best way for 
us to use Indonesia language not Chinese or any kind of thing, just use Indonesian. 
Interviewer: I guess my question is: Are there some Chinese owned businesses where you 
would walk in and speak a Chinese language right away without thinking about it? 
Respondent 3: Yes. 

 
 

Required remediation and/or low level upon arrival in Taiwan 

 Interviewees in 12 interviews stated that their levels of Mandarin upon arrival in 

Taiwan were at such a low level that they either were required to take Mandarin classes 

as remediation or if they were studying Mandarin, tested into a lower level. Quite a bit of 

this commentary came from Indonesians, although respondents from other areas were 

represented as well.   
Indonesian student 

Interviewer: So once you got out of that language foundation class—and you got into 
your academic programs—what was it like in college? As far as language, not so much 
the subject. 
Respondent: At first I was pretty shocked with the environment because everybody’s 
speaking Chinese, as well as the classmates and also the teachers, but as far as I have 
passed the time I feel like my Mandarin keeps improving because my Taiwanese 
classmates always help me. They always correct my languages and correct the way how I 
have to speak. 
Interviewer: Okay, so at first was it difficult, maybe your first year of college? 
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Respondent: Very difficult. 
Interviewer: And then about what time—freshmen, sophomore, junior, senior year—did 
you feel more comfortable and more independent with your language? 
Respondent: I think it was around my sophomore year because I kind of get used to my 
classmates and I speak more fluent Chinese. How the Taiwanese speak their Chinese, I 
can speak to them more and I can speak more confidently because my Mandarin is not so 
poor. 

 
2 Japanese students A 

Interviewer: So I'm going to be asking you about your language learning. Let me just 
start with a real basic question, can you tell me about your Chinese language experience 
back in Japan. Anybody can start first, I don't care. 
Respondent A: When I started studying Chinese all I understood of Chinese was "hello" 
so I began studying at Taiwan's OCAC. Anything else? 

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: Okay. What about when you came to Taiwan? How prepared did you feel 
about Mandarin Chinese here? When you got off the plane and said: “Hey! I’m in a 
Chinese country.” 
Respondent: It was a bit difficult at first, especially like when because in Malaysia if you 
know English you can get by, you won’t die; you know people understand you, but here 
it was a bit difficult but it was all right. Before I came to Taiwan, I took a crash course 
with a family friend who’s a Mandarin teacher maybe 3-4 weeks before I came to 
Taiwan. That helped a little, but not really that much, just helped a little. 
Interviewer: When you came to Taiwan, which book did you test into, do you remember? 
Respondent: Book 1 level zero. 
Interviewer: Teacher, how are you? 
Respondent: No, even before that it’s like how to pronounce “ah”. 
Interviewer: I remember that book. 
Respondent: Very basic, really. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: Are there any countries from which the students tend to come from where 
the students tend to place a little lower, their skills are lower or groups of countries? 
Respondent: South America. 
Interviewer: What about Asian countries? 
Respondent: If we really have to choose from Asian countries it would probably be 
Indonesia. Generally speaking the Asian students we have are of very similar situations, 
because they tend to speak and learn Chinese better. 
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Zero or very minimal Mandarin training back home 

 In 10 interviews, respondents stated that they were not afforded much Mandarin 

instruction in their home regions. This was quite pronounced with Indonesian 

respondents, as well as with Japanese-speakers (a caveat is in order, though: there were 

very few Japanese-speaking interviewees). To a lesser degree, this was also true of some 

Thai respondents.  

Indonesian graduate student 
Interviewer: What in America we call Chinese school. So it might be 2 hours or 4 hours 
of Mandarin training for ABCs. Did you attend anything like that type of Chinese school 
back in Indonesia? 
Respondent: No. Actually my parents have a hard period of their lives in Chinese school. 
My parents also cannot learn Chinese anymore. They tell me I cannot. 
Interviewer: Okay. What about in your regular schooling? Up to high school? Did you 
have Mandarin classes in those schools? 
Respondent: Yeah but very small amount of time. Only probably 1 hour a week but only 
2 years, only 1 year. 
Interviewer: Resumption of interview. Before we took our little break I forget what we 
were talking about. 
Respondent: My home country and my parents speak Chinese. 
Interviewer: Oh, okay. Your home language and environment. Your schooling. We were 
talking about your schooling and you said that you only had about a year or two in high 
school. Okay. It was only about an hour a week. Okay. Tell me about the classes? Were 
the classes large or small? 
Respondent: Large. Around 30 people. 
Interviewer: Wow. That’s huge. I teach that many in English and it’s really too many. 
People are not very focused. It’s hard. What was taught mostly in the classes? Was it 
mostly grammar, translation? 
Respondent: No. Actually just vocabulary. 
Interviewer: Oh. 
Respondent: Vocabulary and a little grammar, I think. 
Interviewer: Okay. Can I assume you didn’t speak much in class except to repeat things? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Very little conversation like you and I are doing? Oh yeah, ‘cause the class 
is so big. Did you have a language lab? 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: Outside the classroom…. Oh, let me ask one more question, were the 
teachers Indonesian or from Taiwan or China? 



126 

Respondent: Indonesians. 
Interviewer: Okay, ethnic Chinese as well? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: In your college, in your undergraduate degree, did you take any Mandarin or 
Chinese training there? 
Respondent: Yeah, but outside school. 
Interviewer: Not connected with your degree? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Tell me about that training you took. 
Respondent: That class teach me grammar and a lot of vocabulary and only for one year, 
but I think that’s enough for me, for me to go here. Taiwan. 
Interviewer: Was it a private sector school? Like a private company, pay them money and 
they teach you. 
Respondent: Right. 
Interviewer: What about those teachers? Where do they come from? 
Respondent: They come from Indonesia, but they learn Chinese in the mainland? 
Interviewer: Were you studying simplified characters or traditional? 
Respondent: Simplified characters. 
Interviewer: Was the book the Practical Chinese Reader? Do you remember? 
Respondent: I study with Practical Chinese actually. 
Interviewer: Because there is an old version and a new version of a Chinese textbook that 
they’ve used many years. It’s called the Practical Chinese Reader, there used to be a 
green one and now there’s a brown one. 
Respondent: I think I don’t remember. 
 

Policies are unfavorable to or unaccepting of this language group and 
culture 

 Unfavorable language policies were mentioned in 10 interviews; this sociocultural 

factor especially figured in interviews with Indonesian respondents. I pursued this line of 

questioning because this had been mentioned in the Pilot Study (also by Indonesian 

respondents). Again, there were respondents from other nations who mentioned this issue 

as well. 

Myanmar MD cadet 
Interviewer: What about the Myanmar government, from your perspective, from what 
you see. Does the government help you learn either Yunnan hua or Putong hua? 
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Respondent: No. When I attend school in Myanmar school, we only learn Myanmar 
language. When I was young, I heard my parents say in another time our government had 
punished who study in Chinese school. So they are not allowed this Chinese school here. 
Interviewer: So at one time they had anti-Chinese language policies? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Do they still have those policies? 
Respondent: Today they are not punish ones, if people want Chinese school, they don’t 
punish them. Today the government don’t allow Chinese people if they apply to job in 
government, do not allow Chinese people to have job in government. 
Interviewer: So the Myanmar government is definitely not making use of your Mandarin 
or other Chinese skills. Because they won’t give you a government job. 
Respondent: Yes. They also do not give Chinese people or other people national ID card. 
They just give a green card. 
Interviewer: I have an ARC because I’m not Taiwanese. I’ll show you my ARC 
Respondent: Like ARC. 
Interviewer: So you’re… 
Respondent: I also have. 
Interviewer: You’re actually not considered a full citizen of Myanmar? Do you have a 
Myanmar passport? 
Respondent: Yes. I have the ID card in Myanmar. 
Interviewer: But it’s a different ID card than other citizens? 
Respondent: There was a period of time where these ID cards were issued and I did 
receive this one, but not everyone has received one. My father and my younger brother 
do not have one, because they did not give them anymore. Because they said that you are 
not Myanmar people so they only receive a ID card 
Interviewer: So what’s the difference in the two cards? What can you do that they can’t 
do? 
Respondent: Myanmar national card is red colored and other card is green color, so we 
just know they are Myanmar people. 
Interviewer: So it’s a sort of a way of separating who’s who? I guess it’s a quick way to 
show who can’t apply to the government jobs. 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: I’ve also heard. I forget who told me this. But I’ve heard that ethnic Chinese 
are not allowed to be in the army in Myanmar. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: So Rambo won’t kill them? 
Respondent: Rambo? Oh! 
Interviewer: He didn’t kill any Chinese. You know Rambo? 
Respondent: Yes. Is famous movie. Crazy. 

 
Korean dental student 
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Interviewer: You’re the first stateless person I’ve interviewed. Tell me about your 
Chinese school. Who provided the Chinese school in Korea? Did you get it from China? 
From the Korean government? Did you get it from the church? 
Respondent: My parents. Korean government is never concerned about me, about us 
overseas Chinese. 

 
3 Indonesian students 3 

Respondent 3: I think my experience is also a good thing. I don’t feel any different, like 
my friends treat me the same way they would treat non-Chinese, but the one thing, like 
we don’t have it anymore, but before—for me—it was disturbing was on your national 
ID card there is a part where they can identify whether you are Chinese or not. I mean, 
you’re all Indonesian in a sense but there is this one line that shows whether you’re 
Chinese or not, which I think is very inappropriate, but now they don’t have it anymore. 

 
3 Indonesian students 1 

Respondent 3: I agree, before a lot of it, I think that’s why I feel like my parents didn’t 
teach us Chinese, it’s even they were starting to, like my dad he went through Chinese 
and it was why he was able to study Chinese and all that stuff, but after the whole thing 
about they all have to change their names to Indonesian names. They start to lose a lot of 
the culture because that’s why they don’t really, like, for us, I think for me I grew up 
more Western style than Chinese. I knew nothing about Chinese culture. But now I think 
everything is—with the new government—the fact that in public school, even for people 
who are non-Chinese they actually have Mandarin lessons in public school. I think it’s 
impressive. 

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: What about the government? Since you do have those provisos you 
mentioned in the constitution that puts you lower on the totem pole—I don’t know if 
Chinese people have a totem pole, but you know the expression? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: So a little lower by law on the totem pole, but on the other hand, with your 
language, does your government do anything to help you with your language? 
Respondent: The government is not blind about China as a rising power, so my 
government’s actually encouraging their own race—when I say my government I mean 
the Malays, because they are the dominant race—to encourage their own people like 
Malays to learn Chinese. They say: “Follow our fellow Chinese countrymen and learn 
Chinese.” So in the terms of helping me personally, they’re not forbidding me to learn 
Chinese but they’re not exactly giving me encouragement, because “you’re Chinese, you 
ought to know”. It’s that kind of thinking, “You’re Chinese, you ought to know.” Your 
own people will take care of you. Just go to your own people, just call your Chinese 
minister and they will help you, whatever. 
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Interviewer: So they’re actually giving you enhancement per se. They’re not saying: 
“Hey, we have these Chinese people, let’s pump them up to the next level.” 
Respondent: No, but they’re not stopping you—or they’re not stopping the Chinese 
ministers, our representation in the government to do it for their own. Our Chinese 
ministers have to say they want to do it and our government will start that. 
 

Ethnic Chinese are outsiders &/or it’s not cool to be Chinese 

 Lines of questioning about how cool it is (or isn’t) to be ethnic Chinese stemmed 

from the first mention of this sociocultural factor in early interviews. Interviewees from 

certain nations, Indonesia in particular, commented on how the lack of prestige rendered 

their languages and cultures demotivated them to learn Mandarin. The Okinawan 

respondent made similar comments.  

Indonesian graduate student 
Interviewer: Okay. Going back to your life in Indonesia and your relationship with other 
Indonesian people, non-Chinese, in other interviews some ethnic Chinese people say that 
in their countries it’s considered cool to be Chinese. Is it the same in Indonesia? 
Respondent: Actually Chinese in Indonesia is still better to be Chinese than real 
Indonesian, but we have a discrimination. 
Interviewer: Do other Indonesians think you’re cool because you’re Chinese? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: They do? If they think you’re cool, why do they discriminate? 
Respondent: Do you mean other Indonesians or other Chinese people in Indonesia? 
Interviewer: No, other non-Chinese Indonesians. 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: They don’t think you’re cool?  
Respondent: M-hm. 
Interviewer: It’s a little different than from other countries. Let me ask this, the attitude 
that other Indonesian people have about you as a Chinese in Indonesia, does that affect 
your Mandarin skills? Your Chinese language skills? 
Respondent: With the other Indonesians? 
Interviewer: Yeah. 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: I’ll give you another example from the US, just to give you some…. I’m not 
trying to answer for you or anything like that but just so there’s something I understand 
from my country that maybe can help you kind of make some comparisons. Back in the 
US sometimes if you’re from an immigrant group, you’re a Mexican kid or a Chinese kid 
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or a Vietnamese kid, sometimes you feel that in the American mainstream group if you 
keep your language and culture the other kids think you’re not cool. So since you want to 
be cool and you want to be accepted, you kind of reject your language and culture and 
want to be a real American, and just do English and be accepted and cool. Does that 
happen in Indonesia or are things different there? 
Respondent: We didn’t play along with the real Indonesians. We play with each other 
with other Chinese. We didn’t leave ourselves. 
Interviewer: Okay. I’ll give you another American example; my father’s family is of 
Mexican ancestry. They were the Mexican people in Texas when the Americans came. 
There was….has been a certain amount of the same kind of discrimination you talk about 
from mainstream English-speaking Americans to these people of Mexican ancestry. In 
my opinion, what then happened, just like what you said, they didn’t mix with the other 
people, so the negative attitude of the other Americans actually has kept my father’s 
language alive because those people live together and interact together so that the 
Spanish language hasn’t disappeared. Since 1836 they still speak Spanish because the 
communities are still together. Has something like that happened in your opinion in 
Indonesia? 
Respondent: No, because people like me who are born Chinese in Indonesia the same age 
some of them can’t speak Chinese, because…. Actually, that I just mentioned before. My 
father and mother was the way to learn Chinese beside from learning from the parents is 
start from the community. 

 
Okinawan Student  

Interviewer: Talk to me about what it’s like to be an ethnic Chinese or half-Chinese in 
Okinawa. Were your relationships okay with the other children? 
Respondent: Other children? 
Interviewer: In non-Chinese families, children at school? Were your relationships good 
with the other children? 
Respondent: You mean relationship with other? 
Interviewer: Other Okinawan children. As a little kid in Okinawa. 
Respondent: Okay. Very safe. 
Interviewer: Okay, so no problem because you were considered different or anything like 
that? 
Respondent: But in my childhood maybe there was a little bit. 
Interviewer: A little bit? From other children or from teachers? 
Respondent: Teachers. 
Interviewer: Did that affect your Mandarin learning at all? 
Respondent: Yes, my mother asked me to learn Mandarin but because my friends 取笑

我有一點看不起我 (mocked/teased me and looked down on me). 
Respondent: So there was a period where I lost my interest in learning Mandarin. 
Note: interruption of interview occurred at 12:02 when Malaysian interviewee arrived for 
a subsequent interview. Interview resumed at 12:10 PM after some small talk. 
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Interviewer: You were talking about how some of the other children would make fun of 
you and stuff like that for being Chinese and if I recall correctly, that it hurt your 
Mandarin learning for a little bit, is that correct?  
Respondent: Yes. 

 
Korean dental student 

Interviewer: Before were you a Korean citizen? 
Respondent: I obtained my Taiwanese citizenship after I arrived in Taiwan for university. 
I didn’t have it before. 
Interviewer: Did you have Chinese citizenship at that time? 
Respondent: No. I didn’t have anything when I was in Korea. 
Interviewer: So you actually were—if I understand correctly—you were what we call a 
stateless person, no citizenship, until age 18. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: You’re the first stateless person I’ve interviewed.  

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. So with that consideration given to Chinese stuff if you will, it 
sounds like a national basis, what’s it like to be a Chinese person in Malaysia? Are you 
treated better? Are you treated worse? Are you just the same as everybody? In your 
experience. 
Respondent: Well, to answer that question you have to know a little bit of Malaysia. I 
can’t really say for Indonesia or Vietnam but from my observation from them, when they 
say they are Vietnamese likely they use Vietnamese language even if they’re Chinese or 
Vietnamese or whatever race, same for Indonesia. Although they are ethnically Chinese 
or local Indonesians they will use Bahasa Indonesian. But in Malaysia, our policies like 
politics are particularly segregated by our race, like we are represented in the 
government, because we’re Chinese, you are represented by the Chinese leader whereas 
if you’re Malay you’re represented by the Malaysian representative whereas if you’re 
Indian you’re represented by the Indian leader. So in Malaysia it is a practice, they 
actually practice positive discrimination for the aborigines, which are the Malay people, 
yeah, the local people which are Malays, so they have positive discrimination, for 
schools, businesses, etc. So to answer whether as a Chinese person we are treated the 
same, the answer’s probably no. 
Interviewer: So are the ethnic Malaysians are they higher on the social scale or on the 
preference scale? 
Respondent: Well, they call themselves Bumiputera which literally translates as “The 
Prince of the Lands” so I will say yes. In the law, it is written that they, back when we 
gained our independence in 1957 we had a social contract. In exchange for giving all the 
immigrants, like the Chinese and Indians, that were brought here by the British during the 
British colonial period, in exchange for [unintelligible] in Malaysia you have to 
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acknowledge that the Malays are the Bumiputeras of the land and they get certain 
privileges and you are not allowed to question it. It’s in our constitution. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: Are there any particular countries that you know of where more than others, 
where people don't like you if you're Chinese? Japan? 
Respondent: In Japan it's cool to be Taiwanese but it's probably not cool to be Chinese. 
Interviewer: What about some of the other places--I've interviewed students not just from 
your program--but I've interviewed students from Thailand, Macau, Hong Kong-- 
Respondent: Vietnam? 
Interviewer: I have not yet from Vietnam. But I've met some. 
Respondent: Myanmar. 
Interviewer: Myanmar. I've interviewed some from Myanmar. What countries--do you 
know--where it's not cool to be Chinese? 
Respondent: My Vietnamese students have shown me the first chapter of their history 
books, which is all about how Vietnam was oppressed by China for 1000 years. 
Respondent: It used to be pretty not cool to be Chinese in Vietnam and Indonesia, but we 
don't feel that way now. 
 

Chinese home language not solid 

 Lack of adequate foundational skills in one’s Chinese home language was 

mentioned as a factor which made it difficult to scaffold to Mandarin, a similar language. 

A particularly notable set of comments appears under “Malaysian Mandarin student.” 

This student was an anomaly: a Malaysian who commenced his Mandarin studies at a 

very basic level, possibly the only Malaysian at his Mandarin Chinese school. Other 

Malaysians tended to have very solid skills in Mandarin, and reported even being able to 

commence medical schooling with no remediation. Again, Indonesians tend to be 

represented in significant numbers in the 7 interviews in which this sociocultural factor 

appeared.  
 

Filipina graduate student 
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Respondent: I'd say being more fluent in Fukien would probably indirectly help me with 
my Mandarin, as evidenced by my Hong Kongese classmates doing better in Chinese 
class than the rest of us. 

 
3 Thai students C 

Interviewer: Okay, tell me about the Chinese language that you speak at home. How good 
is your command of Chaozhou dialect? How well do you speak it? 
Respondent C: At my house when we usually talk in Thai language, although also 
sometimes in English and sometimes in Chaozhou language. My listening is pretty good 
but I cannot speak, and, I mean, I cannot speak in Chaozhou language but when they talk 
to me in Chaozhou language I can understand what they say. 

 
Indonesian graduate student 

Respondent: It’s a dialect so there’s no writing, just spoken language and my family is, 
the Teochew dialect is the mother language in my family. The first language I learned 
from my mother. And then, starting from kindergarten, all the education in Indonesia we 
use Indonesian language, it's the official language in Indonesia. Because not many people 
speak Teochew dialect, only my immediate family and my extended family, other than 
that, I almost never speak that dialect.  

 
Malaysian Mandarin student 

Interviewer: Talk to me about how the, what the Chinese language you know, you know 
some Cantonese, anyway, from back home, how much you’ve been able to build on that 
with your Mandarin Training Center instruction? 
Respondent: Didn’t really help, honestly speaking. The, what little I know of Cantonese 
which I say I speak very bad, in fact, has hindered me to learn Chinese. At the beginning 
I kept mixing up words and it’s sort of some kind of perverse joke that Cantonese and 
Mandarin have the same sounding words for totally opposite things like, numbers. I 
remember I had this problem when I first came to the Mandarin Training Center; in 
Cantonese 1, 2, 3 is yat, yi, sum whereas in Mandarin Chinese it’s yi, er, san. So you can 
see that the 2 and 1 in Cantonese is sort of interchangeable. So people would tell me yi 
kuai, yi kuai [one unit of measure] and I would be, oh, two. No, one! Oh, right! 
Interviewer: And then something like g-e-i, gei [give], is something like gai in 
Cantonese, something like that. 
Respondent: Yeah, like gei, wo gei ni [give, I give you], and also something like, the 
most common example I can come up with right now is the numbers, that I always have a 
problem with, but I know friends from Hong Kong. They’re a Cantonese base and they’re 
very fluent in their Cantonese but when they come to the Mandarin Training Center, it’s 
sort of like a conversion thing. Like, OK, now I remember. The grammar is the same as 
my Cantonese and the written is the same. All I have to do is say it differently. So for 
them it is a bit easier but in my case because I know so very little Cantonese and 
whatever I know sort of threw problems in the beginning of my Mandarin. Didn’t really 
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help me personally, but I know people who can speak Cantonese fluently; when they 
learn Mandarin is very easy for them because the grammar’s all there already. 
Interviewer: So once they have that solidity in that other Chinese language. 
Respondent: Yeah with solidity in Cantonese it’s very easy for them to pick up Mandarin. 
Mine was pretty liquefied. 
Interviewer: Gaseous stage. 
Respondent: Right, gaseous stage. Yeah, so it didn’t really help me, but to be honest by 
knowing that because my grandmother speaks Cantonese and I sort of get the whole—
like my teacher, when she says something in Mandarin, I may not exactly understand her 
word for word but I know what you’re talking about. I can’t explain why, and I don’t 
understand what you just said, o and if you ask me to repeat to you what you just say but 
because I know Cantonese the way of saying it, the mannerisms, maybe it’s the body 
language, I don’t know, but I know exactly what you’re saying. 

Language loss with subsequent post-immigration generations 

 The problem of language loss came up in 8 interviews, and this seemed to occur 

among diverse nations and language groups. As the descendants of Chinese immigrants 

achieved third generation status, the level of Chinese language skills deteriorated. 

Filipina graduate student 
Interviewer: Yeah, I’m just trying to get a little bit of a feel for the inter-generational 
thing… 
Respondent: …right… 
Interviewer: …like I’m used to seeing in my own immigrant community back home, or 
even in my own family where maybe the first generation is much more monolingual… 
Respondent: …right… 
Interviewer: …and the second generation is maybe more bilingual, and then the third has 
just the name or something.  
Respondent: Right. Something like that. 
Interviewer: How did that sort of thing work for you in your environment? 
Respondent: Because whenever I talk to elders, my Fukien is not that good. I don’t think 
it’s good for anyone. I think they’re trying to maintain our Chinese identity, so we were 
forced to speak Chinese, but it was not very easy to express ourselves in complete 
Fukien. So, we tend to, even if we were trying to speak in Fukien, we have to insert 
Filipino words or English words, because it was impossible for us to complete a whole 
sentence. Even like my dad, they won’t be able to do it. They have to add some English 
or Filipino. Like in Taiwan, they have to add Mandarin into their Taiwanese, because 
some of the words, the newer words, they’re not really very familiar with. 
Interviewer: OK, tell me again in your family, who was it that actually immigrated from 
China, from Fukien? 
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Respondent: My grandparents. 
Interviewer: Both grandparents? 
Respondent: Both grandparents. 
Interviewer: As adults? 
Respondent: I think that when they were 20 or 30. 

 
Indonesian student 

Respondent: My grandpa is from PRC and my grandmother is actually from Philippines. 
Interviewer: Oh, your grandmother is ethnic Chinese from the Philippines? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: And where in the PRC is grandpa from? 
Respondent: If I’m not mistaken he’s from Fujian or something like that area. 
Interviewer: So what Chinese language was spoken in your home? 
Respondent: Basically called Fujian Mandarin and we also speak Hakka but I didn’t 
speak both the languages because my parents didn’t speak them with my grandparents’ 
language. 

 
2 Thai students with observer comments 

Interviewer: Okay, how about yourself, sir? 
Respondent: Only the very few people, only the Chinese people with Chinese people, 
especially the old people because the second generation they will use Thai language for 
communication. 
Interviewer: So as you get farther away from being a citizen of China there’s less of your 
Chinese language in the family, is that correct? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: For yourself? 
Respondent: What you mean? 
Interviewer: In other words, when people move from China they definitely speak a 
Chinese language and then maybe their children speak a little less and their grandchildren 
speak a little less and maybe the great-grandchildren don’t speak any. Is that similar to 
what happens in your experience in Thailand? 
Respondent: She said is possible. For my case I see, it is very clear after generations they 
know fewer Chinese. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Respondent: Mostly about the history of their family immigrate to the other country. The 
more longer they can speak and learn Chinese quick and better than other students. 
Interviewer: So family like-- 
Respondent: Like the Thai students, most of their families moved to Thailand more than 
5-6 generations, more than 100 years, so they think they are Thai and they speak Thai at 
home and they cannot, even their parents and their grandparents cannot speak Chinese 
anymore. So Chinese language for them are not so close, like a family language or 
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mother language. But Japanese people or Korean or some other students from United 
States they just maybe their parents move there for 20 years or 10 year so they still think 
they are Taiwanese people, they are Chinese people, they still think that their children 
need to study Chinese. They still speak Chinese at home. So it's much more helpful for 
them to study Chinese more faster than others. 
Interviewer: So more recent immigrants 1 or 2 generations tend to have a little more skill 
at the language. I see nodding heads, so I guess everyone agrees on that point. Is there 
anything I'm forgetting to ask about environmental factors that make their language a 
little lower? Lower the, we talked about the recency of immigration? 
Respondent: It happens when they learn pinyin is "x" and "s". You have the 
pronunciation of two different languages so that might affect how they pronounce it, but 
it's only the beginning phase. If they continue learning it they can change that. 
 
 

National or other language in use more than Chinese language 

 In 7 interviews, respondents mentioned the tendency of non-Chinese languages to 

assume greater importance in daily discourse than the Chinese languages of the ethnic 

Chinese language minority.  

Indonesian student 
Interviewer: When you step out of your home and you walk into something like a 7-11 or 
whatever you may have in Indonesia, what language is that clerk probably going to use to 
speak to you? 
Respondent: Oh, in the shop near my house they probably going to use Indonesian 
because not all the Chinese there can speak Mandarin Chinese. 
Interviewer: Okay, let me give you an analogy from where I live in Texas, for example, 
in San Antonio there are 2 major Spanish-speaking parts of town and if I step into a 
Mexican restaurant and if there are Mexican people who own it and work there 
automatically I’ll speak Spanish to those people. And if I walk into a restaurant in the 
non-Spanish speaking part of town, like at Denny’s or somewhere else, I will 
automatically speak English. And I don’t even think about it, it’s just what happens. 
What’s your experience when you walk around in your neighborhood? 
Respondent: Basically I would speak a lot of Indonesia so I communicate with the 
Indonesian language, if I saw any Chinese friends I would also speak Indonesian because 
most of my friends don’t speak Mandarin Chinese although they are Chinese. 
Interviewer: Okay. What about Chinese restaurants? Do you speak a Chinese language 
when you step into one? 
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Respondent: No, definitely not. Because there are lots of Chinese restaurants, but they 
cannot speak any Mandarin Chinese so usually use Indonesian to communicate with 
them. 

 
Thai students with observer 1 

Interviewer: Even though we’re in Taiwan, is the day-to-day business language here 
Thai? 
Respondent: You mean the language that we use in general? 
Interviewer: Yes, here in this location. 
Respondent: Yes, we use generally Thai; only when we met Taiwanese people we use the 
Chinese as spoken language. 

 
Chinese language skills vary by region within a country 

 In 4 interviews with Indonesians, respondents mentioned that fluency in Chinese 

languages may vary from region-to-region. In light of the consistent self-reporting by 

Indonesians that their Chinese language skills tend to be low, this raises the question: 

would Indonesians have been shown to have overall higher language skills in this 

research had ethnic Chinese from other regions been interviewed? 

Indonesian graduate student 
Interviewer: In their 20’s and 30’s, what happened? Why don’t they speak Chinese, in 
your opinion? 
Respondent: Maybe because in home, in a specific island they speak Chinese because of 
the families, but in the Java island all the people like me didn’t speak Chinese, because of 
the family don’t speak Chinese. 

 
Indonesian student 

Respondent: Okay. Maybe I add some information about my background. Because I live 
in the capital of Indonesia, which is Jakarta, there are lots of Chinese who cannot speak 
Mandarin Chinese and so their learning of Mandarin Chinese is very, it’s not very. I think 
it’s very helpful for you to learn Chinese, but in other places in Indonesia, the Chinese 
people really speak Chinese, good Mandarin Chinese and also those other Chinese 
languages I mention before, like Fujian or maybe Hakka, they still speak that a lot; but in 
capital, I don’t really interact with those Chinese people. It take lots of effort to learn 
Chinese if you are living in the capital. 
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Interviewer: So there could be a difference in environment depending on what Indonesian 
region you live in and some regions can, the environment can support your Mandarin 
proficiency better than others. 
Respondent: Yeah. 
 

Medium of instruction was not Mandarin 

 In 8 of the interviews, respondents stated that they received significantly fewer 

clock hours of daily exposure to Mandarin in school. This was due to the fact that a 

language other than Mandarin was the medium of instruction for academic subjects. 

Filipina graduate student 
Interviewer: When you were not in Chinese language classes, what was the language of 
instruction? 
Respondent: It’s basically about, I think it’s about 8AM to 3PM, so that’s about 7 hours, 
split between Filipino and English. 
Interviewer: Tagalog? 
Respondent: Yes. So, like 20% of our subjects are taught in Filipino and 80% are taught 
in English. 
Interviewer: Are the textbooks in both languages, Tagalog and English? 
Respondent: 80-20. (80% English-20% Tagalog—email follow-up 7 June 2011) 

 
 

Indonesian graduate student 
Interviewer: There’s a term called medium of instruction, which means the language 
that’s used to teach a class. In Indonesia, what was the medium of instruction in the 
schools? What language? 
Respondent: Indonesian. 
Interviewer: Okay, so is that K through 12? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: What about at your university, your undergraduate degree? 
Respondent: Also in Indonesian. 
 

Non-Chinese language(s) as home language(s) 

 This figured prominently in 4 interviews. Respondents included Japanese, 

Indonesians, and a Malaysian. I am furnishing the extract of the interview with the 
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Malaysian as a representative sample of this sociocultural factor. Furthermore, this 

interviewee’s parents speak two different Chinese languages, so Chinese languages do 

not appear as home languages in his household. 

Malaysian Mandarin student 
Interviewer: I’m interviewing a language student from Malaysia who is currently 
studying Book 2 of the current Practical Audio Visual Chinese and I’m going to ask you 
if you would, please speak loudly and please speak clearly, because we do have a 
transcriptionist. 
Respondent: Sure. 
Interviewer: Tremendous. The first question I’m going to ask you is—because the 
interview does have to do with your language experience—can you give me basically 
your life history or your bio, if you will, but with a focus on the language part of it? 
Respondent: Okay. I was born in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia—that’s the capital city of 
Malaysia--and have pretty much spoken English all my life. My dad can speak English 
and Hokkien—another Chinese dialect—and my mom speaks English and Cantonese—
which is another Chinese dialect. Not much Mandarin in-between but I think my mom’s 
proficiency in Mandarin is slightly better because Cantonese and Mandarin are more 
closely related than Hokkien and Mandarin. 
Interviewer: So your parents are both ethnic Chinese but they speak two different 
Chinese languages. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Does that account for the large amount of English in your home as opposed 
to a Chinese language? 
Respondent: Yes, definitely. In fact, if I compare myself to my other friends. I wouldn’t 
say this is a common thing or its taboo, but most of my other friends’ parents are 
probably from the same ethnic Chinese background like both are Hokkien, so if they’re 
Hokkien they’re Hokkien or they’re both Cantonese and because both parents speak that 
particular dialect so the kid gets that dialect and speaks it well. I don’t speak any 
Hokkien, I don’t understand any Hokkien but because I stay in Kuala Lumpur which is 
more my mom’s side and in Kuala Lumpur most Chinese people speak Cantonese so I 
picked up a bit of Cantonese. But I am not proficient in Cantonese enough as compared 
to friends who are from Cantonese households were both parents are Cantonese. 
Interviewer: Okay, and that’s actually unusual compared to other Malaysians I’ve 
interviewed or, in fact, other ethnic Chinese. You’re probably the only English-dominant 
one of all of them but you’re also probably the only one with two different ethnic Chinese 
parents and languages in the home. Or one of the few I’ve interviewed. 
Respondent: Well, that’s interesting. 
Interviewer: Talk to me about your parents and their conversations with each other. Is 
that all in English? 
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Respondent: Yes, actually. On a daily basis. How are you? What did you do today? 
How’s the job? What did you eat? Blah, blah, blah. Come fetch me here. It’s all in 
English, but whenever they want to speak something in front of the kids but don’t want 
the kids to understand when we were young they would switch to Hokkien. My mom 
knows a bit of Hokkien because she picked it up from my dad, so they switch to Hokkien. 
So Hokkien is the language they use when they don’t want the kids to understand what 
they’re talking about. 
Interviewer: Okay. What about Bahasa Melayu? What about that in your home? How 
much is that spoken? 
Respondent: Very little. Probably, percentage wise 10 %? Probably hardly any goes on. 
Interviewer: Now are you and all of your family proficient in that language but that’s just 
not the language you speak at home? 
Respondent: Most of my siblings, like both my sisters, my parents, we have a working 
knowledge of Bahasa Melayu but when we stopped going to school, the national schools 
and we went to private universities or international universities we just stopped used 
using Bahasa Melayu on a daily basis. Of course, when we go outside the household and 
we interact with outside people and some of them speak Malay and we respond 
accordingly, but not in the household per se. 

Not much exposure to Chinese culture 

 This appeared in only 4 interviews; however, it illustrates the point that a 

replicated Chinese environment in regions with significant Overseas Chinese populations 

may well add to the ambiance which enhances language skills. 

2 Japanese students A 
Interviewer: Now, what if I said: “Take me to a Chinese restaurant this evening with 
Chinese people working there.” Would that be easy to do? 
Respondent A: In Japan? 
Interviewer: In Japan. 
Respondent A: I think it a little hard but if Chinese people can speak Japanese is no 
problem. 

 
7 Philippine students 

Interviewer: How about for any of the rest of you, for Chinese culture that’s available in 
your neighborhood, for example, if I go walk through your neighborhood at 6 in the 
morning, will you see something like you see in Taiwan, like older Chinese people 
practicing Taichi in the park? 
Respondents: No. 
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Interviewer: No? Don’t see that. Okay. How about if I knock on your door and I say: 
“Hey, take me to a Chinese movie tonight.” Is that going be easy for you to do or will it 
be hard for you to do? 
Respondents: Hard. 
Interviewer: Hard? So Chinese movies are not very typical in your experience in the 
Philippines? 
Respondents: No. 

Home Chinese language not similar to Mandarin 

 In three interviews, respondents asserted that their Chinese home language is 

dissimilar to Mandarin. However, in retrospect, I am wondering if this may well be an 

artifact caused by two factors. First, I perhaps needed to probe more, and with specific 

examples for comparison. Second, the respondents may, in some cases, not be familiar 

enough with their own home language to answer the questions accurately. 

Indonesian theological student 
Interviewer: What about the tones? The Mandarin has the first, second, third, fourth, 
neutral, what about Hakka? 
Respondent: No, we have no. We just speak out. 
Interviewer: Oh, so no tones? 
Respondent: Yes, no tones. 
Interviewer: I’m studying the wrong language. Mandarin’s too hard! 
Respondent: So why I come here to learn Mandarin is because it hard for me too. The 
second and the third. We have 4 sound right? The 2nd sound and the 3rd sound I cannot 
make it. 
Interviewer: As we Americans say: Join the club. It’s the same for all of us. 
Respondent: Right, right. 

Home language errors never corrected 

 This only appeared once; however, it may be significant enough to address in 

future research about heritage speakers. 

Filipina graduate student 
Respondent: I, no, I think we had a Taiwanese teacher once, but that was it, but the rest of 
our Chinese teachers were also immigrants. So basically, I think I learned some wrong 
Chinese and I just then learned that it was wrong when I came to Taiwan. Because it’s 
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kind of like a cycle: we’re in a sheltered community where everybody learned Chinese 
from the older people. If someone made a mistake, it’s going to just keep on rolling 
down. 
  
  

Why are ethnic Chinese from non-Chinese Asian nations studying 
Mandarin in Taiwan? 

 

Costs/Financial assistance 

 The relatively low cost of studying in Taiwan, along with the generous financial 

aid packages available, accounted for respondents in 10 interviews citing this as a reason 

for coming to Taiwan to study. Overall cost of living was also a factor. A relevant aside 

is that I know of three American-Born Chinese who are studying medicine and nursing in 

Taiwan, a corroborating testament to the relative low cost of schooling there. 

Thai students large focus group (app 7 female students w/Thai interpreter) 
Interviewer: OK. Can I ask about scholarship or financial help from Thailand or Taiwan 
or anybody?  
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: Have you gotten financial help to study at the Mandarin school for overseas 
Chinese? 
Respondent: No, no. Actually, the Mandarin school for overseas Chinese, the fees that 
they pay are government-subsidized. They help us like, government-subsidized, half of… 
Interviewer: Taiwan government? 
Respondent: Yeah, yeah, yeah (other voices in background). They help us subsidize, so 
we pay like 18,000 NT Dollars for this course. It’s for the 42 days, yeah. 
Interviewer: OK. So, there’s not an actual scholarship, but the course is fairly 
inexpensive? 

 
Malaysian Student 

Respondent: I don’t go to China is there I can’t find a job and pay my tuition. Students 
studying in China are not allowed to work.  
Interviewer: Are you working in Taiwan? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
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Korean dental student 

Respondent: The price compared Taiwan to Korea; Korea price is very very high 
compare to Taiwan. Taiwan have many delicious food and the food is very cheaper than 
Korea, Korea price is very very hefty. 
Interviewer: Is that part of the reason you study in Taiwan? 
Respondent: Yes! 
Interviewer: Are you on any scholarships in Taiwan? 
Respondent: Only one. 
Interviewer: From the Taiwanese government? 
Respondent: Yes, from the overseas Chinese government. 
Interviewer: From the agency in Korea? 
Respondent: Agency in Taiwan. 
Interviewer: Is it OCAC? Do you know? 
Respondent: No. 
Interviewer: It’s some kind of overseas Chinese agency in Taiwan that helps you with 
your medical schooling? 
Respondent: Yes. 

 
Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

What about things like financial aid, do they get any of that sort of thing here? 
Scholarships, discounts, whatever? 
Respondent: Scholarship only half of them, not too many. All of the OCAC student have 
half price, but for half price they could go to China. After they come to OCAC here for 
the first term the government will pay half their tuition but even though their tuition is 
reduced to half price, they could pay the same money and have a very very good life in 
China, but they still choose to come to Taiwan. So we think scholarships are not reason 
they are here, most of them their grandparents are in Taiwan or they want to come back 
to Taiwan to see their cousins. 
Interviewer: So family connection is very very strong. Yeah, so as far as costs go, I study 
next door and I study 1 on 1 for 2 hours a week and I think that comes to about 500 [NT] 
dollars an hour or something like that. By American standards that's ridiculously low for 
private instruction from a very qualified teacher, that's like 15 [US] dollars an hour. It's 
hard to beat Taiwan. I don't know about mainland China, never been there. What else am 
I missing about why they're studying in Taiwan or have we covered it? 
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Chinese environment 

 Language student respondents in 10 interviews asserted that there was value in 

having an authentic Chinese environment in which to study Mandarin. Contact with 

Chinese language and culture, as mentioned in previous interview transcripts in this 

chapter, was at times limited back in their home regions.  

Malaysian student Fortune-teller 
Interviewer: Why are you studying in Taiwan? Why not back home in Malaysia? Why 
not mainland China? 
Respondent: I think it’s due to government policy. They let less of the university of 
Chinese people or like studying Mandarin, the universities in Malaysia is almost using 
English and Malay to teaching. 
Interviewer: So those universities would be a lot more difficult for you? 
Respondent: I think it’s more difficult since I study Chinese in high school and I want to 
get into a Chinese learning place, so I come to Taiwan. 
Interviewer: Okay. So a Mandarin speaking school was easier for you to… 
Respondent: To learning all these things, but in Malaysia there are no more Chinese 
universities. 

 
Okinawan Student  

Respondent: I decided to come to Taiwan to study because of my family background. 
When I was studying in high school classes in Chinese were offered, however my 
teachers were Japanese as well as some teachers from mainland China. Because aside 
from the home, opportunities to come into contact with Chinese outside of the home were 
very limited, I was still very interested in Chinese. 

 
Indonesian student 

Interviewer: When you chose traditional Chinese were you planning on coming to 
Taiwan later? 
Respondent: Actually, not. Because I came to Taiwan because my parents like, “You 
have to experience being in a Chinese speaking community so you can speak fluent 
Chinese and also learn a lot from original Chinese people.” Because we are like old-
fashioned Chinese people. You have to know how the original Chinese people do more 
speak, like that. 
Interviewer: So part of your motivation for coming to Taiwan, a big part it sounds like, 
was to get an authentic immersion-type environment. 
Respondent: Get to know the original Chinese. 
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Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Respondent: Some of them come here because they can study traditional Chinese. It gives 
them more of a sense of a traditional culture. And if you want to read the classics in 
literature or art you have to know traditional characters. 
Interviewer: Yeah, there's an American writer who said that if you want to read what 
Chairman Mao; if you only know simplified you can read what Chairman Mao wrote but 
you can't read what he read. Do you agree with that? 
Respondent: Yeah. Of course. 
Interviewer: And that's fairly recent in the greater scheme of Chinese history. 
Respondent: Sometimes in NTU they already study in mainland China maybe over 9 
years but they still come to Taiwan. They can speak very good Mandarin; they can read 
and write but they still come to Taiwan to study traditional words. 
Interviewer: And this particular professor works at another major university so has 
another Mandarin-speaking job, the last person on the tape for my transcriptionist. Is 
there anything anybody would like to add to the interview about anything, the teaching 
environment here, the teaching materials here, the students, anything at all. 
Respondent: Probably that's all. 
Interviewer: Okay. Just for the record, what you professors are telling me is fairly 
consistent with what the students are telling me so I'm happy that I've got some nice 
triangulation with my interviews at this point. With all that being said, the time is now 
2:43 pm on 4 April 2011 in Taipei, Taiwan. End of interview. Thank you very much, 
everybody, and nothing follows. 

 

Family or personal considerations 

 Family or personal considerations figured in 8 interviews. Some respondents 

reported having family contacts in Taiwan; others were motivated by reasons which 

ranged from romance to religion.  

Filipina graduate student 
Follow-up email query on ref “why are you studying in Taiwan?” 
Anyway, to answer your question, I was kind of forced to come here. Long story short, 
my parent didn't want me to marry a Filipino, so when I got a Filipino boyfriend, they 
shipped me off as fast as they can. Yep. 

 
Filipina MTC student 

Interviewer: Oh. Tell me why you chose Taiwan to study in. That’s one thing I’m 
interested in finding out from people. 
Respondent: OK (Side A of tape ended here).  
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Interviewer: (Side B of tape commences here) 3:32, continuing the interview with the 
Filipina ethnic Chinese, speaker of the Fukien language. And just as the tape was ending, 
she said that she had some scholarship offers in China, and she said that she chose to 
come to Taiwan and I asked her why she picked Taiwan. Thank you. 
Respondent: So I had a scholarship to China. It was given by Docu Wei, John Docu Wei, 
one of the biggest Chinese Filipino businessmen in the Philippines. And here, it was 
given by the Taiwanese government, to foster Philippine-Taiwanese relationships, I 
think.  
Interviewer: Oh. 
Respondent: So the reason why I chose to come here was mostly because of family, 
because I have family here, and one of my aunts is suffering from cancer, so I decided to 
just be here, and it’s more convenient for everyone if someone would just look out for her 
for whatever emergency that can happen here. 
Interviewer: OK, so a combination of money reasons, and personal-slash-family reasons? 
They all kind of worked out together. 
Respondent: It’s more, mostly family. 
Interviewer: OK. Is the scholarship generous enough to cover your schooling and your 
living expenses? 
Respondent: OK. So I only have 6 months. I have 6 month scholarship which ended last 
February, so it’s enough to cover living expenses plus tuition and housing, but you have 
to be careful with how you spend it. 
Interviewer: OK. You have to watch your nickels and dimes? 
Respondent: Uh-huh. But you have to be very careful though…but I don’t know if you’re 
aware, the Taiwanese government offers a lot of scholarships to a lot of people, mostly 
[unintelligible] Shida scholarship students.  
Interviewer: That’s what I understand. 
Respondent: They’re fostering international relationships. So they offer Mandarin 
scholarships, master’s, university, doctorate degrees, you name it, they offer it. 

 
Singaporean graduate student 

Interviewer: OK. So what motivated you, if it’s not for professional reasons? What makes 
you so interested in the Chinese language? Maybe it is professional; I’m not trying to 
answer for you. 
Respondent: OK. First is because of personal interest. Second also maybe because of 
Buddhism. 
Interviewer: Oh? OK.  
Respondent: I really love the Chinese sutras. Of course, those are translated from Sanskrit 
or Kali a long time ago, 2 or 3,000 years ago. 
Interviewer: Oh, I see. You’re a practicing Buddhist? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: OK. So, so the Chinese language is strongly connected for you personally 
with your personal interest in… 
Respondent: …at a later stage… 
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Interviewer: …that Asian religion.  
Respondent: At a later stage of Buddhism. First is because of Confucianism.  

 
Korean dental student 

Interviewer: That’s good to know. Okay, tell me about why you’re studying in Taiwan? 
Why did you come to Taiwan to study? 
Respondent: Because when I was a child my grandmother (raised me) adopt me, my 
grandma, and I like her so I came to Taiwan to study. 
Interviewer: Is she Taiwanese? 
Respondent: Yes, she is also Taiwanese. 
Interpreter: She say her grandma came from Shandong to Korea and come to Taiwan. 
Respondent: She live in Taiwan. 
Interviewer: So you are third generation ethnic Chinese in Korea? 
Respondent: Yes. Because when I was in Korea because I never have Korean passport 
and Korean license and I leave Korea because I had no advantages or benefits in Korea. 
 

Corroborating remarks from teachers of heritage speakers 

Interviewer: Talk to me about the third point: Why are these ethnic Chinese studying here 
in Taiwan? Why here? Why not back home? Why not mainland China? Or somewhere 
else? 
Respondent: Freedom country. My students say. Their family are from Taiwan. Most of 
our students, their family is from Taiwan. 
Interviewer: And that's pretty much across the board, regardless of what part of the world 
they come from?  

 

Recommended by others (friends, teachers, relatives, etc.) 

 Recommendations by others accounted for reasons for 8 interviews’ respondents 

studying in Taiwan. The people who suggested they come to Taiwan varied, and included 

teachers, personal friends, and a variety of others.  

2 Macau students # 2 
Interviewer: Why are you studying in Taiwan? Why not back in Macau? Why not in 
mainland China? 
Respondent 2: Because my junior high school teachers many of them are graduate from 
Taiwan and they say Macau is too small we need to go outside and see and have more. 

 
Indonesian theological student 
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Respondent: Okay. I guess the school is, my father had studied here, so he recommended 
me to come here, to come to this school. I heard that in Kaohsiung, Kaohsiung people is 
more friendly. 

 
Indonesian graduate student 

Interviewer: Tell me why you're studying in Taiwan, why not back in Indonesia, why not 
back in the People's Republic, or wherever? 
Respondent: My senior came to this university a year before I came and he introduced me 
to this school. 
Interviewer: So that's a more senior ethnic Chinese Indonesian student? 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: And that person, on a personal contact level said, I think this school's great 
you should try it. 
Respondent: Yes. 
Interviewer: In your experience, does that kind of pull factor happen with a lot of the 
Chinese among themselves? Like, did somebody invite him like he invited you? 
Respondent: I don't think so. 
Interviewer: Then how did he find out? Why was he here, if you know? 
Respondent: He likes electronics so much and why he chose this university was because 
it’s very close to Guanghua Market. 
Interviewer: And that's an electronics market. 
Respondent: Yes. 

People and environment are pleasant 

 In 7 interviews, respondents stated that Taiwan’s ambiance makes for a pleasing 

environment in which to live and study. Some contrasted Taiwan with the People’s 

Republic of China or their own home nations, and Taiwan came out ahead in the 

discourse in terms of being a welcoming environment.  

 
Thai students large focus group (app 7 female students w/Thai interpreter) 

Respondent (another voice): Because a lot of people think, because Taiwan, many Thai 
people think that Taiwan is a part of China, of Mainland China, so we don’t really know 
a lot about Taiwan, we know a little bit from the series, the movie, but we don’t know 
what people really like, and their culture, and they’re different from Mainland China, and 
another thing I want to say is there is a lot of language centers that I heard from a lot of 
friends is very good, so I went, I participated in a program that’s like want to see how is 
Taiwan, how is their language center, things like that.  
Interviewer: OK. Is this your first trip to Taiwan? 
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Respondent: Yes, it’s my first trip. 
Interviewer: How do you like it so far? 
Respondent: Oh I like because here, because here, it’s the first time I study abroad, and I 
used to think that Chinese people, some of them, they’re maybe rude or speak loudly and 
not very friendly in places like Beijing or in Macau, but when I came here, people are 
really nice, and they speak like really gentle. Their voices are like really beautiful when 
they speak Chinese. It sounds soft and friendly, so when the foreigner like me is having a 
problem, they really want to help, so I’m really impressed in this country. 
Interviewer: OK. Why not Mainland China? Why are you studying here and not 
Mainland China?  
Respondent: Here, it’s cheaper. To be honest, I think it’s cheaper. I don’t know about like 
master’s degree, but I think that for the language course, I think it’s cheaper, and people 
are nicer, and the environment is safe. You don’t have to be afraid like your stuff will be 
stolen, because people are kind of nice here. 
 

Malaysian Mandarin student 
Respondent: So why Taiwan and not Beijing, as I said the Taiwan accent is looked to 
more favorably and also other social factors, like in Taiwan, it’s a more democratic 
country. If I go to Beijing I might have to be careful of what I say or certain sites would 
not be accessible like Facebook. Country comforts, things like me and you have freedom 
of Internet, Facebook, what I can say, so that’s why I chose Taiwan. 
Interviewer: There’s an old joke where President Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev are 
arguing over which country is more free. Have you heard this before? 
Respondent: Probably not. 
Interviewer: Well, Kennedy says: “Well, Nikita—he says Nikiter, because he’s from 
Boston—well, Nikita, in America, a man can stand in front of the White House and 
shout: ‘John F Kennedy is a fool!’ and nothing will happen to him.” Then he says: “Well, 
John, we’re more free than you because a man can come to Moscow, stand on Lenin’s 
Tomb and shout: ‘John F Kennedy’s a fool!’” 
Respondent: That’s a good one. So yeah, in terms of, my primary reason is to learn 
Mandarin and I don’t want other social discomforts to get in the way of that. If I go to 
Beijing I will most likely be miserable there. People, Taiwanese people are more friendly 
than Beijing people. 

Excellent education available in the ROC 

 The value of a Taiwan-based education was mentioned in 5 interviews. Some 

salient comments included mention of the pre-university training available for Overseas 

Chinese, as well as the opportunity to study medicine in Taiwan. 

Malaysian cadet 
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Interviewer: Tell me why you’re studying in Taiwan, why not in Malaysia, why not in 
mainland China, etc.? Why here? 
Respondent: To get my medical degree. 
Interviewer: Okay, so what attracted you here was specifically the medical degree. Is 
there anything in particular that attracted you to this school, because you’re wearing a 
military uniform and you’re living a military life, but you’re not going to be a soldier 
when you leave here. Why did you come here where the life is maybe a little harder cause 
of the military part instead of somewhere else? 
Respondent: Actually I didn’t apply for the, because before I came to this school I was in 
Chao Da and it’s part of Shida, foreign student who attend their foundation classes.[Guoli 
Taiwan Shifan Daxue Qiaosheng Xianxiubu] 
Interviewer: I don’t know that school. Tell me it, please. 
Respondent: National Overseas Chinese Student University Preparatory School is a 
school for foreign students who attend their foundation class, something like high school 
and pre-uni. Yeah. 
Interviewer: So does it cover general academic subjects? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Is it for Overseas Chinese? 
Respondent: Yeah, all the Overseas Chinese. We have exams there and we are um… 
Interviewer: At that point are you admitted to different schools? 
Respondent: Yeah. 
Interviewer: Okay. So you applied here and were accepted. 
Respondent: According to our exam ranking. 
Interviewer: What’s the intent of that school? Is part of it to help you, not necessarily you 
personally, but you Overseas Chinese, is it designed to help you improve your Mandarin 
before you go to Taiwanese schools? Is that part of it? 
Respondent: No, is not for Mandarin, is for education. There might be some difference 
between Taiwan and from other country. 
Interviewer: So it’s sort of like a prep school to make sure—as much as they can do—to 
make you even with the Taiwanese students. 
Respondent: Yeah. 

 
Macau cadet 

Interviewer: Tell me why you are studying in Taiwan. 
Respondent: Why? 
Interviewer: Yeah. 
Respondent: It’s kind of an accident. Accidently I came to Taiwan, why, because I first—
I don’t know—have 2 scholarships in studying in Portugal, is in law. 
Interviewer: So you could’ve gone to Portugal to study to be a lawyer. 
Respondent: Yes and I have scholarship and I also could study in Macau also in law in 
Hong Kong for engineer. But at that time I want to study in medicine and it’s the only 
ambition I ever had. I was paying a lot of efforts in applying in the faculty of medicine in 
the universities of Hong Kong. However, the results of Taiwan came out first, so I came 
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to Taiwan and I didn’t take a look at the results in Hong Kong and I gave up the other 
chances to go to Portugal and studying in Macau, so I came to Taiwan, just because I 
could study medicine. 
 

 

Summary 

Salient quantitative findings and qualitative findings and how they 
corroborate 

 First, I wish to reiterate a previous caveat that the 62 surveys, when broken down 

to countries and regions, afford a very small n (Myanmar, Singapore, Okinawa and 

Korea, for example, are an n of 1). This notwithstanding, there is corroboration and 

triangulation when one combines data from surveys and interviews with classroom 

observations and supplementary interviews (professors and an American Cantonese-

speaking student from a Mandarin training program designed for heritage speakers). The 

evidence indicates that interviewees from Malaysia, for example, are very skilled at 

Mandarin and tend to not need remediation before enrolling in rigorous academic 

coursework in Taiwan, including medical school. Indonesians, on the other hand, test into 

lower levels of the standard textbook. 

 Furthermore, the indicators which either enhance or impede the Mandarin skill 

levels of these research subjects tend to align across types of data, whether qualitative or 

quantitative. They tend to be mirror images of each other. The Emerging ideas which 

enhanced the interviewees’ skills were: 

 At least basic Mandarin training back home 

 Similarity of home’s or region’s Chinese language to Mandarin 
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 Chinese language(s) spoken in the home 

 Parental/home encouragement  

 Exposure to Mandarin Chinese in the environment 

 Able to function academically with minimal or no Mandarin remediation and/or 

tested into a high level 

 Acceptance of Chinese people by other citizens/cool to be Chinese 

 Career enhancement 

 Reinforcement of Chinese language by family and extended family, also by friends 

and school 

 Policies are favorable to or accepting of this language group and culture 

 Mandarin as a medium of classroom instruction 

 Non-Chinese language helps with Mandarin (in selected cases such as Japanese) 

 Parent(s): first-generation immigrant(s) from PRC or Taiwan 

For a heritage speaker of a Chinese language to take optimal advantage of 

Similarity of home’s or region’s Chinese language to Mandarin, Exposure to Mandarin 

Chinese in the environment, and Chinese culture in the environment in acquiring 

Mandarin, he or she needs a solid grounding in one’s home language. Again, this is 

consistent with the comments about similarities across Chinese languages as cited in W. 

McNaughton (1990) and Heisig and Richardson (2009).  

 



153 

CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, 
THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

 

Conclusions 

 The study suggests that there exists a third category for the rubric of “heritage 

language speaker.” As Valdés posited in her writing (2005), a heritage speaker tends to 

have some knowledge of the language. Fishman (2001) has an inclusive paradigm in 

which the heritage speaker has what may be termed a personal interest in pursuing 

knowledge of the language. The study cautiously suggests that there is perhaps an 

additional category: a speaker of a heritage language which strongly resembles the 

national language in one’s new home. In the case of Asian ethnic Chinese, a heritage 

speaker of a Chinese language in a non-Chinese Asian country will have varying degrees 

of exposure to Mandarin. That exposure may come via direct contact with speakers of the 

language, as indicated by interviewees from regions such as Macau. There may be 

contact with Mandarin which is historically a bit more distal, albeit now growing, as in 

the case of a Cantonese-speaking locale such as Hong Kong or Macau, which have been 

subsumed by the People’s Republic of China as Special Administrative Regions in 1997 

and 1999, respectively. Respondents have reported increasing levels of contact with 

Chinese tourists and members of the workforce. As an aside, I had a relevant personal 

experience during my research of visiting Macau for a few days. There, I encountered a 

Mandarin-speaking waitress in a Chinese restaurant who was a daily commuter from the 
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neighboring People’s Republic of China proper to the Macau SAR. She and others like 

her give Cantonese speakers daily exposure to authentic speech from the neighboring 

PRC, more so than before the Portuguese left Macau. Hence, residents of areas such as 

Macau and Hong Kong are gaining knowledge of Mandarin without explicit formal 

instruction. 

 Members of this potential new category of heritage speakers report that the 

varying degrees of affinity between their languages and Mandarin Chinese have helped 

them acquire Mandarin. As a general rule, according to interviewees, similarity of the 

home language to Mandarin yields a better learning curve in Mandarin acquisition. 

Therefore, the study cautiously suggests that this third category begins as a Valdésian 

(2005) paradigm, with the heritage speaker having knowledge of the home language as a 

starting point for Vygotskian scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978). However, an added element 

to the Valdés-type knowledge of a Chinese language at home is the sociocultural factor of 

contact with Mandarin Chinese. As reported by respondents from diverse locales, this 

contact may come from having large numbers of Mandarin speakers physically present 

(Hong Kong and Macau’s influxes of Chinese tourists and businesspersons, along with 

the increasing usage of Mandarin as a de facto and/or de jure official language). This may 

also include contact via media, such as cable TV programming, movies in Mandarin, 

media stars such as Jay Chou and Stefanie Sun performing in Mandarin, and other 

contact reported by interviewees from diverse locales. 

 Perhaps scholars and stakeholders in the heritage language arena would be able to 

give this emerging category a discrete name, such as “contact heritage speaker” or 
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“contact heritage language learner.” A similar phenomenon may well exist elsewhere 

where languages come into contact. Schumann’s social distance theory may well inform 

this discussion. When there is not a power-based conflict in terms of language policies 

between the government and a language minority group, there may well be fertile ground 

for contact heritage speakers to thrive. An example of this is today’s Macau, in which 

Cantonese speakers with solid language skills have unfettered access to Mandarin 

Chinese from the People’s Republic of China. 

A hypothetical example of this possibility in the US would be if my Spanish-

speaking World War Two veteran father had not made a career of the Army, but moved 

back to Pandora, Texas with my Italian war bride mother. Our Italian home language 

would have extensive contact with Spanish, a quite similar language, and I would have 

become a “contact heritage speaker.” My father used his Spanish as a base with which to 

acquire Italian in Sicily and Italy with no formal training; I, in turn, used my home 

language of Italian to help me learn Spanish in the classroom. My father was pressed into 

service as an Italian-English interpreter on the battlefield; I was eventually school-trained 

as a Spanish-English court and medical interpreter.  I heard about my father’s wartime 

interpreting work in personal conversations with my late father’s World War Two 

buddies, former Corporal Justin Merriman and former Platoon Sergeant Joe Corley at the 

19th Combat Engineers reunion in Branson, Missouri (J. Corley and J. Merriman, 

personal communication, October 2002). It is beyond the scope of this study to explore 

this possibility of dialect contact in depth; however, this hypothetical example may serve 

to assist the Western reader in relating to what Asian ethnic Chinese respondents have 



156 

reported about their experiences as Mandarin learners. Thomason (2001) furnishes “A 

Map of Some Contact Situations Around the World,” with 60 languages listed. Perhaps 

other studies similar to mine could explore the possibility of “contact heritage speakers” 

in diverse locales. 

DIVERSE SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS WHICH HAVE AFFECTED RESPONDENTS’ 
ACQUISITION OF MANDARIN 

  There are several discrete factors which affect respondents’ ability to learn 

Mandarin in the classroom, or to acquire it, in layperson parlance, “in the street.” Perhaps 

chief among these sociocultural factors is the contact between Mandarin and a Chinese 

language spoken in the home, as mentioned above. This, and other factors, were 

discussed in Chapter 4 in the quoted and paraphrased words of the respondents 

themselves. 

CONTACT BETWEEN THE HERITAGE LANGUAGE SPOKEN IN THE HOME AND MANDARIN 
CHINESE: THE TWO LANGUAGES AND THEIR SIMILARITIES 

 Respondents were asked to comment on their best guess about how similar their 

language was to Mandarin, and they did so using various measures of self-reporting, 

including estimating percentages of similarity. When probed and asked to compare 

specific examples of writing, vocabulary, and grammar, they tended to report high 

degrees of similarity. Again, this is discussed at length in Chapter 4. 

 Some salient observations, though, about the degrees of similarity between 

diverse Chinese heritage languages and Mandarin Chinese include the observation that if 

a speaker of a Chinese language has a solid grasp of his or her home language, then 

scaffolding commences at a higher point and the acquisition of Mandarin is easier. This is 
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in keeping with the comments by Valdés (2005), in which she states that heritage 

language proficiency helps in “acquisition of second dialects, acquisition of a standard 

language, acquisition or development of specialized language registers and styles, and 

acquisition of written language.”  

 This leads to what may seem to be an overly-simplistic conclusion: more is better! 

More proficiency in the home language, more explicit training in Mandarin, and more 

contact with Mandarin Chinese, all add up to a more skilled speaker of Mandarin 

Chinese. Note the interview comments from the instructors in the special program for 

heritage speakers; they asserted that Cantonese speakers tend to be at an advantage, due 

to their head start with the writing system which uses Traditional characters, as well as 

with shared grammar. I will further posit that in the case of Cantonese speakers in a 

location such as Macau, they also have an advantage due to their ever-increasing contact 

with native speakers of Mandarin from the neighboring People’s Republic of China. They 

are educated native speakers of Cantonese, with a firm grounding in their home language, 

who find themselves in authentic speech contexts on a day-to-day basis. 

 Whether in Macau or elsewhere, the “more is better” dictum applies as well to the 

value of language contact from all sources. Respondents mentioned attending concerts by 

contemporary Mandarin-language singers such as Stefanie Sun and Jay Chou, along with 

exposure to movies and television programming. Again, “more is better.” A pedagogical 

implication may include the value of determining what today’s heritage speakers are 

availing themselves of in the world of media, and using said entertainment as a possible 

starting point for scaffolding purposes in language instruction.  
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS ABOUT THE SIMILARITIES OF NON-CHINESE ASIAN 
LANGUAGES TO MANDARIN 

 For the most part, respondents reported that their non-Chinese languages bore 

little or no similarity to Mandarin Chinese. Languages such as Thai and Indonesian, 

according to the respondents’ self-reporting, made little or no impact on their ability to 

acquire Mandarin. There were some salient exceptions, specifically in the cases of 

Japanese and Korean. Those two languages shared commonality with the writing system 

of Chinese (Japanese to a larger degree than Korean). However, as reported above, their 

Chinese language which was spoken in the home was the one which furnished them a 

higher starting point for scaffolding purposes.  

JAPANESE, AND TO A DEGREE, KOREAN: MOSTLY THE WRITING SYSTEM 
 Although Japan’s and Korea’s languages are not normally considered part of the 

family tree of the Sinitic languages, respondents from Okinawa, Japan, and Korea 

reported otherwise. In the case of Japanese, the use of Chinese characters assisted greatly 

in the learning of written Chinese. This was cited by respondents from Okinawa and 

Japan. To a lesser degree, the respondent from Korea also had an advantage in Mandarin. 

This is in keeping with comments about similarities between Kanji and written Chinese 

in Heisig and Richardson (2009). Korean and Japanese-speaking respondents even 

reported a bit of common ground with Mandarin in terms of grammar.  

IS IT COOL TO BE CHINESE? 
 Several scholars of bilingual education-related issues in the United States, such as 

Valenzuela (1999) and others state that the prestige attached to being a speaker of a 
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certain language is part and parcel of one’s self-esteem and of one’s motivation to 

maintain said language in the face of language contact. Valenzuela discusses how 

Mexican-American youth have their culture and language devalued, and how they in turn 

devalue the same in an effort to assimilate with the American mainstream as they 

perceive it. Being of Mexican origin, then, can be seen as deficient and certainly not 

“cool.” 

 Some respondents from Asia, though, reported a different experience than do 

scholars reporting on their American language minority and ethnic minority counterparts. 

They tended to report being admired by non-Chinese in their respective nations. As this 

trend emerged time and again in discussions of sociocultural factors, the semistructured 

interview technique came into play as the questions evolved in light of emerging trends. 

Some respondents reported that not only were they proud to be Chinese, but that it is 

actually “cool” to be Chinese. 

 What, then, comprises “cool,” in terms of identifiable sociocultural factors which 

add to the “coolness” and enhance the prestige of being a distinct ethnic minority and 

speaker of what may be neither a de facto nor a de jure official language? The factors 

reported by respondents included being respected for being scholarly and studious, being 

seen as hard-working, possessing skill at business, and having several other qualities 

worthy of emulation by the mainstream populace and their children.  

WHAT ABOUT POWER RELATIONSHIPS? 
 When I set out to do this study, I weighted power relationships more heavily than 

I do now. However, this is not to give short shrift to the importance of language policies 
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in the language development of ethnic Chinese in Asian nations. I do not believe that 

governmental policies are the proverbial “be-all and end-all” in terms of influencing 

language minorities’ proficiency. In some cases, in fact, ghettoization showed itself to 

have one advantage: it united speakers of a language and preserved their language. 

According to interviewees, this was as true in an Asian context as it has been in the case 

of my own Hispanic relatives in Texas.  

 There is a double-edged sword facet to this de facto language preservation, 

though: the languages of less-favored minorities tend to receive less priority for upgrade 

and maintenance, as stated by some interviewees. In American parlance, if “The Man” 

keeps “my people” down, he will probably not allocate much tax money to filling their 

Christmas stockings with Rosetta Stone programs and the like. 

 However, if “The Man” either aggressively courts his ethnic minorities as a 

language asset for the nation, or at least does not impede their efforts to progress, then 

they are free to not only maintain their language, but to use it as a place from which to 

scaffold and acquire more language skills. Therefore, I posit that language policies, and 

other manifestations of governmental power, need to be either favorable or benign for 

optimal language development. In the case of Macau, for example, respondents report 

that neither the former Portuguese colonial power nor the current PRC government ever 

put any anti-Cantonese policies in place. Cantonese-speakers from Macau, then, have a 

firm grounding in their home language, and then transition seamlessly into Mandarin 

upon arriving in Taiwan. They go straight into academic programs, even medical school, 

with no significant need for remediation in Mandarin. In the case of wielding 
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governmental power against language minorities, then, perhaps the dictum should be 

“less is better.” 

 

What’s a nice ethnic Chinese boy or girl like you doing in a place like 
this? Reasons to study in Taiwan 

 There were a variety of reasons mentioned for studying in Taiwan, rather than 

back in one’s home nation or in the Republic of China. Here I will briefly discuss some 

of the salient reasons. One of the major reasons was cost: Taiwan has a fairly reasonable 

cost of living, discounts some Mandarin training for heritage speakers of Chinese 

languages, has reasonably-priced schooling, and best of all, is very generous with 

scholarships for foreign students. These were mentioned by a variety of interviewees. The 

lesson learned is that in order to upgrade heritage speakers’ languages, the schooling 

must be affordable. 

 Another tremendous advantage of Taiwan as a place to study also falls somewhat 

under the rubric of value for outlay, or “bang for the buck.” Taiwan offers an authentic 

Chinese environment for language students, at a reasonable price. Respondents from 

locales such as Japan or Okinawa reported not having much exposure to Chinese 

language and culture until they arrived in Taiwan. Some respondents even had 

employment in Taiwan, ranging from Buddhist missionary-type work to fortune-telling 

and massage; hence, they reinforced their classroom lessons via authentic speech in the 

workplace. Again, “more is better.” 
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 Finally, the environment in Taiwan was reported as being pleasant. Taiwanese 

people are viewed as friendly and helpful. Furthermore, respondents contrasted their 

experiences in Taiwan with what they had either experienced or heard about in the PRC: 

an environment which they perceive as restrictive. I recall an American-Born Chinese 

student in a heritage speaker class I observed joking: “Hey, I want my YouTube!” A 

pleasant and authentic environment, coupled with a first-rate education, at a reasonable 

cost, is some of the more important reasons for Asian ethnic Chinese students to go to 

Taiwan to study. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

Identifying proficiency levels of heritage Mandarin speakers in Taiwan 

 Identifying proficiency levels of diverse groups of Mandarin speakers can be 

daunting, particularly in the absence of measures such as ACTFL-like testing 

instruments. However, the Mandarin teaching system in Taiwan has used a very standard 

textbook for years: Practical Audio-Visual Chinese, Volumes 1, 2a, 2b, and 3 (National 

Taiwan Normal University, 2000). When I studied at the Mandarin Training Center, for 

example, we true beginners were placed in Book 1 at the very beginning of the book, and 

other students tested into a specific book at a certain lesson. To the best of my 

knowledge, this system is in place in Taiwan wherever Mandarin is taught as a foreign 

language, and the books tend to be the same. 
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 Therefore, I grouped students according to the book they placed into. In the 

instances of students not having taken a placement test for whatever reason, not being in 

language study programs, or being in different books, I simply asked them to self-identify 

as Level 1, 2 or 3 students by examining the books, if on hand, or simply to use their best 

judgment. I believe this field expedient measure sufficed for this research. Since I studied 

in the summer of 2007, the series has been revised. However, there is no major 

substantive change in the material itself. The 3 levels have become 5: Book 1 has now 

been split into the new Book 1 and Book 2, for example. However, the scope and 

sequence are virtually identical, as is the material itself. Therefore, the fact that students 

may be in a transition period will not affect the integrity of this placement method. I used 

the older books that I am familiar with; if a student is in the new Book 2, I call that 

student a Level 1 student for the purpose of this study. 

Limited Mandarin Chinese proficiency of the researcher 

 At the time of the study, I had taken beginner-level Mandarin classes at the 

Mandarin Training Center (MTC), along with CHI 506 and CHI 507 (the first-year 

classes at The University of Texas at Austin). I had also pursued self-study and studied 

with language exchange partners whose native language was Mandarin. My auto-didactic 

and self-directed studies took place in Austin, Texas, as well as Taipei, Taiwan. 

 However, this was simply not enough to conduct my own interviews. Therefore, I 

had to rely on either using volunteer interpreters or finding interviewees whose English 

was up to the task. This undoubtedly reduced my potential pool of interviewees. It also 
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limited my flexibility in scheduling when I had to juggle three busy schedules: mine, the 

interviewee’s, and the interpreter’s. As a check and balance when using well-intentioned 

volunteer interpreters, I employed a bilingual transcriptionist who I knew personally to 

have high skill levels in English and Mandarin. She was able to help correct omissions, 

deletions, embellishments, and all the other errors that professional interpreters know 

how to avoid. However, I had to rely on the proverbial leap of faith for Thai and Japanese 

interpretation (some of which was done by the volunteer interpreter, and some by helpful 

fellow interviewees for snippets of surveys and interviews). Funding for a similar project 

in the future would allow the researcher to avail himself of herself of the services of 

professionals in the T & I (Translation & Interpretation) field. 

 On the plus side of the ledger, as my Mandarin improved, I was able to ask 

probing questions of ever-increasing depth. Also, since I am a professional interpreter 

(Licensed Court Interpreter # 315, Spanish-English, Texas; retired from the court system 

in Bexar County) who has trained interpreters of diverse languages, I was able to 

overcome this deficiency by dint of orienting and utilizing interpreters effectively during 

the interviews.  

However, more Mandarin proficiency on my part would have definitely added to the 

effectiveness of my study, and perhaps affected the themes which emerged from some 

interviews, as well as the potential results of additional interviews which I could have 

conducted, had my Mandarin been at a higher level. I plan to continue to work on my 

Mandarin after graduation, via extensive training during my summer breaks in academia, 

in order to be more effective as a qualitative researcher in Asia. 
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Lack of knowledge of other languages spoken by the interviewees 

 Ideally, a researcher who undertakes a study of speakers of a Chinese language 

who are learning Mandarin should be at least trilingual. For example, when interviewing 

certain ethnic Chinese from the Philippines, I could have been more effective were I 

fluent not only in English, but also in Mandarin and Fukien. Optimally, my effectiveness 

as an interviewer would have been more effective were I also skilled in Tagalog and 

perhaps other languages of the Philippines. 

 The same could be said about my interviews of Thais, Indonesians, and the rest. 

However, this ideal will rarely, if ever, be achieved in real-world research. It would be a 

rare person indeed who not only had these ideal polyglot characteristics for any and all 

Asian nations, but who would also be an academically-trained researcher with a 

professional interest in speakers of Chinese heritage languages. Perhaps the best that can 

be hoped for, therefore, is that this study be replicated in diverse Asian nations by 

appropriately multilingual researchers. This replication could serve to build on and flesh 

out the findings from this inchoate research in Taiwan. 

Sampling of interviewees based on their availability and willingness to 
be interviewed 

 As a teacher of English and TOEFL in Taiwan, I have observed that Taiwanese 

students are at times reticent about speaking English in class and with their native English 

speaker instructor. As mentioned in the dissertation by committee member Dr. Johanson 
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(2001), they at times feel that their English is not adequate when compared to that of the 

native English speakers around them.  

 I am fairly certain that some of this reticence on the part of other ethnic Chinese 

made it difficult to recruit them as research subjects and cost me some good sources of 

viable data. I cannot think of anything I could have done to remedy this situation under 

the circumstances; however, perhaps an Asian interviewer would be able to recruit some 

of these reticent interviewees. Also, this situation may well self-correct, at least to a 

degree, as my own spoken Mandarin improves. I do think that my willingness to learn 

Mandarin and immerse myself did allow me to gain rapport with research subjects, and 

did help me obtain good data from the ones who were less reticent and who consented to 

be surveyed and interviewed.  

 One may legitimately say that a wider sampling of respondents from more Asian 

nations would have helped gain additional triangulation and thick, rich descriptions. Also, 

more respondents from each nation would have certainly added to the findings. However, 

I believe that I was still able to tease out rich, thick descriptions of the phenomena I was 

studying. As Wolcott (2009) states: “Do less, more thoroughly.” 

Time and Distance Constraints 

 When I first arrived in Taiwan, I was working to support myself; the combination 

of multiple part-time jobs plus commuting all over Taipei made it difficult and fatiguing, 

logistically, to conduct good interviews. As I began working at the National Defense 

Medical Center, my workload shifted to that of a member of academia with a busy 



167 

teaching schedule, additional duties in support of departmental objectives, and classes 

which had to be developed from Square One. I somewhat overcame these constraints by 

use of such amenities as my private office and computer, in which I could transcribe and 

write when not engaged in my teaching duties. 

 In an ideal world, it would have been wonderful to explore the development of 

ethnic Chinese speakers’ Mandarin in their home nations. However, it could have yielded 

richer, thicker results with more respondents from a given nation. 

Participants 

 Although the research’s participants were magnanimous in terms of giving up 

their free time in order to contribute to this body of knowledge, there were some definite 

limitations to the information that could be gleaned from the people who were 

interviewed and surveyed. First of all, the convenience sampling nature of the research 

resulted in research subjects being not completely representative of all of Asia, and has 

been discussed in sections about the qualitative data, not always available in large enough 

numbers. 

 For example, a group of Vietnamese students who initially promised to be 

interviewed and surveyed backed out at the last moment, leaving this data bereft of input 

from that group of ethnic Chinese. Increased funding and additional contacts could have 

conceivably resulted in more diversity in the pool of research participants. 

Limitations of the qualitative research portion of the dissertation  
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 Perhaps one major limitation of the qualitative research portion of the dissertation 

is the mirror image of its strength: the interviews complement the quantitative research 

and allowed me to access information that might not reveal itself in surveys. However, 

since this data, albeit in-depth when in the form of a one-hour interview, may lack 

generalizabity due to it at times representing what would be considered a relatively low n 

(even as low as 1).  

Lack of generalizability in this mixed methods study 

 Again, although the number of research subjects was fairly robust as a whole, 

perhaps additional insights would have emerged with a larger and more diverse group of 

interviewees and survey participants. As previously mentioned, there were two 

challenges in seeking research subjects for the sake of this study. First, it would have 

perhaps yielded more representative results of Asian ethnic Chinese as a whole had more 

diverse groups been studied. As hard as I tried, I had no success in getting interviews 

with Vietnamese ethnic Chinese, for example (one group promised an interview, but they 

changed their minds on very short notice just before the interview was to have occurred). 

Hence, their voices were not part of this study, and any attempts at generalizability across 

Asia were limited to the data from certain populations. The other issue was the oft-

mentioned relatively low n in some categories (for example, only one Korean 

interviewee). Although there may be some generalizability which can be achieved from 

this study, I would give a cautious caveat to a reader who may be tempted to over-

generalize based on this studies’ findings. 
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Lack of Funding 

 It would have been helpful to have had a source of independent funding to help 

with expenses such as the services of professional interpreters, bilingual or trilingual 

transcription support, travel to interviews, equipment such as tape recorders, tapes, and a 

transcription machine, and so forth.   

 

IMPLICATIONS 

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

General comments 

 As stated at the beginning of the paper, when this research commenced, I assumed 

that quite a few of the findings would deal with power relationships between the 

dominant majorities in various Asian nations and their less-empowered Chinese 

populations. This was much less the case than I initially expected; rather, the findings and 

conclusions, hence the implications, tend to be applicable to such stakeholders as 

pedagogues and policymakers.   

Implications of the data to diverse stakeholders 

POLICYMAKERS IN NATIONS WITH SIGNIFICANT HERITAGE SPEAKER POPULATIONS 
It is in a government’s best interest in an ever-shrinking global world to maintain 

heritage languages against the day when speakers of those languages may be needed. As 

was shown in J. C. McNaughton (1994), heritage speakers, with their native-like sense of 

a critical language, can be brought up to speed in their home languages expeditiously. As 
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the interviewees revealed, even speakers of closely-related languages can be taught very 

quickly. 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS, CURRICULUM-WRITERS, TEXTBOOK-WRITERS, ETC. 
 Vygotskian-style scaffolding with heritage speakers should commence at a 

different starting point than that of true beginners in language learning. (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Judging from what was elicited in interviews throughout the study, heritage speakers 

bring quite a bit of information and experience to the table already in terms of language 

and culture. The typical strengths seem to be: oral language proficiency, innate 

knowledge of applied grammar, and varying degrees of cultural knowledge (generally 

very high for ethnic Chinese from Asian countries, who report that they tend to maintain 

Chinese cultural practices within the home). Weaknesses tend to be: a lack of written 

language proficiency in reading and writing, along with those issues which arise from 

dissimilarities between their home language and Mandarin (different tonal structure, 

dissimilar spoken words, etc.). 

 Teachers and others involved in pedagogy, therefore, need to develop teaching 

materials and lesson plans with these starting points in mind. To draw an analogy, if a 

true beginner in a Level 1 Mandarin class is a Zero in all areas (Listening, Speaking, 

Reading, Writing, and cultural expertise), then a Level 1 heritage speaker is perhaps a 7 

out of 10 in Listening or Speaking, but a 3 in Writing and a 4 in Reading, yet a 6 in 

cultural expertise. Of course, there will be individual differences and in sub-categories 

within the categories, there will be differences. However, teaching should be planned 

with the unique characteristics of heritage speakers in mind. Perhaps materials can be 
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developed which build on Mandarin found in the media that Asian ethnic Chinese are 

already familiar with: popular singers, current newspapers and movies, and so forth. 

 What has emerged in interviews with some of the heritage speakers is that, upon 

their arrival in Taiwan, they get up to speed in short order when it comes to everyday 

speech. Although their classroom training in Mandarin varies in terms of number of hours 

per week, it seems to be adequate in terms of fostering basic listening and speaking 

abilities. However, they at times feel at a loss when it comes to the language of the 

classroom and the specific language of a given academic discipline. This brings to mind 

Cummins’ writings on BICS vis-à-vis CALP (BICS: Basic Interpersonal Communicative 

Skills; CALP: Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency) (Cummins, 1979). Heritage 

speakers whose exposure is mostly limited to the home language may possibly only have 

BICS-level skills. Those needing to perform in Mandarin academic environments will 

need, through language enhancement, to upgrade their skills to the CALP level. 

 This need, as expressed by interviewees, may offer an opportunity for teachers of 

heritage Mandarin speakers to share their expertise with Mandarin-speaking colleagues in 

other disciplines. For example, Mandarin teachers and mathematics professors could 

collaborate in developing discipline-specific glossaries of math terms. Assuming that W. 

McNaughton’s (1999) assertion of comprehensibility across written Chinese languages 

holds true, there would be minimal need for written translation to the extent necessary 

with European languages, for example, English and Spanish. For clarification of spoken 

pronunciations, though, such vocabulary lists would probably need to have the characters 

augmented with Hanyu Pinyin and Bopomofo. Such vocabulary lists could easily find 
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their way into lessons in what might be termed “Academic Mandarin,” designed to teach 

heritage speakers the language of the classroom and make their transition into 

undergraduate and graduate-level schooling in Taiwan much easier. 

 For general cross-disciplinary academic terminology, perhaps lists such as 

Coxhead’s list of high-incidence words from academia can serve to narrow a focus to 

pertinent discipline non-specific terminology (Coxhead, 2000) Sources such as this may 

aid curriculum developers in gaining consensus when brainstorming ways to get heritage 

speakers to rise from a BICS level to that of CALP. Again, this seems to be emerging as a 

concern of heritage speakers who find themselves having to transition from a non-

Mandarin Chinese language into the Mandarin of Taiwan; this appears to hold true even 

of those heritage speakers who need no remediation of their Mandarin and go straight 

into academic programs in Taiwan, which include graduate and medical school. 

TEACHERS OF MANDARIN SPEAKERS IN THEIR HOME NATIONS 
 Some interviewees report that in their home nations, they learn Simplified 

characters and Hanyu Pinyin, but not Bopomofo or Traditional characters. This causes 

them a bit of difficulty in Taiwan. They report that the conventional wisdom holds true: it 

is easier to transition from Traditional to Simplified than to go the other direction. 

Therefore, some additional training in the writing methodologies used in Taiwan would 

help these speakers immensely in being able to keep up in Mandarin classes as well as in 

university classes which are designed for native speakers from Taiwan. Perhaps there is a 

source in Taiwan similar to the W. McNaughton book (1999) which delves into 

Bopomofo, while teaching the characters systematically. 
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 Also, respondents state that had they developed more expertise in their home 

languages which are similar to Mandarin, it would have facilitated the learning of 

Mandarin. It is perhaps beyond the scope of this dissertation to suggest how this may be 

done; however, it is worth mentioning. Again, a personal anecdote may best illustrate the 

point: had I been afforded some Italian training early on, whether by government schools, 

community-based organizations, or other means, my learning of Spanish, a very similar 

Romance language, would have been even easier and my comprehension of written and 

spoken output would now be stronger. This would have helped later as I worked with two 

Spanish-speaking armies as a US Army officer and interpreted in the court systems in 

Texas. Therefore, home language proficiency vis-à-vis proficiency in a related language 

is not an either-or proposition. To think in terms of either-or is perhaps a bit fallacious 

when one wishes to scaffold such a learner, á la Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 

Development (Vygotsky, 1978), from BICS to CALP. If it is not already axiomatic in the 

heritage language teaching community, I postulate that the more knowledge of one’s 

similar home language one brings to the table, the more efficiently said learner will 

progress to the next level in his or her Mandarin training.  

Based on comments from interviewees who state that the applied grammar comes 

somewhat easily to them, perhaps the ability to memorize the many sentence patterns in 

current textbooks is not a major obstacle, as long as the heritage language learner can 

apply them and comprehend their meanings when they appear in reading and listening 

situations. Their production may be perfectly adequate with much fewer sentence patterns 

than what I was required to learn as a true beginner. This admittedly goes much farther in 
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Mandarin pedagogy than I will ever claim personal expertise in; however, I offer it as the 

result of analysis of bottom-up commentary.  

Also, perhaps in the training of Mandarin teachers, it would be beneficial to 

receive training in comparative (side-by-side) facets of Mandarin and other Chinese 

languages, if this does not already exist in their pedagogy training. Native speakers of 

these languages who have learned Mandarin may be a great resource for workshops and 

for development of materials. This may be generalizable to European languages as well, 

and possibly deserves a place in the training of teachers of those languages, perhaps 

under the rubrics of Foreign Language Education, Linguistics, etc. This instruction may 

be helpful in understanding certain students’ backgrounds and what they already bring to 

the table. 

 

Some possible emerging trends which may merit further investigation  

THE “COOL FACTOR” OF BEING CHINESE IN POPULAR AND YOUTH CULTURE IN DIVERSE 
NATIONS, AND ITS EFFECT ON INTRINSIC MOTIVATION TO LEARN MANDARIN 

 One of the salient issues which emerged throughout the interviews was how 

“cool” it is to be Chinese in diverse Asian countries. Furthermore, respondents discussed 

how being cool was a factor in motivating them to maintain their Chinese language and 

culture. There is perhaps room for more research in this thread by language 

policymakers. Perhaps some more in-depth research on what the discrete elements of 

“coolness” are would help stakeholders in the heritage language teaching community, and 

others, in order to help boost the prestige of heritage cultures and languages. This could, 
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perhaps, in turn help maintain the languages not only for their own utility, but as an aid to 

scaffolding à la Vygotsky. 

 

SPECIFIC MEANS THROUGH WHICH ETHNIC CHINESE RECEIVE CONTACT WITH 
MANDARIN AND OTHER CHINESE LANGUAGES  

Perhaps further interviews and surveys could develop a list of current popular 

artists, movies, TV shows, popular books, and other sources of contact with Mandarin in 

their respective nations. These findings could possibly assist in terms of developing 

materials. However, it would be helpful to conduct more in-depth studies by language-

proficient researchers. They would do so via such means as interrogating Chinese 

language websites, as well as through real-world research in the Asian nations where 

heritage speakers are found. Semistructured interviews and surveys could also be used to 

query ethnic Chinese from these regions, as well as other stakeholders (such as their 

Mandarin teachers). Perhaps their findings could result in a series of encyclopedic 

compendia of sources of contact with Mandarin and other Chinese languages, as 

mentioned above. The value of such research would be in identifying the starting points 

of these unique learners, thereby aiding their home country Mandarin teachers, and 

others, in scaffolding them to the next level of Mandarin. This would fit hand-in-glove 

with possible further research on the similarities and differences of various Chinese 

languages to Mandarin. 
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SIMILARITY AND DISSIMILARITY OF VARIOUS CHINESE LANGUAGES TO MANDARIN, AS 
MENTIONED IN MCNAUGHTON (1999), HEISIG AND RICHARDSON (2009) AND 

ELSEWHERE. 
 Trilingual researchers in Chinese linguistics could expand on what this research’s 

literature review found in W. McNaughton (1999), i.e. the compatibility of 13 written 

Chinese languages. The inchoate nature of the self-reporting and language samples 

furnished by respondents may serve as a clue that more investigative work may yield 

additional findings which, again, would aid in scaffolding and in tailoring instruction to 

heritage language learners. 

 

POSSIBLE FURTHER RESEARCH CAPITALIZING ON THE TRANSFERABILITY OF THIS 
REPORT’S FINDINGS TO OTHER LANGUAGES AND LOCALES 

 Earlier in the dissertation, a hypothetical and fictitious situation was posited: what 

if I had been raised in Spanish-speaking Pandora, Texas by my native Italian speaker 

mother and my Mexican-American father (who was completely self-taught in Italian, 

having scaffolded himself as a US Army enlisted man in wartime)? Although this 

scenario was created from whole cloth for illustrative purposes, perhaps this situation 

exists in more places than have been brought to light to date, both in the United States 

and throughout the world. Perhaps there exist other situations in which two very similar 

languages are in contact, such as the heritage language and dominant regional language in 

the above scenario. If so, research similar to what has been done in the writing of this 

dissertation, as well as what has been suggested in its final section, could yield usable and 

transferable data which would aid in understanding heritage language speakers and 

learners.  
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 I would further recommend that similar studies be conducted of sociocultural 

factors and their impact on language learning of heritage speakers. The IQA methodology 

which I would have enjoyed using may be appropriate, assuming the researcher could 

have access to large homogeneous groups of heritage speakers. Such a study could well 

be aided by establishing and capitalizing on relationships with stakeholders in heritage 

language communities. This would overcome the difficulty in recruiting adequate 

numbers and types of research subjects, which was an ongoing challenge throughout the 

length of this study. There is much of value to be gleaned by studying heritage speakers 

in depth. In the United States, an immigrant nation, I believe that many potential 

stakeholders need to be afforded the results of well-conducted research on this topic: 

educators, policymakers, and the general public at large who they serve. 

What is a heritage speaker of a Chinese language in its Asian context? 
Neither fish nor fowl! 

 It is perhaps too easy to wish to transfer the US’ paradigm of “heritage speaker” 

of a foreign language to an Asian context. Reiterating my personal example used 

elsewhere in this dissertation, I am a heritage speaker of the Italian language by virtue of 

having a war bride mother. Therefore, I fit the typical image of a heritage speaker of a 

foreign language in the US: I inherited the language from my immigrant parent, not from 

living in the nation where Italian is a de facto or de jure national language. Other 

Americans are heritage speakers of diverse languages, with Spanish being the one with 

which we are most familiar.  
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 Spanish, then, exemplifies a somewhat prototypical US-based heritage language. 

Spanish-speaking immigrants arrive from locales such as Mexico in large numbers. These 

immigrants form large immigrant communities, in which one can easily find the 

ubiquitous ethnic restaurants, services from dental care to retail sales offered in Spanish, 

and in which Spanish media abounds. Said Spanish language media ranges from 

television and radio to movies and concerts. Children of Hispanic immigrants are born in 

the United States and grow up in these significant and highly-visible Spanish-speaking 

environments. 

 However, Asian heritage speakers of Chinese languages do not fit this paradigm. 

They are a unique brand of heritage speaker. As evidenced in this research, they may 

speak a wide variety of Chinese languages or dialects, and their proficiency levels may 

vary. They may or may not live in a Chinese neighborhood, similar to the Chinatowns 

that Americans are familiar with. Unlike US-based heritage speakers described above, 

Asian heritage speakers of Chinese languages are quite different, particularly when 

thinking in terms of such ethnic Chinese as learners of Mandarin Chinese. They resemble 

my own hypothetical scenario of me as an Italian war bride’s son living in his Mexican-

American father’s Spanish-speaking community of Pandora, Texas. 

 Just as Italian and Spanish share orthography, vocabulary, grammar, and the like, 

Mandarin Chinese has much of the same in common with other Chinese languages. Asian 

ethnic Chinese heritage speakers bring a corpus of knowledge to the table which overlaps 

with Mandarin (assuming that Mandarin is not their heritage language to begin with, of 

course). As mentioned by interviewees, they are certainly not true beginners and can be 
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scaffolded from a much higher starting point. In addition, they possess varying degrees of 

first-hand cultural knowledge which they share with native Mandarin speakers.  

Therefore, ethnic Chinese heritage speakers in Asia will typically not be true 

beginners at Mandarin, as are other Mandarin learners. They also are likely to not fit 

neatly into the definition of “heritage Mandarin speaker,” as one may expect when 

applying one’s US-based worldview. After all, they tend to speak a very similar 

language, but not necessarily Mandarin proper. Rather, they are neither fish nor fowl, and 

perhaps deserve to be placed into a third space as heritage speakers. 

Contribution of this research to sociolinguistic theory (a possible 

recasting of the “heritage speaker” paradigm in this Asian context, or 

similar contexts) 

 When one discusses language learning with the proverbial “man on the street,” 

one hears about how language acquisition can occur by simply “picking it up on the 

street” sans benefit of formal instruction. While this may not be reality in the pursuit of 

language skills with dissimilar languages, the “man on the street” may have well been 

onto something when one thinks of languages which share similarities in grammar. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have shared relevant comments about my immediate 

family history, in which my Spanish-speaking US-born father acquired Italian during the 

Second World War, resulting in my being exposed to the language from my non-native 

speaker father and Tuscany native war bride mother. I, in turn, used my knowledge of 
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Italian as a base with which to acquire Spanish more readily.  I further offered a 

hypothetical fictitious scenario of my having been raised in an Italian-speaking US 

household in my father’s hometown of Pandora, Texas. Had this occurred, I would have 

literally “picked up Spanish on the street” as a heritage speaker of Italian in a Spanish-

speaking community. 

 In an Asian context, my fictitious scenario is reality for heritage speakers of 

Chinese languages who go on to acquire Mandarin, often at high levels of proficiency. 

Asian speakers of a home-based Chinese language tend to find it relatively easy to 

acquire Mandarin. Some Asian ethnic Chinese find this easier than do others, depending 

on what sociocultural factors are present before they come to Taiwan (possessing a solid 

foundation in their home language, living in a Chinese neighborhood, being exposed to 

Mandarin Chinese via popular media and other sources, etc.).  

Perhaps, then, we should consider broadening the paradigm of “heritage speaker” to 

include a category consisting of this unique type of heritage speaker: a heritage speaker 

of Language or Dialect A whose language contact is with Language or Dialect B, which 

shares a significant number of similarities with one’s home language. This research 

indicates that such a type of heritage speaker exists in the ethnic Chinese communities in 

Asia; similar investigations may reveal similar situations in like language contact 

scenarios. Future definitions and discussions of “heritage speaker” issues might possibly 

include a sub-category termed something like “contact heritage speaker.”  
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Appendix 1 

Survey Questions and Responses (raw data) 

This survey will be administered as a paper survey on-site. It is mostly a Likert Scale 

type of survey, with responses ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  

Yes-No questions 

i. My neighborhood was Chinese (like a “Chinatown”). 

ii. I attended a Chinese school in my community. 

iii. There were Mandarin classes available for me in the public schools in my 

community. 

iv. My immediate family observes Chinese cultural practices at home. 

v. My government uses its Mandarin-speaking citizens as a language resource. Some 

examples of this include: for trade, diplomacy, military, intelligence, law 

enforcement, language teaching, translation and interpretation, tourism, etc. 

vi. My siblings speak fluent Mandarin. 

vii. Only my immediate family lives in my home (parents and siblings). 

viii. Extended family members live in my household (grandparents, aunts, cousins, in-

laws, etc.) 

Likert Scale Type Questions 

1: Strongly Disagree—2: Disagree—3: Neither agree nor disagree—4: Agree—5: 

Strongly agree 
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ix. Self-evaluation of my Mandarin proficiency before arriving in Taiwan: my 

Mandarin skills were those of an educated native speaker.  

x. I was able to see members of my extended family while growing up  

xi. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home [spoken what %?] 

xii. My family encourages me to study Mandarin Chinese 

xiii. I was exposed to Chinese culture outside of the home 

xiv. The Mandarin language is valued and respected by people in my country 

xv. I believe that Chinese people are valued and respected by people in my country 

xvi. I think that Mandarin-speaking Chinese people in my country are very skilled at 

their home language 

xvii. I believe that Chinese people have social mobility equal to that of other citizens 

xviii. I believe that Chinese people are treated fairly by others in my society. 

xix. My government supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 

xx. My employer supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 

xxi. My university supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 

Chinese 

xxii. Government language policies help enhance my Mandarin skills 

xxiii. It’s good to know Mandarin to be competitive for private sector jobs 

xxiv. I was made to feel good in [name of country] about being Chinese 
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xxv. I will use my increased Mandarin skills on the job when I leave Taiwan and return 

home to my country 

xxvi. I am the ______ child in birth order: 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th 

xxvii. My siblings’ proficiency level [Estimate them to be Level 1, 2, 3—Basic, 

Intermediate or Advanced—or No Remediation Needed] 

Other Questions 

xxviii. The language(s) my parents use to speak to me  

xxix. The language(s) in which I respond to my parents 

SURVEY QUESTIONS AND TABLES 
This survey was administered as a paper survey on-site. It is mostly a Likert Scale type of 
survey, with responses ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree).  
Yes-No questions 

1. My neighborhood was Chinese (like a “Chinatown”). 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 5 (45%) 6 (55%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 4 (80%) 5 
Korea 0 1 (100%) 1 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 1 (100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 1 (100%) 1 
Philippines 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 8 (45%) 14 (64%) 22 
Total 28 (45%) 34 (55%) 62 

 
2. I attended a Chinese school in my community 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 2 (18%) 9 (82%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Korea 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
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Myanmar 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 1 (100%) 0 1 
Philippines 9 (100%) 0 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 12 (55%) 10 (45%) 22 
Total 38 (61%) 24 (39%) 62 

 
3. There were Mandarin classes available to me in the public schools in my 

community 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 8 (73%) 3 (27%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Korea 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Myanmar 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 1 (100%) 0 1 
Philippines 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 16 (73%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 39 (63%) 23 (37%) 62 
 

 
4. My immediate family observes Chinese cultural practices at home. 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 10 (91%) 1 (9%) 11 
Japan 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 5 
Korea 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 7 (100%) 0 7 
Myanmar 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 1 (100%) 0 1 
Philippines 9 (100%) 0 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 16 (73%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 53 (85%) 9 (15%) 62 

5. My government uses its Mandarin-speaking citizens as a language resource. Some 
examples of this include: for trade, diplomacy, military, intelligence, law 
enforcement, language teaching, translation and interpretation, tourism, etc. 
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 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 3 (30%) 7 (70%) 10 
Japan 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 5 
Korea 0 1 (100%) 1 
Macau 3 (75%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 4 (57%) 3 (43%) 7 
Myanmar 0 1 (100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 1 (100%) 1 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 8 (36%) 14 (64%) 22 
Total 25 (41%) 36 (59%) 61 

 
6. My siblings speak fluent Mandarin. 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 3 (27%) 8 (73%) 11 
Japan 2 (40%) 3 (60%) 5 
Korea 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 0 4 (100%) 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Myanmar 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 1 (100%) 1 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (66%) 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 9 (41%) 13 (59%) 22 
Total 26 (42%) 36 (58%) 62 

 
 

7. Only my immediate family lives in my home (parents and siblings) 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 9 (82%) 2 (18%) 11 
Japan 4 (80%) 1 (20%) 5 
Korea 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 4 (100%) 0 4 
Malaysia 6 (86%) 1 (14%) 7 
Myanmar 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 1 (100%) 0 1 
Philippines 6 (67%) 3 (33%) 9 
Singapore 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 15 (68%) 7 (32%) 22 
Total 48 (77%) 14 (23%) 62 
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8. Extended family members live in my household (grandparents, aunts, cousins, in-
laws, etc.) 

 Yes No Total 
Indonesia 2 (18%) 9 (82%) 11 
Japan 0 5 (100%) 5 
Korea 0 1 (100%) 1 
Macau 1 (25%) 3 (75%) 4 
Malaysia 2 (29%) 5 (71%) 7 
Myanmar 0 1 (100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 1 (100%) 1 
Philippines 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9 
Singapore 0 1 (100%) 1 
Thailand 7 (33%) 14 (67%) 21 
Total 15 (25%) 45 (75%) 61 

Likert Scale Type Questions 1: Strongly Disagree—2: Disagree—3: Neither agree nor 
disagree—4: Agree—5: Strongly agree 

9.  Self-evaluation of my Mandarin proficiency before arriving in Taiwan: my 
Mandarin skills were those of an educated native speaker. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 5 (45%) 5 (45%) 1 (9%) 0 0 11 
Japan 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 1 (20%) 0 0 5 
Korea 0 1 (100%) 0 0 0 1 
Macau 2 (50%) 0 1 (25%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 1 (14%) 0 0 6 (86%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1 (100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1 (100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 1 (11%) 5 (56%) 1 (11%) 2 (22%) 0 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 3 (14%) 6 (27%) 8 (36%) 5 (23%) 0 22 
Total 15(24%) 18 (29%) 13 (21%) 16 (26%) 0 62 
 

10. I was able to see members of my extended family while growing up. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 1 (9%) 1(9%) 7(64%) 2(18%) 11 
Japan 1(20%) 2(40%) 0 0 2(40%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Macau 0 0 0 3 (75%) 1(25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 0 2 (29%) 5(71%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 0 0 5 (56%) 4(44%) 9 



188 

Singapore 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Thailand 0 1 (5%) 2(9%) 13(59%) 6 (27%) 22 
Total 2 (3%) 4 (6%) 3(5%) 32(52%) 21(34%) 62 
 

11. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home (spoken what %?) 

 11-1. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home. 
 
 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 2(20%) 2(20%) 1(10%) 4(40%) 1(10%) 10 
Japan 2(40%) 2(40%) 0 1(20%) 0 5 
Korea 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Macau 3(75%) 1(25%) 0 0 0 4 
Malaysia 1(14%) 0 0 3 (43%) 3(43%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Philippines 1(14%) 4(57%) 1(14%) 1 (14%) 0 7 
Singapore 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 4(27%) 4(27%) 3(20%) 4 (27%) 0 15 
Total 13(25%) 13(25%) 5(10%) 17(33%) 4 (8%) 52 
 

11-2. Mandarin was at least one of the languages of the home (spoken what %?). 
 

 # of Respondents Average 
Indonesia 8 38% 
Japan 2 10% 
Korea 1 85% 
Macau 2 3% 
Malaysia 6 71% 
Myanmar 1 80% 
Okinawa 1 25% 
Philippines 9 22% 
Singapore 1 80% 
Thailand 15 29% 
All countries 46 36% 

12. My family encourages me to study Mandarin Chinese 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 0 1(9%) 3(27%) 7(64%) 11 
Japan 1(20%) 0 0 1(20%) 3(60%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Macau 0 2(50%) 125%) 1(25%) 0 4 
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Malaysia 0 0 2(29%) 2(29%) 3 (43%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Philippines 0 0 0 2 (22%) 7 (78%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 0 0 0 5 (23%) 17(77%) 22 
Total 1 (2%) 2 (3%) 4 (6%) 16(26%) 39(63%) 62 
 

13. I was exposed to Chinese culture outside of the home. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 1(9%) 6(55%) 2(18%) 2(18%) 11 
Japan 1(20%) 1(20%) 2(40%) 1(20%) 0 5 
Korea 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Macau 1 (25%) 0 0 2(50%) 1(25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 0 4(57%) 3(43%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 0 3(33%) 5 (56%) 1(11%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 0 3(14%) 6 (27%) 6 (41%) 4(18%) 22 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 18(29%) 25(40%) 11(18%) 62 
 

14. The Mandarin language is valued and respected by people in my country. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2(18%) 4(36%) 3(27%) 2(18%) 11 
Japan 0 1(20%) 0 3(60%) 1(20%) 5 
Korea 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Macau 0 1(25%) 2(50%) 1(25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 0 0 2(29%) 3(43%) 2(29%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 1 (11%) 0 5(56%) 2 (22%) 1(11%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Thailand 1 (5%) 1 (5%) 6 (29%) 9 (43%) 4(19%) 21 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 21(34%) 22(36%) 10(16%) 61 

15. I believe that Chinese people are valued and respected by people in my country. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2(18%) 4(36%) 2(18%) 3(27%) 11 
Japan 2(40%) 1(20%) 2(40%) 0 0 5 
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Korea 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Macau 0 0 0 2(50%) 2(50%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 3(43%) 3(43%) 1(14%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Okinawa 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 0 2 (22%) 6(67%) 1(11%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 1 (5%) 0 11(50%) 8 (36%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 3 (5%) 5 (8%) 23(37%) 22(35%) 9(15%) 62 
 

16. I think that Mandarin-speaking Chinese people in my country are very skilled at 
their home language. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 3(27%) 4(36%) 3(27%) 1 (9%) 11 
Japan 0 1(20%) 3(60%) 1( 20%) 0 5 
Korea 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Macau 0 1(25%) 2(50%) 1 (25%) 0 4 
Malaysia 0 1(14%) 2(29%) 3 (43%) 1 (14%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 1(11%) 1 (11%) 4 (44%) 3 (33%) 9 
Singapore 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Thailand 1 (5%) 4 (18%) 5 (23%) 10(45%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 1(2%) 12(19%) 18(29%) 23(37%) 8 (13%) 62 

17. I believe that Chinese people have social mobility equal to that of other citizens. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2 (18%) 1 (9%) 4 (36%) 4 (36%) 11 
Japan 0 2(40%) 0 1(20%) 2 40%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Macau 0 0 1(25%) 2 50%) 1 (25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 1(14%) 0 6(86%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Philippines 0 1(11%) 3(33%) 4 (44%) 1 (11%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Thailand 0 1 (5%) 8 (36%) 9 (41%) 4 (18%) 22 
Total 0 7(11%) 14(23%) 27(44%) 14(23%) 62 
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18. I believe that Chinese people are treated fairly by others in my society. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 4(36%) 3(27%) 4(36%) 0 11 
Japan 2(40%) 0 0 2(40%) 1(20%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Macau 0 1(25%) 0 1 (25%) 2(50%) 4 
Malaysia 0 3(43%) 3(43%) 1 (14%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Okinawa 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 2 (22%) 3(33%) 4 (44%) 0 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 0 1 (5%) 3(14%) 16(73%) 2 (9%) 22 
Total 2 (3%) 13(21%) 12(19%) 30(48%) 5 (8%) 62 
 

19. My government supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 
Chinese. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 2(18%) 2(18%) 5(45%) 2(18%) 0 11 
Japan 4(80%) 1(20%) 0 0 0 5 
Korea 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Macau 0 1(25%) 1 (25%) 1(25%) 1(25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 3(43%) 4 (57%) 0 0 7 
Myanmar 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Okinawa 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 1 (11%) 4 (44%) 4 (44%) 0 0 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Thailand 0 4 (18%) 12(55%) 5(23%) 1 (5%) 22 
Total 8 (13%) 16(26%) 27(44%) 8(13%) 3 (5%) 62 

20. My employer supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 
Chinese. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2(18%) 6(55%) 3(27%) 0 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 0 2(40%) 2(40%) 0 5 
Korea 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Macau 0 0 2 (50%) 1(25%) 1(25%) 4 
Malaysia 0 1(14%) 5 (71%) 1(14%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 1(11%) 4(44%) 3 (33%) 1(11%) 0 9 
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Singapore 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Thailand 0 2(10%) 15(75%) 1 (5%) 2(10%) 20 
Total 3 (5%) 9(15%) 36(60%) 9(15%) 3 (5%) 60 

21. My university supports or has supported me in my desire to study Mandarin 
Chinese. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 2(18%) 4(36%) 3(27%) 2(18%) 11 
Japan 1(20%) 0 0 4(80%) 0 5 
Korea 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Macau 0 0 0 0 4(100%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 4 (57%) 3(43%) 0 7 
Myanmar 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 1 (11%) 4(44%) 4 (44%) 0 0 9 
Singapore 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Thailand 1 (5%) 2 (9%) 11(50%) 4(18%) 4 (18%) 22 
Total 5 (8%) 8(13%) 25(40%) 14(23%) 10(16%) 62 
 
 

22. Government language policies help enhance my Mandarin skills. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 1 (9%) 3(27%) 5(45%) 2(18%) 0 11 
Japan 2(40%) 1(20%) 2(40%) 0 0 5 
Korea 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Macau 0 3(75%) 1(25%) 0 0 4 
Malaysia 1 (14%) 4(57%) 2(29%) 0 0 7 
Myanmar 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Okinawa 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 3 (33%) 2(22%) 4(44%) 0 0 9 
Singapore 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Thailand 4 (18%) 7(32%) 10(45%) 1 (5%) 0 22 
Total 15(24%) 20(32%) 24(39%) 3 (5%) 0 62 

23. It’s good to know Mandarin to be competitive for private sector jobs. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 0 1 (9%) 1 (9%) 9(82%) 11 
Japan 1(20%) 0 2(40%) 0 2(40%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Macau 0 0 0 2(50%) 2 (50%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 3(43%) 3(43%) 1 (14%) 7 
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Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Okinawa 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Philippines 0 0 0 3 (33%) 6 (67%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Thailand 0 0 1 (5%) 9 (41%) 12(55%) 22 
Total 1 (2%) 0 8 (13%) 19(31%) 34(55%) 62 
 

24. I was made to feel good in [name of country] about being Chinese. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 4( 40%) 1(10%) 3(30%) 2(20%) 10 
Japan 1(20%) 0 2(40%) 1(20%) 1(20%) 5 
Korea 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Macau 0 0 0 1 (33%) 2(67%) 3 
Malaysia 0 0 4(57%) 3 (43%) 0 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 1(100%) 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 0 1 (11%) 4(44%) 1 (11%) 3 (33%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 0 1 (100%) 1 
Thailand 0 2 (10%) 6(29%) 9 (43%) 4 (19%) 21 
Total 1 (2%) 8 (14%) 17(29%) 9 (32%) 14(24%) 59 
 

25. I will use my increased Mandarin skills on the job when I leave Taiwan and return 
home to my country. 

 1 2 3 4 5 Total 
Indonesia 0 0 0 3(30%) 7(70%) 10 
Japan 0 0 1(20%) 2(40%) 2(40%) 5 
Korea 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Macau 0 0 0 1(25%) 3(75%) 4 
Malaysia 0 0 3 (43%) 3(43%) 1(14%) 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Okinawa 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Philippines 0 0 0 5(56%) 4 (44%) 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 1 
Thailand 0 2(10%) 1 (5%) 8(38%) 10(48%) 21 
Total 0 2 (3%) 6 (10%) 22(37%) 30(50%) 60 
Questions about the family unit 

26. I am the ___ child in birth order (1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th)Total 

 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 12th Total 

Indonesia 1 (9%) 2 18%) 5(45%) 2(18%) 0 1(9%) 11 
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Japan 2(40%) 2 40%) 0 1(20%) 0 0 5 
Korea 0 1100%) 0 0 0 0 1 
Macau 2(50%) 2(50%) 0 0 0 0 4 
Malaysia 2(29%) 3(43%) 1(14%) 1(14%) 0 0 7 
Myanmar 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 0 1 
Okinawa 1(100%) 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Philippines 2 (22%) 5(56%) 2(22%) 0 0 0 9 
Singapore 0 0 0 0 1(100%) 0 1 
Thailand 9 (41%) 6(27%) 5(23%) 2 (9%) 0 0 22 
Total 19(31%) 21(34%) 13(21%) 7 (11%) 1 (2%) 1(2%) 62 

  
 

27. My siblings’ proficiency level [Estimate them to be Level 1, 2, 3—Basic, 
Intermediate or Advanced—or No Remediation Needed] 

 1 2 3 Total 
Indonesia 7 (64%) 1 (9%) 3 (27%) 11 
Japan 1 (20%) 3 (60%) 1 (20%) 5 
Korea 0 1 (100%) 0 1 
Macau 2 (67%) 1 (33%) 0 3 
Malaysia 1 (17%) 2 (33%) 3 (50%) 6 
Myanmar 0 0 1 (100%) 1 
Okinawa 1 (100%) 0 0 1 
Philippines 2 (22%) 6 (67%) 1 (11%) 9 
Singapore 0 1 (100%) 0 1 
Thailand 7 (37%) 5 (26%) 7 (37%) 19 
Total 21 (37%) 20 (35%) 16 (28%) 57 
 
28. The language(s) my parents use to speak to me 
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Indonesia 6 
(29%) 

1 
 (11%) 

1  
(100%) 

9 
 (100%) 

1 
 (100%) 

1 
  (13%) 

0 1 
 (100%) 

Japan 1  
(5%) 

0 0 0 0 0 5  
(83%) 

0 

Macau 0 4 
(44%) 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

Malaysia 6 
(29%) 

4 
(44%) 

0 0 0 3 
(38%) 

0 0 

Philippines 3 
(14%) 

0 0 0 0 3 
(38%) 

0 0 

Thailand 3 
(14%) 

0 0 0 0 1 
(13%) 

0 0 
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Total 21 9 1 9 1 8 6 1 
 
 
Question 28, continued: 
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Indonesia 0 0 0 0 1 
(50%) 

0 0 0 1 
(50%) 

Japan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Macau 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Malaysia 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

(50%) 
Philippines 0 

(100%) 
0 9 

(100%) 
4 

(100%) 
0 0 1 

(100%) 
0 0 

Thailand 0 0 0 0 0 2 
(50%) 

0 15 
(100%) 

0 

Total 2 1 9 4 2 4 1 15 2 
 
29. The language(s) in which I respond to my parents 
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Indonesia 3  

(18%) 
0 
 

1 
(100%) 
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1 
 (13%) 
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Japan 0 0 0 0 0 
 
5  

(83%) 
0 

Macau 0 
 
4  

(57%) 
0 0 0 0 0 

Malaysia 
 
6  

(35%) 

 
3 

(43%) 
0 0 

 
3 
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0 

 
1 

(100%) 

Philippines 
 
3 

 (18%) 
0 0 0 

 
3 

 (38%) 
0 0 

Thailand 
 
3  
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0 0 0 

 
1  

(13%) 
0 0 

Total 17 7 1 9 8 6 1 
 
Question 29, continued: 
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Indonesia 0 0 0 1 
(50%) 

0 0 0 

Japan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Macau 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Malaysia 0 0 0 0 1 

(33%) 
0 0 

Myanmar 0 0 0 0 0 1 
(100%) 

0 

Philippines 8 
(100%) 

4 
(100%) 

0 0 0 0 1 
(100%) 

Thailand 0 0 18 
(100%) 

0 1 
(33%) 

0 0 

Total 8 4 18 2 3 1 1 
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Appendix 2—Interactive Qualitative Analysis 

 As stated in Chapter 3, Methodology, I originally set out to use a fairly pure IQA 

method, but it proved impractical in the field due to the challenges involved in gathering 

large homogeneous groups of respondents from the diverse Asian nations involved in the 

study. As mentioned in Chapter 5, I would recommend IQA for a funded researcher who 

would like to apply a systems approach to a similar study, perhaps in the respondents’ 

nations of origin and possibly in environments such as universities in which large 

numbers of respondents may be willing to participate in the entire IQA process, including 

the initial focus group and the subsequent interviewing process. In any case, I did draw 

heavily on advice from the IQA book (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), especially in terms of: 

 An overall bottom-up approach to the research; 

 Interviewing techniques; 

 Analytical methods for large amounts of interview data (analysis of trends which 

emerged). 

I am furnishing an explanation of IQA in this appendix, below. 

 

Overview of Interactive Qualitative Analysis (IQA) 

IQA is outlined below. This is a summation of pages 44-51 of the Northcutt and 

McCoy book, Interactive Qualitative Analysis—A Systems Method for Qualitative 

Research, by SAGE Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 2004. 
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My overall methodology and how IQA fits 

My methodology will be a mixed methods approach (IQA/interviews and a survey 

with questions). I plan to do an eclectic combination of elements of the Interactive 

Qualitative Analysis (IQA) method, combined with some complementary quantitative 

methodology. In this section, I will give an overview of the key IQA process, its focus 

group, followed by more explication of IQA’s steps. IQA commences with a focus group; 

in the event that I can not recruit adequate focus groups in Taiwan, I will draw on 
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principles of semistructured interviewing from IQA and elsewhere in order to elicit the 

bottom-up feedback that I need. 

Overview of IQA 

Interactive Qualitative Analysis can be conceptualized, in an extremely broad-brush 

sense, as bottom-up questioning from the interviewee’s perspective. IQA is covered in 

detail in the book Interactive Qualitative Analysis—A Systems Method for Qualitative 

Research, by Doctors Norvell Northcutt and Danny McCoy of UT-Austin. IQA has four 

phases: research design, focus group, interview, and report. A lynchpin part of this is the 

focus group, which aids in giving further direction to the research as outlined in the 

research design.  

 

IQA Research Design and identification of constituencies (stakeholders) 

 

In the research design, the researcher first identifies a problem to be investigated, 

albeit in perhaps general terms. He or she will then identify the stakeholders, known as 

“constituencies” in IQA, who are affected by the issue(s) identified in the problem. A 

constituency should be homogeneous in terms of its proximity to the problem, and also in 

terms of the power it wields. In this dissertation, the constituencies are ethnic Chinese 

from diverse Asian nations. They are generally students; they are neither government 

officials who develop language policy, nor are they members of academic policy-making 

groups or the like.  
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Questions addressed via the use of IQA methodology 

 

IQA theory calls for two or three possible generic research questions which are 

implicit in the process. The researcher wishes to know, first of all, what the component 

parts of the phenomenon are, and second, what the relationships are between these 

components. If the research is comparing more than one constituency, there is a third 

generic research question: the IQA researcher will wish to know how the systems 

compare to one another. In my case, I will be addressing this third issue, because my 

research subjects will be from multiple nations: for example, ethnic Chinese from 

Indonesia vis-à-vis those from the Philippines, etc. If I can get enough subjects for 

multiple focus groups, I will compare systems as IQA procedures suggest. Otherwise, I 

will elicit the same information via individual interviews of constituency members, as 

described elsewhere in this Methodology section. The three generic research questions, in 

turn, inform an IQA researcher’s thoughts about the problem statement. The researcher 

wishes to confirm the problem statement in light of the three questions, and further 

confirm that this is the problem that should properly be the topic of this particular body of 

research. When the researcher is able to do so, the IQA research design is finished to the 

point that the focus group(s) can be organized. As stated elsewhere, the focus group, in 

light of the research questions, is a pivotal step in a body of IQA research. 

 

The IQA Focus Group—overarching questions and categorization (“dump, clump, and 

name”) 
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The initial step in IQA is the focus group, in which the researcher poses the initial 

overarching question, elicits responses in the form of participants’ thoughts on cards, and 

then categorizes the responses. In IQA class lectures at The University of Texas at Austin, 

Dr. Northcutt refers to the focus group process as “dump, clump, and name.” It generally 

commences with some rapport-building on the part of the interviewer, along with 

furnishing general guidance as to the intent of the research. 

 

Dump—get cards with thoughts on the table 

 

In the “dump” phase, respondents work independently and write down as many 

thoughts as they can in response to the overarching question. These are uncensored and 

unedited. The idea is to get as many ideas, literally, on the table as possible. 

 

Clump—group similar cards together 

 

In the “clump” phase of the IQA interview, the focus group participants tape the 

cards up on the wall. Having done so, they then group similar cards together. The 

interviewer guides them in placing concepts together which are related to one another 

conceptually. This leads to the “name” phase, in which the groups are labeled with a 

name that identifies them. 
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Name—name the categories. These are affinities 

 

In the final phase, the groups name the categories. In the IQA system, these are 

called “affinities.” The affinities are the categories which will drive my questioning. This 

process of naming the affinities is termed “axial coding.” 

 

Theoretical Coding—relationships between affinities 

 

The affinities drive my questioning. The group’s members will then be interviewed 

to develop an Affinities Relationship Table. They will write down all possible pairwise 

relationships, and then state whether A drives B, B drives A, or there is no relationship. 

This is similar to a voting process, and is termed “theoretical coding.” 

 

Theoretical Coding—Interrelationship Diagram (IRD) and System Influence Diagram 

(SID) 

 

Theoretical coding will lead the researcher to develop an “Interrelationship 

Diagram,” or IRD. The IRD furnishes the data with which the System Influence Diagram, 

or SID, is developed. A SID is a graphic representation of causes and effects. What is 

unique about the SID is that there can be recursive loops, in which an effect can have an 

arrow pointing back to a prior cause, thereby forming a loop in which effects feed 

backwards as causes (these typically resemble triangles or rectangles). 
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IQA will allow me to develop a systems-based explanation of a phenomenon, with 

drivers and outcomes explaining “why” and “how.” Using the affinities generated by the 

focus groups, I will develop and refine interview questions. Although I am going into the 

research with a theoretical framework which is predicated on power relationships, I plan 

to revise the framework or even the problem itself as data emerges from the focus groups 

and the ensuing follow-on interviews. En breve, my largely IQA principles-driven 

research will be approached with a mindset of mental flexibility which allows me to 

pursue emerging trends, while still guiding the research with Creswell’s thoughts about 

the nature of research questions. 

 

Interviews and the coding of interviews—and what if the unexpected emerges? 

 

Interviews will then be coded using, once again, axial and theoretical coding, as in 

the focus groups. A group-level mind map, or SID, will result, showing elements and 

relationships between them. In the case of my research, I will hypothesize that I should 

be able to take, for example, two groups of Level 1 proficiency heritage Mandarin 

speakers and compare them in terms of primary drivers and primary outcomes. 

In light of my theoretical framework, I may find that a certain government policy, in 

concert with its resultants effects and causes, result in certain heritage Mandarin speakers 

from Indonesia being in the Level 1 book in Taiwan. Another primary cause may have 

had the same effect on a similar homogeneous grouping from Thailand. At this point, a 

disclaimer is in order. Although I have a theoretical framework which is informing, 
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guiding, and shaping my research at this point, real-world results may be different than 

initially expected, perhaps radically so. This can also be valuable to the study, and will be 

reflected in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

Interviews as part and parcel of IQA, or stand-alone interviews as an alternative means of 

data collection—contingency planning, depending on numbers and varieties of research 

subjects 

 

I plan to do interviews as an integral part of this research. Interviews are part and 

parcel of IQA methodology, as mentioned above, and the Northcutt and McCoy text 

deals extensively with the IQA interview methodology as part of the sequence after the 

initial IQA Focus Group. However, the possibility exists that I will not be able to gather 

enough focus group members in each homogenous category needed to further pursue the 

IQA method per se. Should that occur, I will use stand-alone interviews, not part of IQA 

methodology, as my principal method of gathering qualitative data. In that event, I will 

still attempt to glean a systems-type view of causes and effects. However, it may not 

resemble the IQA example visually. The end results should end up virtually the same, 

though. 
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