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It has been shown repeatedly that Latino students often have a negative educational 

experience in U.S. schools (i.e. Cummins, 1984; Skutnabb-Kangas & Cummins, 1988; 

Olsen, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999).  This negative schooling experience is often associated 

with instruction that is not relevant to the students’ lives and even subtracts away their 

home languages and cultures (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Valenzuela, 1999).  Recent steps 

toward the remediation of this injustice have included the recognition of the 

inappropriateness of Spanish foreign language classes for those students who come to 

school with a home background in Spanish and the subsequent establishment of heritage 

language courses for these Spanish-English bilinguals. 

The question remains whether the students’ bilingual and bicultural competencies 

are being fostered as tools of student empowerment in such classes, figuring into the 

definition of what it means to be ‘educated’ (an empowering, “additive” experience) or, 
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in contrast, whether the SHL programs are further hurting the already weak academic 

status of the U.S. Hispanic students by alienating them from their home language and 

culture and subtractively assimilating them into the mainstream culture (a disabling, 

“subtractive” experience). This qualitative, descriptive case study addressed this question 

via an investigation of a Spanish heritage language program in a newly culturally and 

linguistically diverse rural Midwestern U.S. town. Evidence of the students’ additive and 

subtractive schooling experiences (Valenzuela, 1999) is detailed here, with a primary 

focus on the students’ perspectives and voices, and suggestions are provided for future 

improvement of this and other heritage language programs. 

 While much has been written by researchers and teachers about the impact of heritage 

language courses in U.S. locations with traditionally large Spanish-speaking 

communities, virtually nothing is known about the heritage language learning 

experiences of bilingual Spanish language learners in other communities. Hearing these 

students’ voices and understanding their rural Midwestern Spanish heritage language 

learning experiences will contribute to the overall knowledge base that is being built in 

the literature on effective Spanish heritage language instruction in the United States.   
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

United States Hispanic students frequently have a negative educational 

experience (e.g., Cummins, 1986; Olsen, 1997; Skutnabb-Kangas & Cummins, 1988; 

Valenzuela, 1999), marked by instruction that is not relevant to their lives and either 

does not explicitly value their languages, cultures, communities and identities or even 

actively subtracts them away (Cummins, 2000a, 2000b; Hernández-Sheets, 1996; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994; Valenzuela, 1999). An important step toward the remediation 

of this culturally irrelevant and “subtractive schooling” process (Valenzuela, 1999) 

has been the establishment of Spanish heritage language (SHL) courses for U.S. 

Hispanics with a background in the language who find Spanish foreign language 

(SFL) classes inappropriate or even disabling.   

The question remains, however, whether the students’ bilingual and bicultural 

competencies are being fostered as tools of student empowerment in such heritage 

language classes, figuring into the definition of what it means to be ‘educated’ (an 

empowering, “additive” experience) or, in contrast, whether the SHL programs are 

further hurting the already weak academic status of the U.S. Hispanic students by 

alienating them from their home language and culture and subtractively assimilating 

them into the mainstream culture (a disabling, “subtractive” experience). This 

qualitative, descriptive case study addressed this question via an investigation of a 

Spanish heritage language program in a newly culturally and linguistically diverse 
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rural Midwestern U.S. town. Evidence of the students’ additive and subtractive 

schooling experiences (Valenzuela, 1999) are detailed here, with a primary focus on 

the students’ perspectives and voices, and suggestions are provided for future 

improvement of this and other heritage language programs. 

 

Changing U.S. Student Populations  

 There is no question that the demographics of our public school populations have 

been changing dramatically and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. No 

longer can we envision the “typical” U.S. classroom as primarily Anglo and 

monolingual English speaking, or continue to teach as if all of our students fit this 

historically stereotypical profile.  Our nation has recently undergone profound 

demographic changes, the largest since the period 1901-1910 (Ricento, 1995). The 

number of people speaking languages other than English, or “LOTEs” (Clyne, 1991) 

is increasing daily in the U.S., due to both birth patterns and immigration (Peyton et. 

al., 2001).  Not only are more immigrants coming to the U.S., but they are also 

coming from more and different countries, settling in all parts of the nation, and 

making up ever larger percentages of our schoolchildren than the “majority” 

Caucasians (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2005).  

 Today in the United States, at least one major city - Los Angeles – has no ethnic 

majority, and ten percent of our national population is foreign-born. Based on U.S. 

Census data, we know that 42 percent of public school students were considered to be 

part of a racial or ethnic minority group in 2003 (National Center for Educational 
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Statistics, 2005), up from 22 percent in 1972 (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2005) and 29.6 percent in 1986 (U.S. Department. of Education, 2003a).  In 

the Western U.S. in 2003, minority public school enrollment (54 percent) exceeded 

white enrollment (46 percent). Even in the Midwest, which had the smallest minority 

enrollment of any region, a full quarter (26 percent) of the students were racial or 

ethnic minorities in 2003 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005).  

 This minority student population increase was largely due to the growth in the 

proportion of Hispanic students in our schools, which in 2002 surpassed black student 

enrollment for the first time (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2005).  While 

the non-Hispanic white population grew by only 7.9 percent between 1980 and 2000, 

the Hispanic population more than doubled (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002). 

The Hispanic community in the United States is large and growing; its population, 

including Puerto Rico, represents 4.6 million citizens and is estimated to grow by 1.7 

million people per year, which represents a growth of 5,000 people per day (HACR, 

2002). 

 Because of such ethnic diversity and the growing numbers of immigrants who can 

be found in any given community, the number of languages other than English 

spoken in the U.S. is currently 162 and increasing (www.ethnologue.com; accessed 

08/08/05). An estimated 18 percent of people over the age of five speak a LOTE at 

home (Peyton et. al., 2001).  Furthermore, the overall school enrollment increase of 

19 percent between 1979 and 2003 was accompanied by an astounding 161 percent 

increase in the number of students speaking a LOTE at home during this same period; 
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the number increased from 3.8 million in 1979 to 9.9 million in 2003 (National 

Center for Educational Statistics, 2005). 

 In the past, such as during the last “heyday of immigration” at the turn of the 19th 

century, our nation has experienced waves of immigrants coming to our country 

primarily from Europe (Peyton et. al., 2001). Today, European immigrants comprise 

only 15 percent of the nation’s population, while more than 50 percent of our nation’s 

foreign-born are from Latin America (Peyton et. al., 2001). An interesting 

characteristic of this new wave of Hispanic newcomers to the U.S. is that they are 

settling all over the nation, as opposed to immigrating or migrating only to places 

with historically larger populations of Hispanics, such as along the U.S.-Mexico 

border or major cities: “[T]oday, the Hispanic presence seems to be almost 

everywhere we look, even in areas where one would least expect it, such as small 

cities and towns in North Carolina, Minnesota, or Iowa. It is no longer only in New 

York, California, Texas, and South Florida” (Roca, 2000, p. viii). Of specific 

relevance to this study is that more immigrant families are increasingly choosing to 

settle in the traditionally Anglo, monolingual English-speaking, rural Midwest. 

 In sum, large numbers of minority language speakers, especially of Spanish, are 

now found in places where there has not historically been a large concentration of 

such speakers. Therefore, the typical classroom of 2005 is culturally and linguistically 

diverse, even in parts of the United States that have historically been more 

homogeneous.  Such trends pose new challenges and opportunities for all schools, but 

even more so for school districts not accustomed to such ethnically and linguistically 
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diverse student populations – especially when a full 80 percent of U.S. teachers 

recently surveyed do not feel prepared to teach them (Futrell et al., 2003).  

 Within this very diverse student population of the new millennium, Hispanics are 

the fastest growing and youngest U.S. ethnic group.  One of every three Hispanics is 

under 18 years of age, and 44.7 percent is under the age of nine – contrasted with the 

figure of 27.6 percent for non-Hispanic whites under the age of nine (HACR, 2002). 

Hispanics also have a higher birthrate than do other U.S. ethnic groups, due to a 

younger population and a higher proportion of females at the childbearing ages of 15-

44 (Miller, 2003a).  

 

Minority Student Under-Achievement and Disempowerment 

 Of extreme importance regarding this rapidly growing population of Hispanic 

students is that they have historically had both the lowest level of education and the 

highest dropout rate of any student group (Padrón, Waxman, & Rivera, 2002), and the 

trend continues (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1999; CNN.com, 2002).  

Moreover, Valenzuela (1999) found that U.S. schools have further disempowered 

these students by devaluing and actively subtracting away their minority languages 

and cultures. Such a subtractive rationale views the students’ existing bilingualism 

and biculturalism as deficits to overcome rather than as valuable resources on which 

to build. 

 Given the current U.S. trends of Hispanic student population growth and academic 

underachievement, combined with a subtractive schooling process for this group, we 
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can predict that soon a large percentage of our students will be at risk of leaving 

school undereducated and even disabled unless we change our current ways of 

teaching these students. Instead of disabling our Hispanic students, public education 

in this country should be empowering them, and one step in this direction is the 

recognition of their bilingual skills as valuable resources to be fostered and developed 

at school. Since fully 68 percent of Hispanic children in 2003 spoke a language other 

than English at home (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005), the vast 

majority of Hispanic students could benefit from an explicit focus on their heritage 

language at school.   

 

U.S. Hispanic Student Empowerment 

 Rather than ignore the academic failure of U.S. Hispanics and view their 

bilingualism as a deficit to overcome, we should provide these students with an 

empowering school environment that values their bilingual and bicultural identities 

and skills (Cummins, 2000a; Trueba, 1999; Valdés, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999) and 

offers “the kind of education that will help them to take responsible control of their 

own lives as nearly as that is possible” (Noddings, 1992, p.136). If we are to 

empower U.S. Hispanic students via their public education, we must provide them 

opportunities to interact with educators and other students in ways that foster the 

collaborative creation of power, rather than allow the perpetuation of the currently 

imbalanced power situation in which the dominant ideology devalues non-

mainstream languages, cultures, and identities (Cummins, 1986, 2000a). Therefore, 



7

“to be truly effective in reversing patterns of school failure, classroom interactions 

must engage the totality of students’ language and cognitive abilities in the learning 

process and also create contexts of empowerment where student identities are being 

affirmed as they participate academically” (Cummins, 2000b, p. 263).  

 Student empowerment is both an end and a means to an end within an additive 

classroom; as the students are empowered by their school experiences, they develop 

the ability and desire to succeed academically and can participate more competently 

and confidently in their education.  Furthermore, as they develop a greater sense of 

identity, self direction, and self-efficacy, they can resist the message that many 

pedagogical orientations send, which is that what students from minority groups have 

to say is irrelevant or wrong (Cummins, 1986).  It is within the classroom that we can 

begin to challenge such disabling social thinking 

 As demonstrated by Hernández-Sheets (1996) in her powerful description of 

Hispanic students moving from “remedial” to “gifted” status via a culturally relevant, 

open enrollment Advanced Placement (AP) Spanish class, U.S. Hispanic student 

empowerment can occur when they are provided the opportunity to study their native 

or heritage language in high school in a linguistically and culturally relevant way, 

under the guidance of a truly caring teacher.  In order to empower under-achieving 

U.S. Hispanic students, we must first view bilingualism and biliteracy as part of the 

solution rather than as part of the problem, and then make bilingual instruction an 

essential component of educational reform efforts (Cummins, 2000a).  The ultimate 

goal of such instruction should be to empower the students via an affirmation of their 
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identities and a fostering of both their critical literacy skills and their sense of self-

efficacy, or ability to effect meaningful change in their lives (Cummins, 2000a).  

Such empowering schooling would make the U.S. Hispanic students’ schooling 

experiences additive rather than subtractive.   

 Based on Valenzuela’s (1999) and Cummins’ (2000a) writings on additive 

schooling and additive education, I conceptualized such schooling as that which: 

fosters language minority student bilingualism and biculturalism, provides them with 

culturally relevant instruction, gives them access to the dominant knowledge along 

with critical thinking skills for appraising that knowledge, honors their definitions of 

caring in education, and works to maintain their various communities. The current 

case study describes in detail one heritage language program making important steps 

toward such an additive and empowering schooling experience for its U.S. Hispanic 

students, and offers suggestions for more effective ways of meeting this important 

goal. 

 

The Current Study 

 Context of the Current Study: “Midville” and “Midville High School” 

 As an instructor of Spanish and doctoral student in Foreign Language Education, I 

became interested in investigating the high school from which I graduated 12 years 

ago when I discovered that this specific high school - which is located in a 

traditionally white, conservative state - was explicitly valuing languages other than 

English and working to foster the acquisition of Spanish as a heritage language for its 
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Spanish-speaking students by offering “Spanish for Native Speakers” courses.  I was 

fascinated by the idea and wanted to learn more about their unusual situation as a 

newly linguistically and ethnically diverse Midwestern high school working to foster 

bilingualism and biliteracy for at least one of the traditionally marginal language 

minority groups represented at the school. 

 

A Rapidly Diversifying Midwestern State  

 The town of “Midville (a pseudonym) is located in a historically white, 

conservative state that is currently in a state of radical demographic change. In 

contrast with many other U.S. states (e.g. California, Texas), immigrants are for the 

most part being welcomed in this Midwestern state, and attracting immigrants to the 

state has become a hot topic.  A state strategic planning council, with the governor’s 

support, had proposed in 2000 that the state be designated an “immigration enterprise 

zone” to make it easier for migrants to enter the state’s labor sector (Resource Center 

of the Americas, 2000).  Such a designation would have allowed the state to be 

unrestrained by federal limits on the influx of new arrivals and thus permit a rapid 

population boom. Three reasons for this proposal were to attract more people in 

general to the state, to increase the ethnic diversity of the state and to lower the 

average age of the state’s workers.  Most of the state’s town populations are declining 

(Belluck, 2000), and the state now has fewer residents than it did in 1980 (Trejo, 

2000).  Moreover, the state is 95 percent white (Trejo, 2000).  Finally, this 

Midwestern state, whose primary business is agricultural production, is “graying” 
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(Besser, 1995):  the average age of the state’s farmers in 58, and people over 65 

comprise 15 percent of the population. By 2020, this figure is expected to reach 20 

percent (Trejo, 2000).  As expressed in the title of in a New York Times article on the 

state’s situation, the state is “short of people” and seeks to be the “Ellis Island of the 

Midwest” (Belluck, 2000).

The reactions to the immigrant enterprise zone proposal were mixed.  Midville has 

specifically been indicated as both a positive and a negative example of what happens 

when a large influx of immigrants enters a state’s workforce.  This town has been 

referred to by a group that sponsored anti-immigration television ads in the state 

during the 2000 presidential caucuses as “a nationally-known example of the damage 

of mass immigration to a small town” (quoted in Trejo, 2000).  The group, the 

Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), favors greater immigration 

restrictions in the United States and used the town as an example of what can happen 

“when a big meatpacking plant opens in the community to import cheap labor”, such 

as increased crime and economic decline as poorly educated and low-skill workers 

are brought into the area (Trejo, 2000). They went so far as to say that the state 

Strategic Council’s proposal was an attempt to turn the state into “one big [Midville]” 

(quoted in Trejo, 2000).   

 Proponents of the immigrant enterprise zone proposal saw an opportunity to 

accomplish the twin goals of diversifying the state in terms of ethnicity and age and 

of improving the economy by adding workers of all skill levels, from meat packing 

plant workers to holders of high-tech H1-B Visas (Trejo, 2000). While the proposal 
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received bipartisan support in the legislature, and support from immigrants currently 

residing in the state, it did not prove feasible to make such a change at the state level, 

without affecting federal policies. 

 Another controversial issue of current interest in the state, related to the debate 

over the “immigrant enterprise zone” proposal, is the issue of language use.  The state 

made English its official language in 2002, joining 26 other states.  Those states 

which now have English as their official language include:  Alabama, Alaska, 

Arkansas, California, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, 

Kentucky, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, New 

Hampshire, North Carolina, North Dakota, South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, 

Utah, Virginia, and Wyoming (U.S. English, 2005). 

 Such a move aligns the state more with the “Official English” and “English Only” 

movements in our nation than with the “English Plus” countermovement.  The  

“Official English” and “English Only” supporters fear that allowing languages other 

than English in our government, schools, and other public spheres will promote ethnic 

separatism and prohibit national unity (Lewelling, 1997).  On the other hand, 

supporters of the “English Plus” movement believe that all U.S. residents should be 

encouraged to become proficient in English plus one or more additional languages.  A 

basic tenet of the “English Plus” philosophy is that denying equal access to essential 

rights to people with limited English proficiency, such as comprehensible input in 

education and the electoral process, is a violation of their basic human rights 
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(Krashen, 1992; Lewelling, 1997).  Another tenet is that proficiency in more than one 

language is beneficial to the individual and the nation (Lewelling, 1997). 

 It is this last tenet of the “English Plus” movement that came up as a repeated 

theme during the pilot study that I conducted at Midville High School (also a 

pseudonym):  the majority of the administrators, teachers, and students interviewed 

claimed to view bilingualism and biliteracy as valuable skills.  In this regard, Midville 

High School (MHS) shows an alliance with the “English Plus” concept. They valued 

knowing two, not one, languages, and the importance of one of them being English 

was emphasized. This is the one aspect on which the “English Only”/”Official 

English” and the “English Plus” movements agree: that proficiency in English is 

indispensable for all U.S. residents. 

 

The Town of Midville 

 Within this rapidly diversifying state, we find Midville. Midville is a rural U.S. 

town that has undergone dramatic demographic changes in the past decade, going 

from primarily Anglo and monolingual English-speaking to “majority minority” in 

this short period of time.  While there are other minority groups in Midville, the 

fastest growing and currently largest group is Hispanic.  Fifteen years ago, when I 

was a new student at Midville High School, the Latino community in the entire 

county comprised less than one percent of the population.  Today, it comprises 12.5 

percent of the county and 21.1 percent of the town.  Fifteen years ago, less than 100 
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Hispanics (about 1 in 100) lived in this town; in 2002, one in five residents was of 

Latin American origin.

I collected the following informal data on the town’s Hispanic population at a 

teacher in-service given by a local minister at Midville High School in October 2003.  

The figures are estimates from his work with immigrants to the town: He said that 

about 70 percent of Midville’s Spanish-speaking immigrants come from Mexico, 20 

percent come from El Salvador, 10 percent come from Guatemala, and a few come 

from other Latin American countries such as Honduras and Venezuela. They mostly 

come from small towns and rural areas; very few come from bigger cities, but some 

have come from larger cities in Texas and California. They leave their countries in 

hope of finding a steady and well-paying job, a lower cost of living, a more stable 

government, safer neighborhoods, and better schools. 

While the entire Midwest is experiencing this “browning” phenomenon (Aponte & 

Siles, 1994; Martin, Taylor & Fix, 1996), Midville has had one of the fastest changing 

populations in its state, with 35.6 percent of the district’s students currently classified 

as English Language Learners.  Midville is a town of approximately 12,000 people, 

and Midville Community School District is the only public school district in town.  

The school district includes four elementary schools, one middle school, and one high 

school.  An article in one of the local papers from February 2004 stated that the 

school district had just become “majority minority”, with 55 percent of its total 

student population categorized as “minority”.  The minority percentages were 80 

percent, 76 percent, 64 percent, and 60 percent for the four elementary schools, 54 
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percent for the middle school, and 42 percent for the high school.  This labeling of 

“minority” students is important for the schools in terms of funding.  For every 

“minority” student in the Midville schools, the school district receives 21 percent 

more state funding, based on an approximate figure of $4,500, per student per year 

for 3 years. Thus, for every five students, the equivalent of one more student’s 

expenses ($4,500) is funded. This money helps support programs like the Spanish HL 

program at Midville High School. 

 

The Research Site: Midville High School 

My own school memories of Midville High School, before beginning this case 

study, were in stark contrast with the current MHS demographic reality. When I 

graduated from MHS 12 years ago, the student population of the Midville School 

District was 84 percent Caucasian. Of the 1,709 students in the district, 1,442 were 

Caucasian, 170 were Asian, and only 78 were Hispanic. Over the past decade, the 

number of Caucasian students has dropped steadily from 1,442 in 1993-1994 to 970 

in 2002-2004.  At the same time, the district has experienced a slow but steady 

growth, from 1,709 to 2,001, with the number of Hispanic students steadily increasing 

from 78 to 775 (see Table 1 on the following page).  
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Table 1: Midville Community School District 10 Year Enrollment History: 
The 1993-1994 through 2002-2003 School Years 
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The original data table was obtained from the office of the Midville Community School District 
Superintendent of Schools and is reproduced here with African American and Native American 

data omitted, due to negligible numbers (less than 20 per year) and for ease of comparison across 
the three main ethnic groups in the district at the time of the study: Caucasians, Hispanics, and 

Asians. 
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The Spanish Program at Midville High School 

 When I attended MHS, the students from Spanish-speaking families who wanted 

to study Spanish formally in school were placed into regular Spanish classes, that is, 

Spanish as a Foreign Language (SFL).  Now, just over a decade later, the school 

offers both the SFL track and two separate tracks of Spanish Heritage Language 

(SHL) classes to accommodate the large number of heritage language speakers of 

Spanish at the high school.  

 At the time of this study, there were a total of 187 students enrolled in SFL classes 

at Midville High, and four levels/years were offered. No identified “native speakers” 

(heritage language learners) were enrolled in any of the foreign language sections. 

There were a total of 69 students enrolled in SHL classes. Two levels/years were 

offered for Spanish-English bilinguals and one level/year was offered for the Spanish-

dominant, “native speakers” of Spanish (most of whom were recent arrivals to the 

U.S.).  Given the present demographics in the Midville School District, the trend of 

immigration rather than migration, and the fact that Midville has only one middle 

school and one high school, the number of potential participants for MHS Spanish 

heritage language courses is expected to rise.  

 Midville High began implementing Spanish heritage language classes in 1996, 

without knowing that such classes existed elsewhere, as a response to a rapidly 

increasing Hispanic population at the school. At that time (1997), only 7 percent of 

high schools nationwide were found to offer such classes (Rhodes Branaman, 1999).  

Much like other heritage language programs across the country, Midville High staff 
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realized that their existing Spanish course offerings were not meeting the needs of 

their new student population, even if they placed the students immediately into higher 

level SFL courses instead of requiring them to take SFL I and/or II. MHS therefore 

implemented heritage language courses early on, using ‘what worked’ for them but 

not adhering to any established theory of heritage language acquisition. They have 

since continuously worked to improve the resulting classes. 

 During a 2002 pilot study for this case study, the principal explained the genesis of 

the MHS SHL program to me, saying: 

We made a real commitment.  We used to, when the numbers weren’t so 
large, and when it was first happening, when the demographics were first 
changing, we thought: ‘We can put these kids – mainly Spanish kids, native 
speakers of Spanish [corrects his own terminology] – we can put these kids 
into like Spanish III and IV; they don’t need to go into I and II’.  Well, we did 
that for a couple of years.  And it didn’t work, because they were in Spanish 
III and IV in our program, they were still developing Spanish vocabulary and 
then adding the grammar and that kind of thing, and not into that great a 
depth.  And so it was kind of worthless for those kids. 
 

After realizing that the needs of these students were different from those of 

foreign language learners, the next step was recognizing that the heritage language 

learners already possessed Spanish language skills on which they could build to 

enhance their existing Spanish language proficiency.  According to the principal in 

2002: 

They already had the language, they already had the vocabulary.  Yes, they 
didn’t have the literacy and grammar and the writing skills that they had in 
their native language, but, we weren’t going to give them that in our regular 
Spanish program.  So we did decide to create “Spanish Grammar for Native 
Speakers of Spanish”.  And that seemed to work out really, really well 
because, number one we validated that it was OK to maintain and, and hold on 
to your native language.  Yes, you need to learn English – we have sort of an 
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unwritten rule that we’re going to speak English in the classes, unless it’s a 
Spanish class.  Some people wanted to have the rule that we speak English 
only in the building, but we don’t have that.  We’re comfortable now, that if 
kids want to congregate in their own little group and talk Spanish or Lao or 
whatever, then that’s no big deal. 
 

After learning by trial and error with this “Spanish Grammar for Native Speakers” 

class, MHS took the class to the next level: 

So, we felt really good about that and so at that point most native speakers, 
instead of going into our Spanish program right away, took Spanish Grammar 
and then we put them into our program (laughs), and that still didn’t work 
(laughs), because they still knew much more vocabulary than the regular kids 
in the regular Spanish program knew at that point.  So that’s when we decided 
to have a second level of Spanish II [the new name for “Spanish Grammar for 
Native Speakers”), and that was just going into this year. 
 

The implementation of these new programming ideas brought up the issue of 

resources, especially in terms of teachers for the new program: 

And as you’ve heard, our biggest problem and concern is to have people who 
are willing to teach that [the second year of SHL].  You know, Mrs. A [the 
Caucasian teacher of Spanish Grammar I], at first, she felt very inadequate 
and so on, but now I think she feels much better and knows that it’s OK to 
learn as you’re going along.  The ideal would be to have a true bilingual or 
native speaker probably teaching that kind of things, but Spanish Grammar I 
is taught by a native speaker.  She’s good, she has no problem.  She’s very 
flexible with what’s going on, and that kind of thing. 
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During this 2002 pilot study interview, the principal was just starting to consider 

the idea of the bilingual track of the SHL program, on which I would eventually focus 

for this case study in 2004: 

 
The new dilemma is kids coming who really aren’t true native speakers of 
Spanish.  They know enough just to get by at home because Mom and Dad 
still speak Spanish and don’t speak a lot of English, so it’s more of survival, 
but putting them in the grammar class doesn’t work because they don’t have 
any grammar background; they just have that oral background, and they 
couldn’t write it or do much else with the language.  And so, I’m afraid they 
still know a little too much vocabulary to do anything with our regular 
program.  So I’m not sure that we have any kind of program for them.  That’s 
one of our new dilemmas. 
 

Such early implementation, insightful formative evaluation, and constant growth 

of Spanish HL courses at Midville High School would hardly be surprising if the 

school were located in a traditionally Hispanic area (such as a Mexican border town 

or a large city such as New York or Chicago), or in one of the “hyper-growth” areas 

for Hispanics in the U.S. over the last two decades.  If this school were in Sarasota, 

Florida; Charlotte, North Carolina; or Atlanta, Georgia, for example, a Spanish HL 

program would be expected since the Hispanic populations in these cities experienced 

538 percent, 930 percent, and 995 percent growth, respectively, from 1980 to 2000 

(Miller, 2003b).  However, Midville’s Hispanic population growth during that time, 

while impressive, was not at the “hyper-growth” level.  In addition, while the national 

average of foreign-born residents in the United States is 10 percent - representing the 

largest immigration wave in U.S. history - only 2 percent of the residents of the state 

in which this school is located are foreign-born (Resource Center of the Americas, 
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2000).  Midville High stands out as a clearly progressive school at both the state and 

national level. 

 While Midville School District has shown a steady increase in the number of 

overall students and especially language minority students over the past decade, the 

overall state trend is the opposite.  While Midville School District, with only 1,892 

total students in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade, has gained over a hundred 

students in the past decade and has 35.6 percent of its students labeled “English 

Language Learners”, other districts in the state claim little or no such learners and 

have experienced enrollment losses in the double digit. Midville School District has 

been progressive in its attitudes, recognizing that a large portion of the state’s future 

lies in the hands of immigrants.  

 To summarize, much can be learned via an investigation of a Spanish heritage 

language program in an unexpected place, where there has not traditionally been a 

large Hispanic population and where the population and its attitudes toward 

immigrants and language use are in a state of rapid flux.  The atmosphere in Midville 

both mirrors national sentiments and brings new elements into the discussion of 

heritage language education due to their interesting sociopolitical context and status 

as a newly culturally and linguistically diverse school attempting to provide effective 

Spanish heritage language instruction. 
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Purpose of the Current Study 

 While much has been written about what makes heritage language instruction 

effective and what needs to be done to improve heritage language education in the 

United States, one unexamined question is whether or not the Spanish heritage 

language programs in particular are helping to provide an additive schooling 

experience for U.S. Hispanic students.  In other words, are they fostering the 

students’ home languages and cultures, empowering them with the tools needed to 

break the historic social reproduction of inequality (an “additive” experience) or, 

instead, are the students experiencing “subtractive schooling”, as they are alienated 

from their home language and culture and subtractively assimilated into the 

mainstream culture?   

 

Significance of the Current Study 

We can draw on Valenzuela’s (1999) subtractive schooling framework to assess the 

subtractive and additive nature of our existing heritage language programs and to 

improve them for future heritage language students.  Doing so will provide schooling 

more aligned with our students’ needs and will contribute to our understanding of the 

role of heritage language instruction in additive minority student education. 

 This case study relates the experiences of several of the U.S. Hispanic students 

enrolled in the Midville High School Spanish for Native Speakers (“heritage 

language”) program. The goals of this study were: (1) to produce a descriptive case 

study that would provide an emic, ground-level perspective on heritage language 
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instruction in the rural Midwest by examining the expressed needs of a specific group 

of heritage language learners, (2) to highlight the additive and subtractive heritage 

language learning experiences of these students, and (3) to share this understanding 

with educational practitioners in order to improve the overall schooling experience 

for these and other linguistic minority students by moving toward a more additive and 

empowering heritage language learning experience. 

 

Listening to Student Voices 

 Very little has been written about high school and university Spanish heritage 

language learners’ expressed needs, desires, and expectations regarding their heritage 

language learning (e.g., Benjamin, 1997; González-Pino & Pino, 2000; Potowski, 

2002; Rivera, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999).  What has been written primarily focuses on 

regions of the United States with historically large populations of U.S. Latino 

students, such as U.S.-Mexico border areas and large cities. Therefore, very little is 

known about the voiced concerns of heritage language learners in general, and 

especially about those from non-traditionally Hispanic regions of the nation, such as 

the Midwest and small rural towns.

It has been written about U.S. Hispanic bilinguals enrolled in high school or 

university Spanish HL classes that they either like SHL classes because they feel like 

they are taking a challenging language class at the level of English as a native 

language in a comfortable environment (Rivera, 2003) or that they perceive separate 

classes for heritage language learners and foreign language learners as unfairly 
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segregating or unnecessary (González-Pino & Pino, 2000). On the other hand, U.S. 

Hispanic bilingual students not enrolled in HL classes have lamented the focus on the 

language as ‘foreign’ in typical Spanish language classes, rather than as something 

intimately tied to the students’ own cultures and identities (Benjamin, 1997; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  Finally, HL learners enrolled in university Spanish language 

courses (as either a foreign or heritage language) tend to not know how to classify 

their own language proficiency, express some resentment toward “standard” Spanish, 

and negatively evaluate themselves compared to foreign language learners, who they 

feel do better in the course (González-Pino & Pino, 2000; Potowski, 2002), or feel 

that their teachers negatively evaluate their non-standard language varieties 

(Galindo,1993; Villa, 1996).  Common themes across these writings are that: (1) we 

might lose the heritage language learners in our Spanish language courses if we do 

not better meet their needs, and (2) if our schooling system fails to validate and foster 

these students’ languages and cultures, it is quite likely that their Spanish language 

proficiency will eventually deteriorate. 

 Since the school investigated for this study (“Midville High School”) is the only 

public high school in its small, rural Midwestern town, and since the town has 

undergone dramatic linguistic and cultural changes over the past decade, the voices 

and experiences of these students were expected to differ from those of the students 

from larger, more segregated schools in urban or border-state communities and 

therefore provide valuable new insight into the heritage language learning experience 

in the U.S. 
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Pizarro (2005) published a study at the same time as this dissertation was being 

completed1, in which he studied heritage language learners of Spanish in both a large, 

urban U.S. center and a small, rural town undergoing rapid demographic 

transformation. He found that the racial-political climate in each community shaped 

the student-teacher interactions and the students’ understandings of themselves and 

their schooling, resulting in the close connection of identity and school outcomes. 

Pizarro suggested, based on his findings, that:  

Educational empowerment for Chicanas/os begins with helping these students 
claim their voices and recognize their own insights on their lives and 
schooling. For example, students can begin by talking about what needs to 
change in schools.  Usually students are trained to believe that if anything 
needs to change in schooling, it is the students.  Thus, when students are given 
the chance to analyze and critique schooling, it opens the floodgates through 
which their own voices pour (260). 
 

This process of helping students claim their voices, he says, requires careful 

analyses of both the power relations that exist in the students’ lives as well as of the 

students’ individual identities: “This process is necessary so that the students can then 

begin to envision who they want to be in terms of their identities and also in their 

educational and professional lives” (ibid, p.260). 

Procedures for the Current Study 

 This was a qualitative, descriptive, and interpretive case study of one particular 

Spanish heritage language learning experience in the rural Midwest.  Midville High 

was chosen as a nonrandom, purposeful case study for its uniqueness as a relatively 
 
1 I was unaware of Pizarro’s research until this case study had already been completed and written. 
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long-standing Spanish heritage language program in a rural but multicultural 

Midwestern town. The story is told both in the voices of the bilingual Hispanic 

students and my own, as seen through the research lens of the pertinent educational 

literature on Spanish heritage language instruction and language minority instruction 

in the United States. The students’ voices regarding their rural Midwestern Spanish 

HL learning experiences and my researcher observations were interpreted using 

Valenzuela’s (1999) framework of subtractive schooling and viewed in relation to 

existing literature on effective heritage language education (in particular Valdés, 

1981, 1995, 1997, 2000a, 2001) and critical biliteracy pedagogy (in particular 

Cummins, 2000a, 2000b), since the field of heritage language education is poised to 

help transform the way in which language minority students are schooled in this 

country, thus providing them with a more empowering education. 

 As the researcher in this qualitative case study, I was the primary instrument of 

data collection and analysis.  Data were collected over a three-month period via 

participant observation and formal, semi-structured interviews with the Spanish HL 

students. Nine focal students were chosen to represent the heterogeneity of the overall 

SHL group and for their potential to serve as insightful informants. During my time 

as an observer and peripheral participant in the Spanish heritage language classes, I 

took detailed fieldnotes, from which I developed follow-up questions for individual 

interviews and triangulated the interview data for reliability purposes. Each emergent 

theme during data analysis was triangulated across sources and “member checked” 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) with the participants in subsequent interviews to ensure the 
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overall validity of the theme. In addition, a colleague at the University of Texas who 

was trained in qualitative research methods reviewed my coding as a type of “peer 

debriefing” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to further ensure the validity of the data analysis. 

A final member check was performed by asking the participants to review my 

findings and giving them the opportunity to add, change, or delete information as 

needed to produce the most accurate account possible of their experiences in the 

Midville High heritage language Spanish program. 

 Throughout the study, it was assumed that the students’ narratives were valid and 

would contribute to our conceptualization of effective and additive heritage language 

instruction.  The students therefore were provided opportunities to simultaneously 

reflect upon their heritage language learning experiences and use their voices to 

improve their heritage language learning experience. Including these heritage 

language learners’ rarely-heard voices in the research literature will help them move 

from mere “beneficiaries of change” to “participants” in the process of educational 

change (Fullan, 1991).  Students are empowered as they voice their opinions in order 

to benefit themselves and other similar, learners since “Voice is power – power to 

express ideas and convictions, power to direct and shape an individual life towards a 

productive and positive fulfillment for self, family, community, nation, and the 

world” (McElroy-Johnson, 1993, p.86).  An effort was made to capture and 

incorporate the students’ voices to the greatest extent possible in this final report, in 

order to: (1) contribute to the validity and reliability of the findings, (2) help fill the 

void of research on high school Spanish heritage language learners’ expressed needs, 
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and (3) empower the student participants and their peers, by inviting them to be both 

participants and beneficiaries in the process of improving their schooling.  

 The ways in which this school’s heritage language program was found to be 

authentically caring and empowering can provide examples for other heritage 

language programs of how to carry out heritage language instruction in an additive 

way. On the other hand, the ways in which this program was found to be 

disempowering students by subtracting or devaluing their linguistic and cultural 

identities and resources can serve as warning signals of a subtractive schooling 

experience. Lessons learned from the experiences of the heritage language students in 

the current study can be used to improve their own and other linguistic minority 

students’ schooling experience, as well as contribute to the quest for a more coherent 

and comprehensive theory of effective and constructive heritage language instruction. 

 

Essential Technical Constructs 

 Those technical constructs considered essential to the comprehension of this work 

can be found in the “definitions of terms” section.  Other important constructs and 

terms are defined within the body of the case study. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 As detailed in chapter one, it is undeniable that the demographics of our nation’s 

schools have changed dramatically over the past quarter century and that linguistic 

and cultural diversity are the new norms within today’s U.S. classrooms.  

Increasingly, language “minority” students are reaching or approaching numerical 

majority status, and many of today’s students come to school speaking a language 

other than English as a first or other language. Subsequently, our educational 

practices must change in order to better serve this new student population, since 

oftentimes the needs of these culturally and linguistically diverse students are not 

understood or met at school. 

 One major educational need of language and ethnic minority students that often 

goes unnoticed is to have their home languages and cultures recognized and valued 

(Cummins, 2000a, 2000b;  Hernández-Sheets, 1996; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 

Valenzuela, 1999).  While the active suppression of languages other than English is 

rare in today’s schools (Kloss, 1998), subtractive schooling does occur, which 

alienates students from their home languages and cultures (Valenzuela, 1999).  Truly 

additive and empowering education would not only recognize and value language 

minority students’ heritage languages, but would in addition foster their development. 

A viable option for valuing and fostering minority languages and cultures is the 

implementation of formal heritage language instruction programs, the most promising 

of which will be rooted in authentic caring (Valenzuela, 1999; based on Noddings, 
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1984, 1992) and aimed at language minority student empowerment (Cummins, 

2000a).  

 Heritage language education is a relatively new model of language education 

within formal public education, and therefore it is imperative to compare and contrast 

this model with other language education models currently employed in our nation’s 

schools, such as first language (Language Arts) instruction, Bilingual Education (both 

developmental programs and transitional programs), and Second Language 

instruction. While there is considerable overlap in methods and aims with 

developmental bilingual education programs for Spanish speaking students and for 

U.S. students of English as a Second Language, heritage language education in the 

United States has developed primarily within the field of Foreign Language 

Education, and encompasses more than just the Spanish and English languages.  

 Heritage classes are taught in many languages (Spanish, Korean, Italian, French, 

Chinese, etc.) and at all grade levels, and the emphasis is on language retention and 

revitalization across generations.  Heritage language courses are for those students 

with some degree of home background in or personal connection to the heritage 

language, yet for whom the language is not a first or dominant language. This 

emphasis is inherently additive and empowering, with the goal of adding a second 

language to the students’ other language(s).  The opposite and more common trend is 

subtractive and disempowering schooling, which aims to replace one language with 

another, as is the case in transitional bilingual education programs or in U.S. schools 

where only English is taught (either as a first or second language). 
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Historical Educational Inequality for U.S. Hispanic Students 

 It is undeniable that our educational system must provide language minority 

students with a more effective and empowering education, if the pattern of their 

historical educational inequality is to be broken. It has been demonstrated that 

students’ educational experiences affect their degree of success or failure in school 

and that minority students do more poorly in U.S. schools than do majority students 

(Cummins, 1984; Ogbu, 1978).  Furthermore, while European-origin immigrants to 

the U.S. have historically shown an upward mobility pattern over subsequent 

generations in this country, the same pattern has not been demonstrated for Hispanic 

immigrants.  

 Research on Mexican immigrants to the U.S., for example, has shown that early 

generations tend to academically outperform the later generations (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 1990). This academic decline over subsequent generations in the U.S. is 

due to an “invisible ceiling” of blocked opportunity for students of Mexican descent 

(Chapa, 1988, 1991). Since all of the focal students in the current study were of 

Mexican descent, this finding is especially relevant to this research. While most 

researchers explain this generational decline in academic achievement by comparing 

the attributes of individuals of one generation to individuals of other generations, 

Valenzuela (1999) argues that, instead, we should look at the role that schools play in 

fostering Mexican American students’ poor academic performance over multiple 

generations. 
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Subtractive Schooling 

 A focus on how Mexican-American students are schooled reveals that these 

students are often encouraged to de-identify from Mexican culture, and that their 

existing bilingual and bicultural competencies are not fostered in the school 

environment. The schools are instead organized “to fracture students’ cultural and 

ethnic identities, creating social, linguistic, and cultural divisions among the students 

and between the students and the staff” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.5). Valenzuela (ibid.) 

refers to this process as “subtractive schooling”.  

 The terms “additive” and “subtractive” in education were coined by Lambert 

(1975) to refer to curricula that seek to either foster the development of bilingual 

proficiency or to foster the development of one language at the expense of the other, 

respectively. An example of an additive educational approach would be a late-exit 

developmental bilingual education program (which fosters the development of dual 

language proficiency), whereas an example of a subtractive approach would be a 

transitional, or early exit, bilingual education program that seeks to move the 

language minority students out of their native language (i.e. Spanish) and into the 

dominant school language (i.e. English), in effect encouraging bilinguals to become 

monolinguals (Cummins, 2000a). 

 As conceptualized by Valenzuela (1999) in her more recent interpretation of 

Lambert’s original concept, “subtractive schooling” subtracts more than just the 

minority students’ home language; it also subtracts their identification with their 

home culture. Such schooling further weakens the students’ historically weak 
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academic status and subtractively assimilates them into the mainstream, dominant 

culture.  Subtractive schooling, furthermore, is characterized by aesthetic caring 

(Valenzuela, 1999): the tendency of schools to pursue a narrow, instrumentalist logic 

with an emphasis on things and ideas over caring relationships, combined with the 

tendency of teachers to be concerned with form and non-personal content over their 

students’ subjective realities.  Aesthetic caring is a superficial type of caring that 

expects students to “demonstrate caring about school with an abstract commitment to 

ideas or practices that purportedly lead to achievement” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.263). 

Unfortunately, U.S. Hispanic students can encounter subtractive schooling even in 

the Spanish language classroom, where their Spanish language and cultural skills – 

rather than being recognized as valuable resources on which to build – are seen as 

deficient in comparison with the “standard”, textbook version. The goal in these 

classrooms is to “undo the damage that has been done at home” (Valdés, 1995, 

p.305).  In such classes, heritage language learners often have a difficult time learning 

rules for concepts that they implicitly grasp and encounter frustration at not being 

literate in Spanish and/or speaking a stigmatized variety of the “standard” version.  

They also often encounter teachers who have backgrounds in foreign language 

education or Spanish literature instead of being trained in heritage language education 

(Valdés, 1995), and who may have negative attitudes toward non-standard varieties of 

Spanish (Rodríguez Pino, 1997). Not surprisingly, many heritage students fail under 

these circumstances (Hernández-Sheets, 1995, 1996).  
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In other words, rather than being a vehicle for Hispanic student empowerment, the 

foreign language class can actually contribute to the disablement and 

underachievement of these language minority students, if “success” means coming to 

devalue one’s own language and culture. Eventually, academic achievement is 

associated with assimilation into the mainstream culture, and educational 

opportunities thus come at a high personal and cultural price:  

When students are forced to neglect their heritage language and culture in 
order to participate meaningfully in the educational system, they lose the 
ability to be who they authentically are. Rather, they must change themselves 
fundamentally in order to receive an adequate education.  When this happens, 
their ability to determine how their lives will go is severely restricted.  
Meaningful self-determination is lost. (Moses, 2000, p. 337). 

 

To summarize thus far, it has become evident that U.S. Hispanics are often 

subjected to a schooling process that subtracts linguistic, educational and cultural 

resources from them (Cummins, 1985, 1986, 2000; Skutnabb-Kangas & Cummins, 

1988; Olsen, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999).  These students are thus subtractively 

assimilated into the mainstream culture, since the depletion of their native linguistic 

and cultural resources negatively affects their economic and political integration into 

mainstream society (Cummins, 1984, 1986; Skutnabb-Kangas & Cummins, 1988).  

 The bottom line is that we can no longer ignore the historical disablement of this 

important student group.  We must find a way to provide bilingual Hispanic students 

throughout the entire U.S. with a more additive and empowering school environment 

(Cummins 2000a, 2000b; Hernández-Sheets, 1996; Noddings, 1982; 1992, 2003; 

Trueba, 1999; Valenzuela, 1999;), instead of continuing to allow their schooling 
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experience to be a subtractive one. The current research suggests that one place to 

begin such work is in the heritage language classroom, where students can be 

empowered as their home languages and cultures, as well as bilingual and bicultural 

identities, are fostered at school.   

 

Fostering Languages Other Than English in the United States: Heritage 
Language Instruction (HLI)  

Heritage Languages and Heritage Language Learners Defined 

 The non-English languages spoken in the U.S., including colonial, immigrant, and 

indigenous languages, are generally referred to as heritage languages (Fishman, 

2001), although the meaning and usefulness of the term “heritage language” itself are 

widely contested. This questioning is valid, since labels and their definitions have 

important political and legal ramifications for our students and their schooling 

(Wiley, 2001).  

 The word “heritage” is problematic because it points to the past, to tradition, and 

even to more primitive times and can therefore be construed as pejorative.  In 

addition, defining a heritage language in the U.S. as ‘any non-English language’ 

“establishes a dominance pattern between English and the heritage language and thus 

any heritage language in the United States will by definition be defined as less 

valuable and lower in status than English” (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003, p. 217).   The 

term “heritage language”, moreover, is “socially determined and constructed” (ibid., 
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2003, p.217); a language can simultaneously be perceived as a “heritage language” in 

one location and as a first or major world language in another. 

 Due to the problematic nature of the term “heritage language”, the label “heritage 

language learner” is also not fully acceptable.  The term became one of general use in 

Foreign Language Education in the “Standards for Foreign Language Learning” 

(National Standards in Foreign Language Education Project, 1996).  Before then, the 

Spanish-teaching profession had used “native speaker”, “quasi-native speaker”, and 

“bilingual”.  Dissatisfied with these terms, they began to use “home background 

speakers”, as used in Australia, and “heritage language speakers”, as used in Canada 

(Baker & Jones, 1998). The label “heritage language learner” may not prove to be the 

ideal replacement for these earlier terms, since it like the others “may fail to give the 

impression of a modern, international language that is of value in a technological 

society” (ibid., p.509).  While the terms “international language” and “international 

language learner”, as used in Canada, may be the most preferable option (ibid., 1998), 

for now “heritage language” and “heritage language learner” are the most commonly 

used terms for these learners in the U.S. 

Since how we define the heritage language learner determines who is included and 

who is excluded in our different language education programs, doing so implies 

“politics of identity” (Wiley, 2001) that further complicates the issue of defining this 

type of learner. There are currently many definitions that attempt to delineate who is 

and who is not labeled a “heritage language learner”. Carreira (2004) separates these 

into four distinct categories, which will be discussed below.  These categories 
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differentiate types of heritage language learners by focusing on the issues of identity 

and family background, in addition to language background.  

 One of the categories proposed by Carreira (2004) encourages communities with 

limited numbers of proficient speakers (e.g. many Hawaiian and Native American 

languages) to strive to reverse language loss. Fishman (2001) defines heritage 

language learners from this language revitalization perspective, with a focus on 

ethnicity and personal attachment to the language.  For Fishman (2001), for example, 

any learner with a personal attachment to the language can be called a heritage 

language learner, even if he or she has no proficiency in the language before taking 

the heritage language class.  Similarly, Carreira’s (2004) second category of HL 

learner definitions views personal connection to the HL via family background as the 

defining factor in deciding to label a language student as a heritage learner.  This 

definition acknowledges learners who choose to study the language of a community 

of which they are not direct members; for example, African American students in the 

U.S. who choose to study Swahili would fall into this category.  Van Deusen Scholl 

(2003) refers to this type of learner as a “learner with a heritage motivation”.   

 The first two types of HL learner definitions, as discussed above, emphasize 

ethnicity and personal attachment to the language, which results in a very open and 

inclusive definition, favorable to the revitalization of less commonly used languages 

in the U.S.  In contrast, with more commonly spoken languages with larger numbers 

of users, it has been common practice to narrow the definition of “heritage language 

learner” by adding proficiency in the language as a defining learner characteristic, in 
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addition to an ethnic or personal attachment to the language, in order to more 

effectively place students into classes at the appropriate level.  This third type of HL 

learner definition is the most restrictive, and excludes some of the learners included in 

the other, broader types.  Carreira (2004) notes that this exclusion is not meant to be 

elitist, but instead is motivated by the practical considerations of how to identify 

different types of language learners (i.e. heritage language learners, foreign language 

learners, first language learners) for formal instruction.  An example of a definition 

written from this language pedagogy perspective comes from Valdés (2000a; 2001; 

also Wiley & Valdés 2000); her definition incorporates both ethnicity and proficiency 

while also addressing the issue of placement of students into heritage language 

classes:  

For foreign language educators, the term heritage language student has a 
different meaning than it does for those concerned with endangered 
indigenous languages or immigrant languages that are not regularly taught in 
school.  Foreign language educators use the term to refer to a language student 
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 in English (Valdés, 2000a, 2000b).  For these educators, the 
heritage language student is also different in important ways from the 
traditional foreign language student.  This difference, however, has to do with 
the developed functional proficiencies in the heritage languages. (Valdés, 
2001, p.38) 

 

While Valdés’ definition is widely accepted today, she echoes others’ criticisms of 

the term “heritage language learner”, saying that the field of heritage language 

education (HLE) will most likely keep looking for a more appropriate and precise 

term for “learners who arrive in the classroom with strongly developed proficiencies 

in their ancestral languages” (2001, p.39).  
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Due to its narrowness and ability to exclude, Carriera (2004) worries that this third 

type of HL learner definition will result in students with family connections and 

identity negotiation needs being incorrectly placed into foreign language classes, due 

to linguistic limitations. She therefore proposes a fourth category of definition of 

“heritage language learner”, which encompasses three categories above, plus this 

difficult to place type of learner. She proposes the following, all-inclusive definition 

of “heritage language learners”:  “Learners that have identity and/or linguistic needs 

with regard to language learning that relate to their family background”(2004, p.26).  

She goes on to clarify that these needs arise for these students due to having had 

insufficient exposure to their heritage language and heritage culture during their 

formative years.   Carreira’s definition is the definition employed in the current work, 

in order to be as inclusive as possible in our discussion of heritage language learners. 

 

Past and Present Efforts to Preserve Heritage Languages in the U.S.  

 While there have been heritage language speakers and learners in this country 

since before the nation was formed (Peyton et. al., 2001), formal education in these 

languages has not always existed; instead, the traditional heritage language policy 

environment has been one of tolerance as opposed to promotion, accommodation, or 

suppression (Kloss, 1998). There has been no consistent governmental support at the 

local, state, or national level in most parts of the U.S., and heritage language 

education has historically relied on strong local support. Thus, Wiley (2001b) 

advises: “For those committed to the maintenance and development of heritage 
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languages, history suggests that the best strategy is to use government policies to 

promote heritage languages during favorable times and to rely on community-based 

efforts over the long term” (p.106).   

 Historically, heritage languages have been taught in informal settings outside of 

the U.S. educational system, such as in after-school or weekend classes taught by 

community members who may or may not be trained teachers (Peyton et. al., 2001; 

Schwarzer, 2001; Wang, 1996).  Such classes are often met with resistance by the 

students, who frequently are required to spend additional time on top of their 

“regular” schooling for heritage language instruction, and who normally do not 

receive academic credit for that work (Brecht & Ingold, 2002).  

 Contemporary efforts to preserve our nation’s non-English languages via heritage 

language instruction are different from past efforts in three major ways (Peyton et. al., 

2001):  there are more formal school programs now, in contrast with primarily 

community-based programs in the past; we now have a foundation of knowledge on 

language learning and teaching (from the fields of second language acquisition, 

Language Arts, bilingual education, and foreign language education); and there is 

generally more support for such instruction now, as heritage languages are 

increasingly seen by language professionals as valuable individual and national 

resources.  

 Another major difference between previous and contemporary heritage language 

education is that the original focus on the remediation of student errors via 

prescriptive “Spanish for native speaker” textbooks, such as Baker’s 1980 Español 
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para los Hispanos has given away to a focus on the development of the existing 

language skills brought to school by heritage language learners. The challenge now is 

to obtain more widespread societal support for formal heritage language instruction in 

our schools, especially at a time when our nation’s overall proficiency in languages 

other than English is low (Davis 1999) and support for language programs such as 

Bilingual Education has severely decreased. In this conservative political climate, 

heritage language education can be the middle ground between the highly (and often 

negatively) politicized field of Bilingual Education and the traditionally more 

politically neutral field of Foreign Language Education. As Peyton and colleagues 

succinctly state, “A national policy that viewed these languages as resources to be 

preserved and developed, rather than as obstacles to be overcome, could contribute 

significantly, and in a relatively short time, to America’s proficiency in foreign 

languages” (2001, p.12). 

 

Benefits of Heritage Language Instruction 

 More widespread support for HL instruction is imperative, since the formal 

teaching of students’ home languages is beneficial both to our nation and to the 

individual students. Heritage language instruction has been associated with a host of 

benefits at the individual and societal levels, including increased: academic 

performance in the mainstream language (Cummins, 1983); self-esteem (Feuerverger, 

1994; García, 1985; Huang, 1995); ambition for the future, confidence in achieving 

goals, perceived control over the events in one’s life, grade point average (García, 
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1985); and motivation to maintain and/or develop language skills (Cummins, 1983). 

The implementation of heritage language instruction has also been associated with 

greater parental involvement in students’ education (Cummins, 1983), a closer 

identification with one’s own ethnic group (Lambert, Giles & Picard, 1975), a healthy 

sense of multiculturalism and acceptance of both majority and heritage cultures 

(Krashen, 1998), better behavior at school in younger students (Hornberger, 1988), 

improved intergenerational communication instead of conflict (Cho, Cho & Tse, 

1997; Cho & Krashen, 1998; Wong Fillmore, 1991), and enhanced “collective self-

esteem”, or the way in which the individual members of a group evaluate the group as 

a whole (Wright & Taylor, 1995). 

 Support for HL education has become vital at the societal level now that our 

nation truly needs speakers of languages other than English due to the multiple 

languages spoken in our country, the processes of globalization and democratization 

across the world, and our nation’s role as a world power (Brecht & Rivers, 2000; 

Peyton et. al., 2001).  Peyton and colleagues (2001) point out that our nation will 

need to call upon heritage language speakers for help with national security, 

humanitarian aid, democratization, and counterterrorism.  There will be positions for 

heritage language speakers in the highest government positions (the FBI, the CIA), as 

well as in other important fields such as postal work, education, and health care.  The 

role of formal heritage language education in the schools will be invaluable in the 

training of these important workers. 
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Challenges of Fostering Heritage Languages in the U.S. 

Despite a demonstrated need for heritage language instruction in the U.S., 

resistance does exist (Kloss, 1998;  Kono & McGinnis, 2001; Schwarzer, 2001).  The 

teaching of heritage languages is often not seen as a legitimate school subject (Kono 

& McGinnis, 2001), and historically, there has been a lack of consistent support 

(Campbell & Schnell, 1987; Fishman, 1966; Gutiérrez, 1997; Kloss, 1988; Valdés, 

2001), in addition to outright resistance in the form of the “English Only” and 

“Official English” movements which seek to suppress all non-English languages in 

our nation (Lewelling, 1997; Wiley, 2001). Such resistance is characterized by the 

belief that heritage languages are obstacles to overcome instead of important 

resources to foster (Peyton et. al., 2001; Ruiz, 1984) and the worry that linguistic and 

cultural heterogeneity will divide rather than unite our country’s citizens (Cummins, 

2000a). 

 Another challenge of HL instruction is meeting the needs of a population of 

learners that is very heterogeneous and has “unique needs and a special 

sociolinguistic complexity” (Wiley, 2001a, p.35).  While all heritage language 

learners will be to some degree bilingual and bicultural, their language and cultural 

skills will vary across domains and contexts (Hornberger, 1989; Hornberger & 

Skilton-Sylvester, 2003; Valdés, 2001). Heritage language educators should 

understand that growing up bilingual is a complex experience and not the same as 

growing up monolingual (Zentella, 1997).  For this reason, the “typical” heritage 

language learner of Spanish will have been exposed to the language and culture at 
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home, may or not be dominant in that language, and will possess knowledge of and 

sensitivity to the heritage culture (Aparicio,1993).  He or she will have most likely 

developed extremely good oral proficiency (including an extensive but restricted 

vocabulary), but will also most likely be functionally illiterate in the heritage 

language and demonstrate variations from the prestige variety of that language, which 

is the variety typically taught in schools (Aparicio, 1993; Campbell, 1996).  Such 

variations will include the use of stigmatized features as well as features that are a 

direct result of contact with English (Valdés, 2001).   

 In addition to representing a continuum of language proficiencies, the students 

within a Spanish HL class for bilinguals will also exhibit a range in their language 

usage preferences and motivations for studying the language formally.  For example, 

they may be monolingual speakers of one of their two languages, but at the same time 

be “receptive bilinguals”, or able to understand both languages as used by others 

(Peyton et. al., 2001). Another common situation is that of the “balanced” bilingual 

whose proficiency in the two languages is roughly equivalent, but who prefers 

different languages in different contexts (Peyton et. al, 2001). For these reasons, 

bilinguals cannot be expected to be two monolinguals in one person, or “mythical” 

bilinguals, who are assumed to demonstrate equal proficiency in both languages 

across all situations and circumstances  (Valdés, 2001).  Heritage language learners 

within a given classroom, furthermore, will typically vary widely in their linguistic 

and cultural upbringing, their ethnic identification, their degree of assimilation into or 

resistance to the larger culture, their socioeconomic status, their attitudes toward their 
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languages and cultures, and their goals and motivations.  In almost no respect can the 

heritage language educator expect homogeneity within the heritage language 

classroom (Aparicio, 1993).   

 Given the heterogeneity of the U.S. Spanish HL learner population, holding the 

same expectations for all of the heritage language learners within a given class may 

not be feasible, and one particularly unreasonable expectation is to expect the 

students to all be “balanced” (‘mythical’) bilinguals.  Valdés (2001) proposes that we 

think instead of “real bilinguals” who will differ across a continuum of dual language 

abilities.  She suggests that we view bilingualism itself as dynamic, following a 

generational pattern of decreased use over each new generation in the U.S., and as 

including different varieties, dialects, registers, and lexical and syntactic ranges.  

What does seem reasonable is the establishment of basic goals for Spanish Heritage 

Language instruction. Valdés’ (1995, 2001) widely accepted four overarching goals 

of SHL instruction include:  Spanish language maintenance, the acquisition of the 

prestige dialect of Spanish (“Standard Spanish”), expansion of the bilingual range, 

and transfer of literacy skills across languages. Such instruction should include the 

“development and enrichment of language skills within existing dialects”, “wider 

communicative competence”, and “enhancement of self-image” (Valdés, 1981, p.19).       

 While all HL learners will possess some bilingual abilities, together they will be 

starting from different strengths. Moreover, they will have varying reasons for 

enrolling in the class, not all of them academic. While most foreign language learners 

express a pragmatic, instrumental motivation for learning a foreign language, the HL 
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learners will vary in their motivations: they may see the language as a tool for 

obtaining a better career or as a way of integrating more fully into the Hispanic or 

bilingual community, to give two examples (Schwartz, 2001).  In contrast with the 

more rigid foreign language curriculum developed for true beginners to follow in 

sequence, heritage language educators maintain that effective instruction for HL 

learners should start with their existing strengths and needs in that language and to 

increase their range of abilities from there (Fishman, 1972; Lambert, 1975; Valdés & 

Geoffrion-Vinci, 1998).   

 To summarize, although it may intuitively seem that teaching a language to 

someone who already has experience with that language would be a relatively simple 

task, Peyton and colleagues point out that heritage language education is anything but 

simplistic:  

Heritage language speakers vary widely in background characteristics, 
language proficiencies, and attitudes toward their home cultures and 
languages. Moreover, we do not yet have a foundation of knowledge and 
experience on which to build.  Although there have been heritage language 
speakers and learners in this country since before the nation was formed, for 
the most part they have been ignored by our school systems.  As a result, 
while we know a great deal about teaching foreign languages to English 
speakers and English to speakers of other languages, we are just beginning to 
understand how to teach languages other than English to students who already 
have a background in them (2001, p. 13). 

 

Learning from Other Language Education Fields  

Since the field of heritage language education, also referred to as heritage 

language instruction or heritage language development (Colombi & Roca, 2003), is a 

new field within language education that is still being defined, it is instructive to 
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examine how this field is distinct from but related to other language education fields 

(See Table 2), such as foreign language education, second language education, 

bilingual education, and first language (“Language Arts”) instruction, in order to 

determine how each of these fields informs the current research.   
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Table 2: U.S. Language Education Models 

Type of Program Program Participants Program Description Nature of 
Program  

Foreign 
Language 
Education 

Students without a home 
background or developed 
proficiency in the target 
language. 

The teaching of prestigious 
varieties of languages 
other than English to 
native speakers of English. 

Additive for foreign 
language learners; 
potentially 
subtractive for 
heritage language 
learners. 

Transitional 
Bilingual 
Education 

Spanish-dominant students 
who are labeled “Limited 
English Proficient”. 

The goals are rapid 
acquisition of English and 
transfer of students into 
English-only classrooms. 
Native language skills are 
fostered only as a means of 
assisting the students’ 
transition to English. 

Subtractive. 

Developmental 
Bilingual 
Education 

Spanish-English bilingual 
students who may be more 
proficient in one of their two 
languages. 

Both languages are taught, 
with dual language 
proficiency as the ultimate 
goal. 

Additive. 

Two-Way Dual 
Immersion 
Bilingual 
Education 

Ideally, 50 % native 
English-speaking and 50 % 
language minority students 
(of the same home language) 

The students learn in both 
English and the minority 
language in order to 
become bilingual. 

Additive for the 
dominant language 
speakers; 
potentially 
subtractive for the 
language minority 
students. 

Second 
Language 
Education 

Language minority students 
who are already proficient in 
a heritage language before or 
while mastering the 
mainstream language of the 
country where they are 
living. 

The students in the class 
may or may not share the 
same native language, may 
or may not be grouped 
according to age or grade 
level, and may or may not 
have Second Language 
class in their regular 
classroom. 

Additive. 

First Language 
(Language Arts) 
Education 

Students studying their 
native language.  

Designed for students who 
are proficient 
communicators in the 
native language, but in 
need of continual practice 
and improvement. 

Additive. 

Heritage 
Language 
Education 

Students who have a home 
background or proficiency in 
the language, but for whom 
the language is not a native 
or dominant one. 

Designed for students who 
don’t fit the descriptions of 
the above programs, or for 
whom such programs are 
not available. 

Additive. 
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Foreign Language Education 

 Foreign language education in the United States involves the teaching of 

languages other than English to native speakers of English. The learners in these 

classrooms are assumed to not have acquired or be acquiring the target language 

outside of school. The languages taught in FL courses are generally the prestigious 

versions of world languages (e.g. Castilian Spanish), as opposed to common U.S. 

minority languages (e.g. Korean, Arabic) or language varieties (e.g. rural Mexican 

Spanish). The language of instruction at lower levels is primarily English, with 

progressively more use of the target language over subsequent course levels. The goal 

of foreign language education is proficiency in the foreign language (ACTFL, 1983). 

 As mentioned above, numerous researchers have suggested that foreign language 

education alone is not the answer to our need for speakers of languages other than 

English, since “very few of our high school and college students graduate with more 

than a basic proficiency in a foreign language” (Peyton et. al., 2001, p.12). 

Furthermore, the heritage language learner comes to class as a functioning bilingual 

whereas the foreign language learner often never reaches that level, even after years 

of formal instruction (Blanco, et. al. 2002).  Heritage language speakers are already 

proficient in many ways in their heritage language and culture and are therefore 

valuable resources for our nation (Brecht & Ingold, 2002), but languages other than 

English are quickly lost in the U.S. over the generations (Fishman, 1966; Valdés, 

2001; Veltman, 1998; Wiley, 1996). Unlike other natural resources, the less you use 

these other languages, the more likely they are to become extinguished (Fishman, 
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1966; Ruiz, 1984).  Therefore, it is our responsibility to offer formal HL instruction in 

our schools, if we value HL maintenance and development. Since FL learners are 

assumed to have no background in the target language or culture, students with a 

home background in the target language are more appropriately assigned to HL 

classes, where their bilingual and bicultural identity negotiation needs can be better 

met. Ideally, such HL learners who do not qualify linguistically for the traditional HL 

track would have their own, identity-affirming and empowering track (Carreira, 

2004). 

 While the foreign language profession has traditionally held the belief that foreign 

language education can be apolitical and neutral (in contrast with the field of 

bilingual education, for example), it is becoming obvious that an elitist double 

standard exists in the profession: bilingualism in a foreign language and English is 

fostered for mainstream, native English speaking students as an important economic 

resource, while the bilingualism of immigrants and indigenous groups is perceived as 

a problem (Ortega, 1999; Valdés, 1997).  Heritage language instruction as it has 

evolved in the U.S. addresses this double standard and shares much in common with 

developmental bilingual education, described below.   

 

Bilingual Education 

Bilingual education, perhaps the most complicated and controversial form of 

language education in the United States, can be of many different types (Zelasko & 

Antunez, 2000). Students in these programs have historically been language minority 
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students dominant in their home language, although this scenario is changing with the 

introduction of two-way dual immersion bilingual programs (described below). 

Surprisingly, not all bilingual education programs have bilingualism as the final goal 

for their students. Early-exit and transitional bilingual education, for example, have 

the acquisition of English and the rapid transfer of students into English-only 

classrooms as their major goals.  In such classes, English is the language of 

instruction, and native language skills are fostered only as a means of assisting the 

students’ transition to English.  In such programs, the goal is to make monolinguals 

out of bilinguals (Cummins, 2000a). 

 In late-exit or developmental bilingual education programs, in contrast, both 

English and the home language are used in instruction, and the dual language 

proficiency of the students is the ultimate goal. In other words, proficiency in the 

heritage language is not sacrificed for proficiency in the dominant societal language.  

Cloud and colleagues (2000) refers to such “additive instruction” (Lambert, 1975) as 

“enriched education”. In these classes, all of the students share the same home 

language.  Both languages are used in these classes: at first, the native language is 

primarily used; then over time instruction in English increases in amount as the 

students gain more English proficiency.  

 A similar but unique program is the two-way dual immersion bilingual education 

language program, which ideally involves 50 percent native English-speaking and 50 

percent language minority students (of the same home language) all learning in both 

English and the minority language in order to become bilingual. This type of bilingual 



51

education program has been proven to be highly effective in developing dual 

language proficiencies in both language minority and language majority students 

(Cummins, 2000a), yet there are concerns regarding the implementation of dual 

immersion programs without acknowledging and addressing the realities of 

intergroup relations and unequal power statuses across the two groups of students 

(Valdés, 1997). 

 With regard to the current research, heritage language instruction and 

developmental bilingual education share the critical assumptions that: (1) non-English 

languages are valuable resources in our nation (Fishman, 1966; Ruiz, 1984); (2) the 

loss of these languages should be prevented via formal education; and (3) the reversal 

of historical educational inequality for language minority students depends in part on 

a linguistically additive education: an education in which English learning enhances 

rather than replaces first language knowledge (Cummins, 2000a; Valenzuela, 1999). 

 

Second Language Education 

The students enrolled in second language (L2) classes are potentially the same 

students as those enrolled in bilingual education or heritage language courses in the 

U.S.: they are language minority students who are already proficient in a heritage 

language before or while mastering the mainstream language. The learners in a 

second language class differ from heritage language learners, however, in the fact that 

they do not have a family background in the target language, although it is assumed 

that L2 students are immersed in (and are therefore acquiring) the second language 
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outside of school while taking L2 classes. In the United States, second language 

education generally refers to the teaching of English as a second language (ESL). The 

students in the class may or may not share the same native language, may or may not 

be grouped according to age or grade level, and may or may not have ESL class in 

their regular classroom. The language of instruction in these courses is English, which 

is adapted to the students’ proficiency level and supplemented by gestures and visual 

aids. The goal of these programs, as in transitional bilingual education programs, is 

English acquisition by language minority students.   

 

First/Native Language (“Language Arts”) Education 

While heritage language education, bilingual education, and second language 

students in the U.S. are typically language minority students, first language, or 

“Language Arts”, education in the United States generally refers to the teaching of 

English to native English speakers.  Students are assumed to already be proficient 

communicators in English, but in need of literacy skills practice and improvement as 

they grow intellectually over the years. Students are generally grouped according to 

age and grade level, and the language of instruction is English.  The level of academic 

difficulty of the native language Language Arts class is the same as the student’s 

other courses, and the primary focus moves from form to content over progressively 

more advanced courses. 
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Heritage Language Education as Language Arts Instruction 

 Foreign language, bilingual, second language, and native language education 

programs, as detailed above, can all inform the developing field of heritage language 

instruction.  This is true since the heritage language is not exactly a first nor a second 

language, but rather a bit of both (Lynch, 2003b), and HL methods borrow from both 

first and second language education. Moreover, students who should be placed into a 

heritage language course may be incorrectly placed into language courses for native 

speakers, or it may be assumed that they are developing their heritage language in the 

ESL classroom, when this is most often not the case (Anderson-Mejías, 2002). 

Finally, while a heritage language is unquestionably not a foreign language, heritage 

language courses in the U.S. have historically been offered in foreign language 

departments and often taught by teachers trained to teach the language as such 

(Valdés, 2001).  

 Given our nation’s current student body demographics, we need to recognize 

bilinguals as highly complex individuals who possess to varying degrees two 

languages and cultures, both of which need to be maintained and developed at school 

via formal education. It has been suggested (Valdés, 1981) that Spanish HL 

instruction in the U.S. should more closely resemble Language Arts (or 

developmental bilingual education) instruction than foreign language, second 

language, or transitional bilingual education instruction. This is especially viable for 

Spanish heritage language learners in the U.S., since Spanish is currently the most 

commonly taught and researched heritage language in our country (Valdés, 2001), 
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due to the large number of current and projected potential heritage language learners 

of Spanish within our nation’s school population.  It is essential to keep in mind, 

however, that unlike L1 students, HL learners pursue HL learning because they do 

not receive sufficient exposure to the HL and heritage culture (HC) to fulfill basic 

linguistic and identity needs (Carreira, 2004). 

 

Spanish Heritage Language Instruction in the U.S. 

 In addition to being the most commonly taught heritage language in the United 

States, the Spanish language is also involved in every language teaching scenario 

described above in this country (as a first language, as a second language, as a 

heritage language, and as a foreign language). Due to the large number of students 

who come to school with a home background in Spanish, this group of heritage 

language learners has received most of the attention in the heritage language literature 

over the past few decades. Surprisingly, only 7 percent of U.S. secondary schools 

were found to offer heritage language instruction in 1997, the latest date for which 

such data is available (Rhodes & Branaman, 1999).  In contrast, foreign language 

classes have traditionally been offered at all high schools as school subjects, and 

Spanish, which is not a “foreign” language for a large percentage of U.S. students, is 

the most commonly taught (Valdés, 2001). 

 As previously mentioned, the field of heritage language instruction as a formal 

school program is fairly new in the United States.  Subsequently, there is a dearth of 

specific goals and policies for teacher training, student identification and placement, 
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program implementation, and evaluation of outcomes compared to other language 

education fields (Valdés, 2001).   

 Furthermore, the multiple practices and pedagogies currently being used to teach 

Spanish to heritage speakers are not directly supported by empirically-based theories; 

instead educators: 

[H]ave utilized descriptions of United States Spanish, for example, to prepare 
materials and to predict difficulties that students will have.  They have not yet 
developed theories, however, about how standard dialects are acquired, how 
bilinguals expand their range in each language, or how skills transfer across 
languages.  More surprisingly, perhaps, they have not examined the result of 
teaching practices in order to draw from those results important insights about 
both language and language learning (Valdés, 2001, p.51). 

 

Undeniably, the field of Spanish heritage language instruction is still in its infancy, 

and much research still needs to be done to evaluate current practices and pedagogies 

in order to develop more appropriate ones as the field matures. What has become 

obvious, however, is that heritage language teaching must necessarily differ from 

traditional Spanish foreign language instruction.  Instruction should include a focus 

on identity issues as well as linguistic ones (Carreira, 2004), and must be based on an 

additive (as opposed to subtractive) rationale.  While most foreign language learners 

come to Spanish class with accented pronunciation, a limited ability to understand 

real-life communication in Spanish, limited exposure to and control of sociolinguistic 

rules for the use of Spanish, and a superficial understanding of the target language 

cultures, heritage language learners already possess many strengths in terms of 

phonology, grammar, and sociolinguistic and cultural knowledge (Schwartz, 2001).   
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These strengths are valuable assets which will greatly aid the development of 

bilingual and bicultural proficiency.   

 To summarize, it becomes obvious via a review of the HL literature that a Spanish 

HL class should be very different from a traditional Spanish FL class in terms of its 

student population, student identification and placement, overall philosophy, 

objectives, methods, materials, and assessment.  An ideal HL program would be 

guided by empirically supported theory and have methods, materials, and evaluation 

guidelines in place that were specific to the student population and their needs.  The 

teacher would understand her students’ individual and group circumstances, and 

would start from their current language proficiencies and build on those strengths.  

Finally, the ideal HL course would validate and foster the students’ languages, 

cultures, and identities within a supportive, flexible, accepting, and empowering 

environment that strives to meet their unique language learning needs.  

 Overall, knowing the unique characteristics and needs of our students will allow 

HL educators to develop much more flexible and needs-based curricula for the HL 

class than is typically seen in a Spanish FL class.  The more the SHL curriculum 

addresses the learners’ needs, the more empowered they will be by their language 

learning. The composite picture that has been developed of an ideal Spanish HL class 

is from HL teachers’ and researchers’ points of view and reflects what they infer as 

the heritage language learners’ needs. While this framework is extremely helpful, we 

cannot be sure to what extent we are meeting our SHL students’ needs. Since very 

little is known about the expressed learning needs of SHL students, the current study 
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sought this information from a specific group of learners in order to gain more insight 

into making HL instruction more effective and empowering for U.S. Hispanic 

students. 

Toward Additive Schooling for U.S. Hispanic Students 

 
Happiness as an Aim of Education 

A productive way to focus our attempts at providing additive and empowering 

schooling for language minority students would be to engage in “aims talk”, or 

continual dialogue and reflection on what are we trying to accomplish, for whom, and 

why  (Noddings, 2003).  While there are many conceivable goals of education, 

Noddings (1992, 2003) makes a strong case for happiness as the overall aim of 

education for all students, saying: “Happiness and education are, properly, intimately 

related:  Happiness should be an aim of education, and a good education should 

contribute significantly to personal and collective happiness” (2003, p.1).  If we aim 

to not only reverse the historical educational inequality of minority students in the 

U.S., but also to empower them via the development of their bilingual and bicultural 

skills for their present and future happiness, then these aims must be made explicit, 

and all instruction should follow in line with these overarching aims. 

 While Noddings does not provide an explicit definition of “happiness”, she does 

describe the concept in detail throughout her work. The general definition that results 

is that happiness is more of a general but fluctuating affect or state of well-being of 

which we are consciously aware rather than a fleeting, episodic emotion; that it 

occurs in several domains of everyday life (home, school, work, etc.) - with “the 
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domain of human interaction as the principal arena of happiness” (Noddings, 2003, 

p.35); that it is identified with the satisfaction of needs and wants as well as with the 

desire to be free of suffering; and that it is very similar to ‘contentment’, with 

‘content’ defined as “reasonably happy and satisfied with the way things are” 

(Encarta World Dictionary, 1999). 

 According to Noddings, we must aim not just for present contentment or 

happiness, but instead we must also aim for future happiness: “As we think about 

happiness and education, we need to ask where children find happiness in present 

experience and also how best to prepare them for future happiness” (Noddings, 2003, 

p.29).  Such happiness serves as both means and end:  “Happy children, growing in 

their understanding of what happiness is, will seize their educational opportunities 

with delight, and they will contribute to the happiness of others” (Noddings, 2003, 

p.261). “Happiness” need not be equated solely with economic success, as has been 

the tendency in our school over the past few decades; instead, the knowledge taught 

in our schools should be empowering for life, both in and out of school. According to 

Noddings: 

One purpose of schooling should be to develop the intellect, but that does not 
mean to stuff the heads of children with material arbitrarily chosen by experts 
and designed to rank and sort them.  It means rather to guide students toward 
the intelligent use of their intellectual capacities in both personal and public 
life.  It means equipping them with the power to evaluate and direct change, to 
resist harmful changes and promote those that contribute to human 
flourishing.  Almost any subject matter of genuine interest to students, well 
taught, can contribute to this end. (Noddings, 2003, p.260) 
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Inferred Needs and Expressed Needs 

Noddings posits that, in order to truly aim for their happiness, schools must attend 

to and continually evaluate both the inferred and expressed needs of its students. 

While we should also be interested in our students’ wants and desires, their needs are 

more fundamental, since we cannot imagine living a happy life if certain of our needs 

are not met, while we can imagine being happy with relatively few wants being 

fulfilled. Expressed needs are “those needs that arise within the one who needs” 

(Noddings, 2003, p.58), and inferred needs are “needs that arise externally and are 

then imposed on those said to have the need” (Noddings, ibid, p.60). We must be 

careful in identifying inferred needs for others, since “…some inferred needs create 

internal conflicts between wants and needs.  Children can internalize needs that are 

morally bad as well as some that are morally good.  They can accept inferred needs, 

such as the pursuit of wealth and fame, that may wreck their chances of happiness 

instead of enhancing them” (ibid, p.60).  This is especially true if our students come 

to associate academic success with the need to leave their home language and culture 

behind in order to adopt mainstream values and ways of life (Cummins, 2000a; 

Moses, 2000; Valenzuela, 1999). 

 Noddings (2003) proposes that we listen carefully to what students offer as 

expressed needs, and then attempt to negotiate between what they say are their needs 

and what we think are their needs, since “Children can rarely express a need for 

something about which they know nothing, and we should not abdicate our 

responsibility as adults to open doors for them” (p.207).  While heritage language 
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learners may not express the need to learn their heritage language in school, parents 

and community members often express the need for such instruction (Dowell, 2002).  

If our Spanish heritage language classes are to be additive and empowering, aiming 

for our students’ present and future happiness, we should first seek out and listen 

carefully to our students’ voices regarding their schooling needs, and then work to 

negotiate between their expressed needs and what we infer as their needs in order to 

provide more authentically caring and empowering heritage language education. 

Noddings calls this a “curriculum of invitation” (2003, p.208).   

 

Authentically Caring Pedagogy and Bilingual Student Empowerment 

 A more equitable education for linguistic minorities, in comparison with linguistic 

majority students, would involve radical changes to the current schooling process that 

subtracts bilingual students’ linguistic and cultural resources from them. In the 

epilogue to Subtractive Schooling , Valenzuela (1999) introduces her vision of 

“additive schooling”, a pluralistic model of schooling that strives to equalize 

opportunity and to assimilate U.S. Mexicans into the larger society through a 

bicultural process in which the students are not forced to choose between their two 

cultures but instead build upon their bilingual and bicultural experiences to become 

“conversant, respectful, and fluent in as many dialects and languages as they can 

master.” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.269). This model strives for education that fosters 

bilingualism, bidialectalism and biculturalism, is meaningfully tied to the students’ 

lives, seeks the maintenance of community, mirrors students’ definitions of caring 
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and education, and acknowledges that the ability to grasp knowledge is cultural. In 

this view, furthermore, the students’ languages and ethnic identities are viewed as 

assets to be fostered rather than deficiencies to be overcome. 

 Valenzuela envisions additive schooling as possibly synonymous with “authentic 

caring”, a concept based on the work of Noddings (1984, 1992) on caring in 

education. Being in a caring relation is a fundamental human need, and authentic 

caring in education is an ethic of relation in which the caring teacher displays 

acceptance, engrossment (“an open, nonselective receptivity to the cared-for; 

Noddings, 1992, p.15), motivational displacement (being “seized by the needs of 

another”; Noddings, 1992, p.16) and confirmation of the cared-for student. The 

relationship is complete when the cared-for responds in a way that acknowledges the 

caring. The concept of authentically caring education emphasizes “sustained 

reciprocal relationships between teachers and students as the basis for all learning” 

(Valenzuela, 1999, p.61), and closely resembles the Mexican cultural model of 

schooling, “educación”.

Valenzuela states that Mexican American youths’ definition of caring is embodied 

in this cultural concept of educación, which is conceptually broader than its English 

language cognate ‘education’ and “refers to the family’s role of inculcating in 

children a sense of moral, social, and personal responsibility and serves as the 

foundation for all other learning. Though inclusive of formal academic training, 

educación additionally refers to “competence in the social world, wherein one 

respects the dignity and individuality of others” (ibid., p. 23). It is a “person-
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orientation” that “suggests the futility of academic knowledge and skills when 

individuals do not know how to live in the world as caring, responsible, well-

mannered, and respectful human beings” (ibid., p.23).  

 Educación is both a means and an end, such that the end-state of being bien 

educado/a (caring, responsible, well-mannered, and respectful) is accomplished 

through an educational process characterized by respectful relations.  Such a 

conception of education recognizes that schooling involves not just instruction on 

traditional school subjects, but also instruction on how one should live in the world, 

with an emphasis on “respect, responsibility, and sociality” and provides “a 

benchmark against which all humans are to be judged, whether formally educated or 

not” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.21).  According to Valenzuela (1999), it is this type of 

caring that Mexican American students want at school, as opposed to aesthetic caring.  

Authentically caring schooling for these Mexican American students would take into 

consideration their expressed language learning needs.  Such schooling would strive 

for a balance between these vocalized needs and those needs inferred by educators as 

being in the best interest of the students, with an acute awareness of the struggles that 

the students encounter between their two cultures and between their wants and their 

needs. 

 Student disablement, rather than empowerment, is the result when Mexican 

American students come to school with their definition of educación, based in large 

part upon the concept of authentic caring, only to find the subtractive schooling 

model, marked by aesthetic caring, operating. Rather than allowing subtractive 
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schooling to continue for our Hispanic students, moves toward an “authentically 

caring pedagogy” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.266) and an additive curriculum for these 

students must be made. An additive schooling experience would be empowering for 

minority students, who have traditionally experienced neither educational 

opportunities nor academic outcomes on par with those afforded majority students.   

 

The Current Study 

Important steps toward a more authentically caring and empowering curriculum 

for U.S. Hispanic students have been the recognition of the inappropriateness of 

Spanish foreign language classes for those students who come to school with a home 

background in Spanish and the subsequent establishment of heritage language courses 

for these Spanish-English bilinguals (Blanco, 1971; Colombi & Alarcón, 1997; 

Gaarder et. al., 1972, Merino et. al.,1993;  Valdés, 1981; Valdés, Lozano & García-

Moya, 1981). Furthermore, these heritage language courses have been implicated as a 

possible tool for empowerment for U.S. bilinguals (i.e. Hernández-Sheets, 1996; 

Lorenzen, in press).  

 If we assume that: (1) heritage language learning and the acquisition of cultural 

knowledge, as well as the maintenance of these, are possible via formal heritage 

language instruction and (2) that explicitly valuing and fostering minority students’ 

linguistic and cultural resources and identities at school will make their schooling 

experience more empowering, then heritage language instruction can be expected to 

provide students with a more additive, empowering schooling experience.  
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While one can imagine the potential role of heritage language classes in providing 

language minority students with a more additive schooling experience than their 

traditionally subtractive foreign language experience, concrete evidence of what 

constitutes additive and subtractive schooling within the Spanish HL classroom is 

needed in order to point the way to more empowering Spanish heritage language 

courses for our nation’s Spanish-English bilingual students.  It is now – while the 

research agenda is still being set – that the foundation for student empowerment in the 

heritage language course can be laid. One important question in this vein is whether 

the implementation of Spanish heritage language classes is contributing to a 

linguistically and culturally empowering (“additive”) schooling experience or if, 

instead, the students are still experiencing a linguistically and culturally disabling 

(“subtractive) schooling experience (Valenzuela, 1999) in which the students will 

likely leave the program valuing their home language and culture less than when they 

entered the program. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

This chapter explains in detail the research question and research design of this 

case study. The case study, based on Valenzuela’s (1999) conceptualization of 

additive schooling, addressed the additive and/or subtractive nature of the heritage 

language program at Midville High School, as expressed by the students and as 

witnessed by myself as the researcher engaged in extensive participant observation 

and interviews. I identified the subtractive and additive aspects of the students’ 

current heritage language instruction via the interviews, observations, and data 

analysis with the ultimate goal of addressing how the school can better meet the 

expressed needs of the students in the Spanish heritage language program, as 

evidenced in this case study, in order to provide a more additive schooling 

experience. Lessons learned from the experiences of the heritage language students in 

the current study can be used to improve their own and other linguistic minority 

students’ schooling experience, and simultaneously contribute to the quest for a more 

coherent and comprehensive theory of effective and constructive heritage language 

instruction. 

 

The Research Question 

The overall question that this case study sought to answer was: What are the 

additive and/or subtractive schooling elements of these students’ current heritage 

language learning experience? Corollary research questions were as follow: (a) In 

what ways is the program privileging or failing to foster bilingualism and 
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biculturalism?; (b) In what ways is the program making or failing to make instruction 

culturally relevant for these students?; (c) In what ways is the program building or 

failing to build bridges for the students?; (d) In what ways is the program striving to 

or failing to maintain community for these students?; and (e) In what ways is the 

program breaking or continuing/promoting the social reproduction of inequality for 

these students?. 

 During the data analysis period after leaving the field, three sub questions (c, a and 

e) were reconceptualized based on the work of Valenzuela (1999) and Cummins 

(2000a); (c) was narrowed down from any type of “bridge” to specifically relational 

bridges and bridges to mainstream, dominant knowledge, (a) was reworded as 

“foster” instead of “privilege”, and (e) was reconceptualized to more specifically 

address student empowerment via identity affirmation and critical literacy skill 

development. Each corollary question was used as a category of analysis and the data 

in each category were viewed in relation to the effective heritage language education 

and critical language minority education literature. 

 

A Qualitative Research Design 

 This was a qualitative, descriptive, and interpretive case study in which education 

was considered to be a “process” and school a “lived experience” (Merriam, 2001, 

p.4).  The goal was to understand the Spanish heritage language (SHL) experience 

from the perspective of these bilingual SHL students in the rural Midwest, with the 

recognition that the “reality” of the classroom is composed of the students’ multiple, 
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socially-constructed realities (Merriam, 2001). The end product, or case study, was 

envisioned as an in-depth, holistic description and explanation of that experience, 

keeping in mind Patton’s (1985) definition of qualitative research: 

[Qualitative research is] an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness 
as part of a particular context and the interactions there.  This understanding is 
an end in itself, so that it is not attempting to predict what may happen in the 
future necessarily, but to understand the nature of that setting – what it means 
for participants to be in that setting, what their lives are like, what’s going on 
for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks like in that particular 
setting – and in the analysis to be able to communicate that faithfully to others 
who are interested in that setting . . . The analysis strives for depth of 
understanding. (Patton, 1985, p.1; in Merriam, 2001, p. 6) 

 

The Researcher as Instrument 

 As the researcher, I was the main instrument of data collection and analysis: 

[B]ecause of the understanding that all instruments interact with respondents 
and objects but that only the human instrument is capable of grasping and 
evaluating the meaning of that differential interaction; because the intrusion of 
instruments intervenes in the mutual shaping of other elements and that 
shaping can be appreciated and evaluated only by a human; and because all 
instruments are value-based and interact with local values but only the human 
is in a position to identify and take into account (to some extent) those 
resulting biases. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.39-40) 
 

The advantages of the human instrument include sensitivity to context and an 

ability to collect and produce meaningful information. Disadvantages, on the other 

hand, can be the influence of personal bias and the tendencies to make mistakes and 

miss meaningful data collection and analysis opportunities (Merriam, 2001).   
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It must be recognized that: 

Because the primary instrument in qualitative research is human, all 
observations and analyses are filtered through that human being’s worldview, 
values, and perspective.  It might be recalled that one of the philosophical 
assumptions underlying this type of research is that reality is not an objective 
entity; rather, there are multiple interpretations of reality. The researcher thus 
brings a construction of reality to the research situation, which interacts with 
other people’s constructions of interpretations of the phenomenon being 
studied. The final product of this type of study is yet another interpretation by 
the researcher of others’ views filtered through his or her own. (Merriam, 
2001, p.23) 

 

In other words, this report is the unique result of my interactions with the students 

in the Midville High School Spanish heritage language program, and my 

interpretations of these interactions. Through these interactions we constructed an 

interpretation of their experiences in that program; hence, this version could not have 

been produced by another researcher under the same conditions. My status as a 

female, Anglo, middle-class, non-native speaker of Spanish stepping into this school 

as a researcher a decade after attending as a student inevitably influenced how I was 

received by the administration, the faculty and staff, the students and the teacher, as 

well as their reactions to me.  My presence in the field undoubtedly affected the field 

itself; therefore, during data collection and analysis I made every effort to be aware of 

these influences and to account for them as I sought to understand the students’ 

situation.  
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It was important to situate myself as part of the setting being studied, since: 

[t]he path between familiarity and strangeness; knowledge and ignorance; 
intimacy and distance is far from straightforward.  Simply adopting the stance 
of ‘stranger’ or ‘unknower’ denies, rather than removes the situatedness and 
connectedness of the fieldworker self, alongside other selves . . . it is naïve 
and epistemologically wrong to deny the situatedness of the self as part of the 
cultural setting (Coffey, 1999, p.22). 
 

My familiarity with Midville High School and the contacts that I had there 

provided a smooth entry into the field. As a MHS graduate, I was known by the 

faculty and staff, who trusted me in their school and with their students. I could easily 

connect with the students as we chatted about our common experiences in the town 

and in the school. Making the sacrifice to come back to live for three months with an 

infant, away from my husband, led credibility to my desire to learn about Midville 

High; people there expressed disbelief that I was willing to endure the separation of 

my family in order to carry out this study, but I explained that I had made these plans 

two years prior and wanted to follow them through. I was invested in this school, and 

in this Spanish heritage language program. My status as both a Spanish instructor (but 

not their Spanish instructor) and a graduate student at the University of Texas lent 

credibility to my status as a researcher, and that same status helped the students see 

me as someone they could both relate to and count on as a go-between to help get 

their voices heard. 

 This familiarity and ease at the school was tempered by the radical changes in the 

student body and the curriculum that had taken place during my absence, allowing me 

to adopt the stance of “unknower” without being a “stranger”.  Furthermore, my 
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decade-long absence allowed me to see the situation with new eyes and to compare 

my experience with those of these students. I presented myself to all involved as both 

a learner interested in learning about their Spanish heritage language program and as 

a scholar interested in applying my language education knowledge to help the school 

further develop their Spanish heritage language program to make it more effective 

and empowering for the students. 

     Participant observation and formal, semi-structured interviews with the Spanish 

heritage language students allowed me to spend time with the students and the teacher 

in their natural school settings. Their acceptance and inclusion of me in their daily 

activities facilitated the establishment of a strong rapport. The teacher frequently 

invited me to share my experiences with the students, give an opinion on a topic of 

discussion, or to help with a grammatical question that came up in class. The students 

would chat with me and ask me to help them with their work in class, and eventually 

they also would greet me in the halls and talk with me in the student center, halls, 

lunchroom, and outside the school.  I believe that the strong rapport that I built with 

these students permitted a more in-depth access to their interpretations of their 

experiences in the Spanish heritage language program, since they were comfortable 

with me and knew that I was genuinely interested in their experiences.

     The students were open with me, disclosing the minute details of their overall 

schooling experience and their lives in Midville.  The focal students did not appear to 

hold back when observed and interviewed, and openly discussed issues of age, race, 

and gender in my presence and face-to-face with me – explicitly acknowledging me 

as a young, white, middle class woman.  They gave the impression that race is often 
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acknowledged and discussed at MHS and in Midville in general. Due to the racial 

makeup of the school, the participants were comfortable with racial diversity, and I 

did not perceive our differing races as a barrier to our communication.  Moreover, I 

repeatedly observed the students interacting in consistent ways with teachers of 

different ages, races, and genders, which gave me the impression that these students 

did not change their behavior based on the age, race, or gender of the person with 

whom they interacted.  Based on the above observations and impressions, I assumed 

that the students were honest and forthright with me.

A Purposive Sample 

        Rather than employing a random sampling method to choose a case with the 

goal of applying inferential statistics from this sample to the entire population of U.S. 

SHL learners, I chose this case as a purposive sample (Merriam, 2001) specifically 

because of its uniqueness.  According to Merriam: “A unique sample is based on 

unique, atypical, perhaps rare attributes or occurrences of the phenomenon of interest.  

You would be interested in them because they are unique or atypical” (2001, p.62).   

Midville High was chosen for its uniqueness as a relatively long-standing Spanish 

heritage language program in a rural but multicultural Midwestern town, with the 

hope that an in-depth understanding of this unique program would contribute to a 

fuller understanding of effective Spanish HL instruction in the U.S.

     Midville High, a school of 700 (including faculty and staff), currently offers four 

levels of traditional foreign language Spanish classes and two levels within two tracks 

of Spanish classes for heritage language learners. During the semester in which I did 
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my data collection, the school offered the following foreign language Spanish classes: 

four sections of Spanish I, four sections of Spanish II, two sections of Spanish III, and 

one section of Spanish IV. A total of 187 students were enrolled in these classes. 

These classes were designed to teach Spanish as a foreign language to native English 

speakers.

In the heritage language Spanish program, four classes were offered: three sections 

of “Spanish Grammar for Native Speakers I” and one section of “Spanish Grammar 

for Native Speakers II”. Three of these sections were for English-dominant bilinguals 

and one section (of Spanish Grammar I) was for Spanish-dominant students who had 

recently arrived in the U.S. A total of 66 students (34 female and 32 male) were 

enrolled in these heritage language classes.  These classes were designed to teach 

Spanish to heritage learners, most commonly defined in the U.S. as students who are 

to some degree bilingual in English and a home language and who already have a 

background in the home language before studying it formally in school (Valdés, 

2001). 

 I focused my research on the three sections of the Spanish for bilingual speakers 

class at Midville High, on a daily basis for a period of three months.   My role was 

that of “observer as participant” – meaning that my research activities were known to 

the group and that completing that research was my primary role, over any participant 

role (Merriam, 2001). While I also observed the separate Spanish heritage language 

section for Spanish-dominant bilinguals (all of whom were enrolled in ESL classes) 

and interviewed their teacher to better understand the context of the heritage language 
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program, the three bilingual Spanish heritage language sections were the ones on 

which I focused exclusively regarding my research questions. These bilingual 

sections included a total of 52 students. 

 

The Participants 

 All 52 students in the bilingual Spanish heritage language sections were invited to 

participate in my study. I introduced myself and my study on the first day at the 

school and allowed a period of approximately two weeks for the students to get to 

know me and to turn in the signed consent forms, which also required parental 

signatures. While more students expressed interest in participating, twenty-two of the 

52 students turned in their consent forms within the allotted time. Due to schedule 

conflicts and a few missed interviews, not all of the 22 students who turned in consent 

forms were actually interviewed. Sixteen students from the original twenty-two 

volunteers were interviewed during the first round of interviews, and from that group 

nine focal students were chosen both to represent the heterogeneity of the overall 

group and for “the potential of each person to contribute to the development of insight 

and understanding of the phenomenon” (Merriam, 2001, p. 83).  I sought informants 

who would be “able, to some extent, to adopt the stance of the investigator, thus 

becoming a valuable guide in unfamiliar territory” (Merriam, 2001, p.85). In addition, 

I chose focal students who would represent the maximum variability across the 

bilingual Spanish heritage language learners in terms of proficiencies in the two 

languages, amount of time spent in the United States, generation in the U.S., and 
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previous formal Spanish instruction, as reported on a researcher-produced, 

standardized demographic questionnaire.   

 

Data Collection Techniques 

 In order to provide a breadth of perspectives when addressing the research 

questions, I gathered data via participant observations, individual qualitative 

interviews, and document analysis. 

 
“Observer as Participant” Observations 

Each school day for three months I observed the three Spanish heritage 

language classes designed for bilinguals (for a total of 100 class observations) and 

was actively included by the teacher and the students.  For example, they would ask 

me for my advice, or to tell about my experiences learning and using Spanish. The 

teacher made sure that the students knew who I was and why I was there. She would 

also ask me to help hand back papers, make copies, etc. I consistently asked her what 

I could do to help, in exchange for the generosity that she showed me by allowing me 

to observe all of her classes and interview her, despite her busy schedule. 

 Within the Spanish heritage language classes, my role was that of the “observer as 

participant”, and the goal was to be able to understand the experience as an insider, 

but be able to describe it as an outsider (Merriam, 2001).  During my time as an 

observer and peripheral participant in the Spanish heritage language classes, I took 

detailed fieldnotes on the process and content of the class period, as well as on the 

student and student-teacher interactions and classroom environment in each of these 
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classes. In the words of Merriam (2001), I tried to be “like a television camera 

scanning the area.  Where to begin looking depends on the research question, but 

where to focus or stop action cannot be determined ahead of time” (p.97).  Detailed 

notes were taken on the physical setting, the participants, their activities and 

interactions, and my own behaviors and thoughts. While observing, I sat in an 

unobtrusive back desk and typed my field notes as quietly as possible.  These 

systematic notes also included information on the context of the program, helped me 

to develop follow-up questions for individual interviews, and eventually served as a 

way of triangulating the interview data for reliability purposes. These notes 

furthermore included my initial data analysis, in the form of “observer’s comments”. 

Outside of school, I would frequently see the Spanish heritage language students 

around town and we would stop to talk.  Having a nine-month old baby with me 

outside of school may have helped to draw them to me. I also frequented some of the 

typically Hispanic places around town, such as a popular Mexican restaurant 

downtown and the local Catholic church for the Spanish mass on Sundays.  In a town 

of 12,000 people, it was a fairly common occurrence for me to run into one of the 

Spanish heritage language students in these and other places (such as downtown or at 

the Wal-Mart). Within the school, I shadowed the nine focal students as they went 

about their daily routines, including time in the classrooms and free time such as 

lunch and before or after school.   
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Semi-Structured, Formal Interviews 

 After getting my bearings at the school and with the Spanish heritage language 

program and students, I began the semi-formal interviews.  I interviewed the nine 

focal students 4 or 5 times each, for approximately 45 minutes each time. The 

interviews were conducted in English, Spanish, or both – according to each 

individual’s preference.  Two of the students (“Ángela” and “Verónica”) consistently 

preferred to speak in Spanish with me, two (“José” and “Karla”), would change their 

preference back and forth, and the rest preferred to be interviewed in English.  

However, all of the students at some point used both languages in the interviews, as 

did I. It is interesting to note that some sections of the interviews involve extensive 

code-switching on the part of the students (i.e. “Karla”, “María), and that their 

language changes often triggered me to also change languages.  I furthermore 

informally interviewed and observed more students, teachers, and administrators to 

get a feel for the general context of the school.  Again, both Spanish and English were 

spoken during these interviews. 

 The type of interview employed was a loosely structured, “active” interview 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995) in which the objective was “to provide an environment 

conducive to the production of the range and complexity of meanings that address 

relevant issues, and not be confined by predetermined agendas” (ibid, p. 17). I started 

each interview with a pre-determined question from the flexible interview guide and 

then allowed the participants’ responses to lead me to other questions, whether they 

were spontaneous follow-up questions or further questions from the guide. 
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Subsequent interviews were used to probe further into the answers provided in earlier 

sessions and to follow up on items of interest from my observations.      

 Almost all of the interviews were fully transcribed, to facilitate the most in-depth 

analysis possible A few interviews during the final round were transcribed as 

interview logs, or summaries, since much of the data at that point was repeating itself. 

A total of 478 pages of transcribed interview data were collected, with an average of 

53 pages per focal student. 

 

Document Analysis 

      In addition to participant observation and formal interviews, I also engaged in 

document analysis, or the analysis of data in existence independently of my research 

study (Merriam, 2001).  I gathered as many publications as I could find regarding the 

Spanish heritage language program, from course descriptions to the course standards, 

and made myself familiar with the textbooks, assignments, and projects in order to 

better understand this particular heritage language program.  Documents were also 

used to gain a better understanding of the SHL program and courses, to triangulate 

findings, and to formulate interview questions. 

 

Data Analysis 

The Constant Comparative Method 

 During data collection, I engaged in an ongoing analysis of the empirical data 

from these observations and interviews, as an initial attempt to identify recurring 
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themes that cut across the data.  The constant comparative method of data analysis 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Merriam, 2001) was used to identify these emergent 

themes:  I constantly compared the data within and across participants to establish 

tentative categories, which were eventually consolidated into larger themes and 

arranged in relationship to each other to give a more holistic view of the students’ 

experiences of their Spanish heritage language program.  Both “negative” and 

“discrepant” cases were actively sought, and incorporated into the analysis, since the 

identification of such exceptions (negative cases) and variations (discrepant cases) of 

the emerging theme helps to test and clarify each theme  (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). 

The discovery of each theme led me back to the literature, where the themes were 

assessed in terms of existing research findings in the field. In other words, I compared 

what I was finding with what others had proposed as theoretically possible, in effect 

“carrying on a dialog with previous work” (Merriam, 2001, p.50) and constructs in 

the heritage language and language minority education literature.  
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Table 3:  Proposed Best Practices in U.S. Spanish Heritage Language Instruction 
 

Proposed Best Practice in SHLI Source 
Recognizing bilingual students’ existing language and cultural skills as valuable 
resources to be fostered at school, instead of deficits to overcome. 

Cummins, 2000a; Trueba, 
1999; Valdés, 1995; 
Valenzuela, 1999. 

Adding to students’ current knowledge and skill levels, instead of ignoring or 
trying to replace them; engaging the totality of their capabilities. 

Cummins 2000b 

Providing interactions with educators and other students that foster the 
collaborative creation of power, as opposed to perpetuating their historically 
unequal, less powerful minority student status; using the classroom to challenge 
disabling language and cultural ideologies. 

Cummins, 1986, 2000a. 

Affirming the students’ bilingual and bicultural identities and encouraging their 
further development, as opposed to forcing them to choose between their two 
(or more) worlds. 

Carreira, 2004. Cummins, 
2000a; González, 2001; Syed & 
Burnett, 1999 ; Tse, 1998 ; 
Valdés, 2001; Valenzuela, 
1999. 

Fostering the students’ critical biliteracy skills, especially in regard to 
mainstream, dominant knowledge that often goes unquestioned. Helping 
students see how their language is used in society to help and to hurt its users. 

Cummins, 2000a;  Freire & 
Macedo, 1987; Martínez, 2003; 
Valenzuela, 1999. 

Fostering students’ self-efficacy - the ability to effect meaningful life changes. Cummins, 2000a. 
Providing the students with culturally relevant instruction. Valenzuela, 1999. 
Honoring the students’ unique Mexican-American definitions of education and 
caring in education before asking them to care about academics. 

Valenzuela, 1999, based on 
Noddings 1984, 1992, 2003. 

Striving to maintain the students’ various communities and their identification 
with the home or heritage culture. 

Valenzuela, 1999. 

Providing students with a challenging language class, at the level of English 
Language Arts classes, in an accepting environment. 

Valdés, 1981; Rivera, 2003. 

Not offering Spanish heritage language classes as a means of segregation or to 
penalize beginning students for having a background in the language. 

González-Pino & Pino, 2000. 

Viewing and presenting the heritage language not as “foreign”, but instead as 
intimately tied to the students’ own cultures, identities, and possible selves. 

Benjamin, 1997; Cummins, 
2000a; Pizarro, 2005; 
Valenzuela, 1999. 

Helping students to see their bilingualism as a strength; discouraging the 
evaluation of different language varieties as substandard by students and 
teachers (e.g. via the recognition of the arbitrary nature of the process by which 
a language variety becomes the “standard” or “prestige” version, or a borrowed 
word becomes part of the accepted lexicon. 

Galindo, 1993; González-Pino 
& Pino, 2000;  Martínez, 2003; 
Potowski, 2002; Villa, 1996 

Encouraging bilingualism and bidialectalism: fostering the acquisition of the 
prestige dialect of Spanish (for its instrumental value) alongside a development 
of the student’s existing language variety; expanding each student’s “bilingual 
range” and fostering the development of an “internal monitor” for appropriate 
ways of using each language in different contexts, such as professional vs. 
social settings, and encouraging the transfer of literacy skills across languages. 

Martínez, 2003; Valdés, 1995, 
2001. 

Seeking student input in the formative evaluation of heritage language classes 
and programs; also, negotiating between students’ expressed and inferred needs. 

Lorenzen, 2005; Noddings, 
2003; Pizarro, 2005. 

Viewing heritage language learners as “real” bilinguals (whose language 
abilities will vary across different circumstances), rather than as “mythical 
bilinguals” (who are expected to demonstrate equal proficiency in both 
languages across all circumstances). 

Gutiérrez, 1997; Valdés, 2001. 

Using oral Spanish skills as a means of authentic communication and as a 
springboard for developing literacy skills. 

Blanco et. al., 2002 ; Campbell, 
1996;Valdés, 2001 

Exposing Hispanic American students of different generations to the U.S. to one 
another, as valuable linguistic, cultural, and social capital resources. 

Valenzuela, 1999. 

Making the students’ sociocultural realities an explicit focus of the curriculum. Ada 1988a, 1988b; Cummins, 
2000a; Faltis, 1990; Freire, 
1983; Valenzuela, 1999. 
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Triangulation 

 The data collected via the interviews, observations, and document analysis were 

entered into the qualitative software program NUD*IST, and coded at the sentence or 

short paragraph level.  These codes were then interpreted via the framework of 

Valenzuela’s (1999) theory of subtractive schooling. I examined all data for evidence 

of either subtractive schooling or additive schooling/“authentic caring” (Valenzuela, 

1999).  Preliminary data analysis began during the data collection phase, as advocated 

by Merriam (2001), who says that:  

Data analysis is one of the few facets, perhaps the only facet, of doing 
qualitative research in which there is a right way and a wrong way . . . the 
right way to analyze data in a qualitative study is to do it simultaneously with 
data collection . . . Without ongoing analysis, the data can be unfocused, 
repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of material that needs to be 
processed.  Data that have been analyzed while being collected are both 
parsimonious and illuminating. (p. 162) 
 

To this end, the coding process was a reiterative and reflective process in which a 

reflexive journal (Ely et. al., 1999) was used to record the data collection and data 

analysis processes, including: decisions made, steps taken, false starts, working 

hypotheses, notes on my feelings and insights about the process, and ideas for the 

future of this research project.   

     Triangulation - when different data sources converge to corroborate the same 

theme (Ely et. al., 1999) – was a major goal of this project and was obtained for all 

themes presented here.  In other words, each major theme was required to be found in 

multiple instances – whether during interviews, in preexisting documents, or during 

observations – or by multiple researchers in order to ensure the overall validity of the 
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theme.   In addition, a colleague at the University of Texas who was trained in 

qualitative research methods reviewed my coding as a type of member check to 

further ensure the validity of the data analysis. The goal was to synthesize what I 

heard and saw to produce a richly descriptive, vivid account of a specific Spanish 

heritage language experience that would illuminate one case of many in the wide 

range of Spanish heritage language experiences in our nation. A final member check 

was performed by asking the participants to review my findings and giving them the 

opportunity to add, change, or delete information as needed to produce the most 

accurate account possible of their experiences in the Midville High School Spanish 

heritage language program.



82

CHAPTER 4:  THE PARTICIPANTS 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter describes in detail the participants in this case study: the nine focal 

students and their teacher, Mrs. Silva (a pseudonym).  The descriptions were 

compiled from the following sources: interview data, observation data, and document 

analysis data. 

 

The Focal Students 

 Demographic questionnaires were completed by 38 of the 52 students enrolled in 

the two sections of Spanish for bilinguals branch of the SHL program. Of these 

students, those who also turned in the parental consent form and subsequently 

followed up at their assigned interview time were interviewed at least once. Based on 

these interviews, nine focal students were chosen to represent the maximum variety 

of response on questionnaires that sought the bilingual SHL students’: total time in 

the U.S., time in Midville, experience living in other U.S. towns, generational status, 

ethnic self-label, ESL status, prior formal Spanish instruction, and self-reported level 

of bilingualism. Five of the chosen focal students were females and four were males.  

The two-year heritage language program for bilinguals consisted of three sections: 

two of first year and one of second year. Students were selected from all three 

sections. Three focal students came from the second year of the SHL program, and all 

were from the only section offered.  Six focal students were from the first level/year 
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of the SHL program; of these, four were from 3rd period and two were from 7th 

period. Students were chosen from both of the two sections offered in order to gain a 

broader understanding of the overall experience, despite differences in class 

dynamics. There were no seniors registered in the classes, but the other three grades 

were represented in the sample by five 9th graders, two 10th graders, and two 11th 

graders.   

 All of the focal students but one had lived in Mexico previously, and with the 

exception of one student who spent a year in El Salvador, no other country of origin 

was represented by the volunteers for this study.  I attempted various times to recruit 

the few students who originated from other Latin American countries (in this case El 

Salvador and Guatemala), but they did not choose to participate.  

 As expected in a Spanish heritage language class (Campbell, 1996; Valdés, 

2001), the students in the Midville SHL classes formed a very heterogeneous group, 

as represented by the nine focal students. Only one of the focal students was of the 

first generation of her family to live in the U.S., while five were of the second 

generation and three were of the third generation.  Their length of residence in the 

U.S. ranged from four to fourteen years (the student’s entire lifetime), with anywhere 

from 2.5 months to 7.5 years of that time spent in Midville. Six of the participants had 

come directly to Midville when they moved to the United States.  The remaining 

three had first lived in Texas, Washington, and Illinois, respectively. Two of the nine 

focal students were enrolled in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes at the 

time of the study. 
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When asked to describe their ethnicity, seven of the nine focal students identified 

him or herself as “Mexican”, with the remaining two preferring “Hispanic” and 

“Mexicana”, respectively.  While all had had some previous schooling in Spanish, 

whether in the U.S. or in Mexico, this experience varied widely in terms of when, 

where and how it took place. Their previous instruction in Spanish both as a medium 

of instruction and as a subject matter varied greatly.  Their schooling in Latin 

America ranged from just ½ year to 9 years, and their schooling in the U.S. was 

characterized by such diverse experiences as attending an all-Spanish school in 

Chicago to taking one semester of Spanish as a foreign language in Texas, to being in 

their second year of Spanish heritage language class at Midville High School. 

 The focal students were asked to estimate the amount of time that they used 

Spanish, English, and a mix of the two; these estimates also varied widely (i.e. 95 

percent Spanish, 5 percent English, 100 percent mix – meaning that she mixes the 

languages always but is Spanish dominant; 30 percent Spanish, 70 percent English, 0 

percent mix – which means that he is English dominant and never codeswitches, etc.). 

Their self-ranking on Valdés’ (2001) bilingual continuum of 1-13, where 1 was 

Spanish monolingual, and 13 was English monolingual, with 7 being the midpoint or 

“mythical bilingual”, ranged from 3 (largely Spanish dominant) to 9 (English 

dominant), with no one identifying as “monolingual” in either of the languages. 

 The following table summarizes the students’ self-selected pseudonyms, time in 

the U.S., time in Midville, other places lived, generational status in the U.S., ethic 

self-label, ESL status, previous Spanish instruction, self-reported language use 
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preferences (for Spanish, English, or a mixture of the two, respectively), and self-

ranking on Valdés’ bilingual continuum (described above).  Note that some of the 

students provided more information than did others. 



86

Table 4: Focal Student Characteristics 

 

Self-
selected 
pseudo-
nym 

Total 
time 
in U.S. 

Time in 
Mid-
ville 

Other 
places  
lived 

Gener-
ation 
in U.S. 

Self-label 
In 
ESL 
class? 

Prior 
formal 
Spanish 
learning 

Self-rank  
on Valdés’ 
bilingual 
continuum 

Antonio 
Cruz 

14 
years 

8
months 

Texas (13 
and ¼ 
years) 

3rd Hispanic No 1 semester 
in Dallas, 
as foreign 
language 

9

Karla 
Gutiérrez 

8 years 7.5 
years 

Central 
Mexico; 
rural MW 

3rd Mexican No K-3 in 
Mexico 

6-8  

Adamari 
Marcial 

10 
years 

6 years Tamaulipas, 
Mexico; 
TX; rural 
MW 

2nd Mexican No Kinder-
garten in 
Mexico 

9

Verónica 
Marín 

7 years 7 years Oaxaca, 
Mexico 

2nd Mexicana Yes Mexico:  
1 semes-
ter of 1st 

4

María 
Silva 

7 years 7 years Jalisco, 
Mexico 
(rural) 

2nd Mexican Yes Spanish 
class in 
Mexico 

5

José 
Ubago 

6 years 3 years rural 
Mexico; 
Chelan, 
WA; 
Mexico 

2nd or 3rd 

(unsure) 
Mexican No SHL I at 

MHS 
7

Ángela 
Villanueva 

4-5 
years 

2.5 
months 

Mexico 1st Mexican Yes Yes, in 
Mexico 
(1-8) 

3

Pancho 
Villegas 
 

12 
years 

6-7 
years 

El Carmen 
Jalisco, MX 
(2 years); 
Chicago (6 
years) 

2nd  Mexican  No Early 
schooling 
in 
Chicago 
in Spanish 

7

Emilio 
Zapata 

4 years 4 years San Luis 
Río 
Colorado, 
Sonora, 
Mexico 

3rd Mexican No In  
Mexico: 5 
years 

6
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Focal Student Profiles 
 

The following focal student profiles are provided so that the reader may reach a 

deeper understanding of whom the participating students in this study were, and how 

they were similar or different from other Spanish heritage language learners across 

the country. 

 

“Antonio” 

 Antonio was always very polite toward me. He was generally eager to talk with 

me, but was shy at times. Regardless, he seemed to be honest and open with me. He 

made me laugh because he had a tendency to be both polite and smart-alecky at the 

same time.  He goofed around with the rowdier males in class often.  At first he 

seemed to care about not disrupting the class too much, but later on he seemed to 

enjoy participating in the disruptive behavior. Mrs. Silva mentioned this tendency to 

me, saying that Antonio “loves to be the star”. 

 Antonio said that most of his family speaks English “pretty well”, but that there 

are members of his family who are monolingual Spanish speakers and others who are 

monolingual English speakers. He said that his younger sister, for example, 

understands but does not speak Spanish; this theme of increased English proficiency 

and decreased Spanish proficiency with younger siblings was a common one across 

the focal students.  

 Antonio primarily spoke English at school, but said that he uses Spanish with his 

Grandma and with his aunt, neither of whom know English. He tended to speak more 
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English than Spanish in class, and always spoke English with me.  He told me that he 

thinks in English, dreams in English, and is English dominant but wants to maintain 

his Spanish now and in the future and pass it down to the next generation. When 

asked if it was important for him to know Spanish, he stated; “Well, yeah, it is . . . 

when you’re like in my family unit, you’re Hispanic, you have to know Spanish. 

‘Cuz, like, um, you have fam, members who don’t speak Spanish and it’s like 

embarrassing asking your family, ‘What’s this word?’”. 

 Of speaking Spanish he said: “I feel kinda weird, ‘cuz I don’t speak it that well, or 

fluent.” He said that his own language is “Spanglish”, “like Spanish and English, you 

mix it up both together. We make up words, like ‘lonche’, that’s not really how you 

say it [lunch]”. Despite Antonio’s self-evaluation as not being fluent in Spanish, he 

recognized that his Spanish skills were more developed than those of the students in 

the foreign language Spanish class. When comparing the two courses, he said he is 

“more comfortable here [in the heritage language class], ‘cuz everyone speaks 

Spanish, and it’s not funny, you actually learn stuff”.  He also said about the course 

that “It’s a fun class. You learn languages and have fun at the same time. You debate 

in Spanish, you can talk, you can talk about anything you want, you know, when it 

comes up.” This was in obvious contrast with his experience in Texas in a Spanish 

foreign language class, where: “It was weird, and funny, too. ‘Cuz I was the only 

Mexican in there, and like, what’s it called? All they did was like numbers, and 

animals and stuff like that.  Animals and ABCs, it was really easy. . . the teacher 
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didn’t even speak it that well, either. She didn’t. So we all, I got mixed up on what to 

say and stuff”. 

 At the time of the study, Antonio had only been at MHS for 8 months. When 

asked for his impression of the school, he said it felt small, and old, but that “Here 

there’s a whole bunch of Mexicans, so you become friends quick”. He said about 

MHS that “It’s hard, but I like it, ‘cuz I have a lot of friends”. He said he feels 

welcomed, “’cuz there’s a lot of Hispanics here in Iowa, in [Midville]”. He had been 

forewarned by an uncle who had graduated from MHS the previous year that school 

was difficult in Midville: “He’s been in school in Texas, and say’s it’s a lot harder, it’ 

real hard [at MHS].” When asked if he liked MHS, he said: “I like this school, you 

know, ‘cuz they have, for people who don’t speak English real well, they have like 

classes and stuff”. During a later interview, however, he said about the administration 

that: “I think they’re messed up . . . I feel like they’re racist, and so does almost every 

Mexican in the school”, giving the example of a Mexican student who was unfairly 

accused of stealing something. At that time, he said about MHS that: “It’s helpful, 

like educational, but the teachers can do a better job, stop blamin’ people for what 

they didn’t do, start trustin’ people more”. 

 Antonio said that he likes his Spanish HL teacher, Mrs. Silva, because “she’s a 

good person, she’s nice”. When asked how he thinks Mrs. Silva feels about the 

students, he responded without hesitation: “Oh, I think she hates us . . . ‘cuz like, 

most of, some of the students don’t let her talk, and stuff. They’re always 

interrupting.” He said that the Spanish HL students like the class “because, you know, 
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it’s nothin’ but, like, Mexicans.  You know you’re with your own kind. Yeah, you get 

to speak it, know how each other feels, stuff like that”. He said that the course is “for 

someone who wants to know a little bit more Spanish but knows too much to be in 

Spanish I”. In other words, it doesn’t have to be for only the most fluent users of the 

language: as Antonio said of himself: “I speak more English in that class than 

anyone”, but he is not intimidated because: “I know people won’t laugh at me”. When 

asked if he would take the second year SHL course, he answered “yes”, without 

hesitation. 

 Antonio demonstrated a preference for spending time with bilingual friends over 

monolingual ones, and indicated that they tend to hang out together at school, 

separate from the more Spanish-dominant or English monolingual students. He said 

that people mix racially a little bit at MHS, but for the most part they stay in their 

groups. For him, it is easy to hang out with speakers of either language, because it is 

“easy to translate”. Antonio said that he felt comfortable to be himself at MHS; he 

also said about the Hispanics in Midville that “they usually stick to what they do, 

what they’re used to, what they like to do in Mexico and stuff, even the ones who’ve 

been here a long time”. 

 

“Karla” 

 Karla spoke both English and Spanish frequently. I sometimes heard her 

codeswitch, and she would sometimes trip over her words. She codeswitched often 

during our interviews. She was very involved at school: in art, DARE (an anti-drug 
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club), cross country, speech, soccer, and the talent show. Besides the communities 

that she belongs to in school, Karla was involved in a Bible study group and has 

gotten to be close friends with a group of girls and guys who are from the same 

region in Mexico and have celebrated various “quinceañeras” (sweet 15 birthday 

parties) together.  Karla celebrated her own quinceañera in Midville. 

 She was obviously interested in school and in developing her two languages, and 

said that she would like to obtain a scholarship to study at the university level to 

become an English teacher. She had an eye on her impending graduation and future 

education when she told me: “Porque yo, si, pues, me, la escuela casi acaba, en un 

año y medio digo, pues, voy a estar aquí, le tengo que echar todas las ganas, pues, va 

a ser año y medio, pues, cuando acabe, pues, quién sabe si me den un scholarship o 

no, y si no me la dan, va a ser four years wasted” (‘Because I, if, well, for me, 

school’s almost over, in a year and a half, I mean, well, I’m going to be here, I have 

to give it all I’ve got, well, it’s going to be a year and half, well, when it ends, well, 

who knows if they’ll give me a scholarship or not, and if they don’t give me one, it 

will be four years wasted’). 

 Karla typically paid attention in class, even to the announcements, which were 

read at the end of the second year bilingual SHL class period, and ignored by most 

students. She was always willing to talk with me, and even thanked me for my time.  

She was profusely apologetic when she couldn’t meet for some reason, or if she 

forgot one of our appointments, which happened twice. 
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Karla was born in the state of Jalisco in Mexico and lived there for the first two 

years of her life.  She then lived in California for a year before returning to Mexico 

for five years. They eventually moved back to the U.S. at eight years of age, moving 

to a very small town (approximately 1,000 people) outside of Midville, where they 

lived for less than a year before moving to Midville. She and her family have been in 

Midville for 7.5 years.  

 Karla’s paternal grandfather was the first in the family to come to the U.S. Her 

father stayed in Mexico until he was 17 and then would go back and forth between 

the U.S. and Mexico for work. He met Karla’s mom in Mexico. They eventually had 

three children: Karla and two sons who were 12 years old and 7 months old, 

respectively, at the time of this study. Karla’s parents were in the process of arranging 

their house in Mexico for their return, since they were “struggling” in the Midwestern 

U.S. due to the weather and the demands of work and home. Her family came to the 

U.S. partly for the schools, since they are “free here” and have a good reputation, but 

when Karla finishes, she thinks her entire family will end up back in Mexico. They 

also came to learn the language, as Karla says, in order to be one of the few in 

Mexico to know it well: “Quiero más bien por el idioma inglés porque hay gente que 

sí habla inglés pero, pero, no así como que te, que lo aprenden en México y yo lo vine 

a aprender aquí para tener influencias de aquí, y ya allá en México y pues ya sea una 

de las pocas que saben el ingles de aquí’ (“I want [to study here in the U.S.] pretty 

much for the English language because there are people that do speak English [in 

Mexico], but, but, not like this, like you, they learn it in Mexico and I came here to 
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learn it, to have the influence from here, and there in Mexico I’m probably one of the 

few who know English from here’). 

 Karla said that she speaks Spanish with her parents and almost exclusively English 

with her 12-year-old brother, who is more comfortable in English than in Spanish but 

sometimes uses a little Spanish with her. As for herself, Karla said that she is more 

comfortable in “Spanglish” than in either Spanish or English, and that it is easier for 

her to have bilingual rather than monolingual friends so that they understand her even 

if she mixes her two languages. She says: “When I’m by people who speak both 

languages, I feel that I can express myself better because if I don’t know it in Spanish, 

I’ll say it in English, or vice versa.  But then when I’m with people who can only 

speak one language I feel like I’m kind of limited”. She also feels like she can say 

more of what she wants to say at school and be who she wants to be (“instead of 

trying to be someone I’m not”), whereas at home she feels more limited and “blah”. 

She says she spends more time at school than at home, since her friends are there at 

school.  

 Karla said she likes having friends who are really into school, since that motivates 

her, but also enjoys having friends whose more relaxed attitude toward school can rub 

off on her. She doesn’t want to be lazy, however, since “you’re not going to be able to 

come to school again”. Her advice for other students at MHS is to “really really try 

right now, do everything they can, like study a lot, do a lot, ‘cuz their whole life 

depends on what they do right now”. She points out that she could drop out now and 

miss out on a good profession and “something for my family”, but doesn’t want to 
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drop out and “get married and be like ‘where am I gonna live?’, have a lot of 

problems, things like that”.  She said: “I would encourage them to learn the language, 

both languages, even another one if it’s possible, you know? And have them speak 

fluent in all the languages they want to learn. ‘Cuz I want them to succeed, you 

know? I want them to make the world better. I’m excited to see what I can do for my 

future . . . how my life will be”. She suggested that all students “just really, really 

concentrate”. 

 While Karla said she is able to stick to one language, she also stated that there are 

some things that she finds hard to say in English – for example, when an expression 

that she frequently uses in Spanish has another meaning in English. When asked if 

she is the same person in both of her languages, Karla said that she’s “crazier” in 

Spanish, that when she is “hyper”, it comes out in Spanish. For example, she said that 

she doesn’t know many jokes in English, and the ones she does know she hasn’t 

heard as often as she has heard the Spanish ones so it’s not the same kind of humor.  

Her humorous speech piece for the state competition was in English, but this was 

memorized and rehearsed. On the other hand, Karla said that she speaks more English 

when she is mad. She felt that she has “missed a lot of Spanish stuff”, since she 

missed out on middle school in Mexico, that when she goes back and hears them 

talking, she hears their accent and wants to talk like them.      

 Karla told me that she likes having people in her life (i.e. her parents, family in 

Mexico) who only speak Spanish, and she wants to be able to speak it like her 

relatives in Mexico do, to have it flow and be without any English influence in 
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pronunciation, to speak ‘with the Mexican accent’ instead of the accent of a U.S. 

bilingual: 

Porque a veces quiero hablarlo como ellos hablan español, así más rápido y 
diciéndolo bien. Y no puedo.  Pero ya cuando ya escucho mucho hablándose 
español, ya, ya lo hablo así, con el acento mexicano.  Y ahorita cuando que, 
que lo hablo así, con el acento que habla inglés-español, así como la 
pronunciación es diferente todavía. 
 
(Because sometimes I want to speak it like they speak Spanish, faster and 
saying it well, like this.  And I can’t.  But then when I hear people speaking 
Spanish a lot, then, then I do speak it like that, with the Mexican accent. And 
right now, when, when I speak it like this, with the accent of an English-
Spanish bilingual, like the pronunciation is still different). 
 

Karla said that what she needs to do to become very proficient in both languages is 

to practice speaking “a lot, a lot” in both. She said that she sometimes stutters (in both 

languages), and that monolinguals don’t tend to do this, and that it is looked down 

upon. 

 An interesting note about Karla is that she was the only focal students to indicate a 

range when ranking her own language proficiency on the bilingual continuum, instead 

of choosing one number. That range included the central “mythical” bilingual and one 

spot over to each side (onto the English and Spanish dominant sides, respectively). 

She said that she chose this range because there are some things she can do in English 

but not in Spanish, and vice versa.  She intuitively understood Valdés’ “mythical 

bilingual” concept, without it having been explained to her. 

 Karla started school in the U.S. at the very end of 3rd grade. She remembered one 

girl not welcoming her, but the rest treating her well, trying to help her, and wanting 

to help her out. She recalled there being a total of about five Spanish speakers (out of 
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about 20 total students) the following year in her 4th grade class.  She hadn’t learned 

any English before coming to Midville, but could speak and was literate in Spanish. 

Her mother had taught her to read, write and add in Spanish before she started school 

in Mexico; she says the teachers said she was the only one who entered school that 

year already knowing how to add. 

 Karla said that compared to when she came to Midville 7.5 years ago, the town has 

grown and there are many more Hispanics because word spreads that this is a good 

place to live, and they stay here and have families. She doesn’t consider herself to be 

from there, however: when asked where she is from, Karla says she is “Mexicana, 

from México”. 

 Karla explained to me that she uses more Spanish than English at home, but more 

English than Spanish at school. She had both Mexican and American friends at 

school, and said it was “cool” to be bilingual, since it allows you to have more friends 

and communicate with more people. She said she uses Spanish at school primarily in 

Spanish class, and sometimes with her friends or Mrs. Smith (a pseudonym for the 

teacher of the Spanish-dominant heritage language class, for recently arrived 

immigrants) or the other bilingual teacher aides at the school. Karla took Spanish 

Grammar I two years ago with Mrs. Smith and is back after a year’s break. She took a 

break for one year because she had to take other classes in the time slot when SG II 

was offered.  She said that she liked the way Mrs. Smith taught Spanish Grammar I, 

even though she was stricter than Mrs. Silva. 



97

Karla stated that she feels welcomed at Midville High School: “Me siento 

welcomed, porque pues hay mucha gente de, también, de, de esta misma raza. Hay 

muchas, y pues hay gente que, que no les importa juntarse con, con otras razas.  Y 

ésta es lo que me gusta aquí, que todos convivan, que no vean las diferencias, que se 

lleven bien” (‘I feel welcomed, because, well, there are a lot of people of, also, of, of 

the same race. There are a lot of them, and well, there are people who, who don’t 

mind being with, with other races.  And that’s what I like here, that everyone 

coexists, that they don’t see the differences, that they get along well’). In her first 

U.S. school, in a small town just outside Midville, there were not as many Mexicans, 

but because there were so few, she feels that they treated each other well and she 

made friends quickly. Now, Karla says that she and her friends get excited about new 

students from Mexico, that they feel a sort of unity and shared pride. She says there 

are a lot of different attitudes toward Spanish speakers at the school, from dislike or 

disinterest to friendliness or a desire to learn the language. 

 Karla says that she really wanted to fit in at Middle School, but that now she is in 

high school, she wants to be comfortable and is not trying to impress anyone; if she 

has time to look nice, she will, but if not she says “whatever”, and will come to 

school with an inside-out sweatshirt on. She mentioned to me that she hopes her 

future children are active in school, too, but wants them to get involved in a lot of 

things early on and then focus on one thing later.  During the time that I was at MHS, 

Karla had artwork in a statewide competition and went to the state speech contest. 
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Just before the contest, her Spanish Grammar teacher let her practice her memorized 

speech (which was in English) in front of the class.  

 Karla said that Spanish Grammar is neither her favorite nor her least favorite class, 

and she that she liked Spanish Grammar I better than II because it was more fun and 

easier; in second year they are expected to know a lot more, and “have to know more 

or less how to write”.  She says the teacher puts a lot of effort into teaching, likes to 

teach and also wants to learn, and is a good teacher even though she often makes 

mistakes. 

 Before taking Spanish Grammar I, Karla wasn’t studying Spanish at all.  When she 

signed up for the class, she expected to learn how to write it better (orthography, 

spelling, grammar).  She originally wanted to take German, but then they didn’t offer 

it three years ago (when she was a freshman) because MHS lost its teacher 

temporarily. Now, she said she feels it is too late to start studying German. At first 

she thought ‘Why should I take Spanish Grammar if I already know Spanish?’, but 

decided she could improve her Spanish by taking the class. She wanted to be able to 

speak and write Spanish correctly, and feels that she has been learning that. 

 Karla said her main goal in taking Spanish as a heritage language is to “perfect” 

her Spanish: speaking, writing, and reading it. She is also intent on learning English 

well, so that she can get a job using both languages. For her, speaking each language 

without the other accent interfering is important, and she wants people to say about 

her Spanish that she was able to keep it despite living in the U.S. for a while; she 

wants them to say “Oh she was living in a place where they speak English and she 
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able to keep her Spanish”.  She wants people to understand what she is saying in both 

languages, and to be able to express whatever it is she wants to say. She also wants to 

be able to translate well. Right now, she feels like she trips over her words 

sometimes, in both languages: “Hay veces que sí no sé lo que quiero.  Así como, yo: 

‘¿Cómo se dice esta palabra en i, en español? [risa], o a veces sé lo que quiero decir 

pero no sé ni la palabra en español, ni en inglés” (‘Yes, there are times when I don’t 

know what I want. I’m like: ‘How do you say this word in E[starts to say ‘English’], 

in Spanish? [laugh], or sometimes I know what I want to say but I don’t know the 

word in Spanish or in English’). For this reason, Karla said she prefers to have 

bilingual, as opposed to monolingual, friends: “Pues, es más fácil para mí que hablen 

los dos idiomas . . . porque así si no sé algo, digo, lo digo en el otro idioma y pues, sí 

me entienden de todos modos” (‘Well, it’s easier for me when they speak the two 

languages . . . because that way, if I don’t know something, I say, I say it in the other 

language and well, they understand me regardless’). 

Karla felt that she was in the appropriate Spanish class for her, since the HL 

students already know the basics and are advanced language learners; they “know 

what they’re talking about”, whereas the foreign language learners wouldn’t have any 

idea what they’re talking about and would be confused if they were all in the same 

class, which would cause problems. She thinks that the students in her class have 

varied skills in terms of what they know in Spanish, but that they’re at more or less 

the same level. She pointed out to me that the ones who’ve been here for a few years 

didn’t have any Spanish in middle school, so they might have been at a slight 



100

disadvantage, but they learn regardless. She felt that her abilities are above average, 

compared to the other students in that class. She had noticed that some of them have a 

hard time reading and pronouncing the words correctly.  

 Karla felt that she had improved her Spanish since studying it in high school, and 

said that there were things that she used to say incorrectly, or didn’t know, but has 

since corrected or learned. She also said that she has realized that sometimes her 

parents don’t say things correctly.  Her focus on being correct carried over into our 

interviews; she was the only focal student who would ask for feedback on her Spanish 

as she was speaking it (for example, asking if she was using the correct word, as 

happened with the word “nivel”/’level’, or self-correcting or doubting her own verb 

conjugations, as happened with the verb form “dijeron”/’they said’, which is an 

irregular verb form). Her father only finished 3rd or 4th grade in Mexico, she thought, 

but her mom finished more school than her dad (but didn’t finish it all) and still does 

educational programs in Spanish to learn more. Karla said that her parents were glad 

that she was taking Spanish at school, and would like for her to be an English teacher.  

 Karla said that she learns from the teacher, and also from the students in her 

Spanish class. In her opinion, the students contribute by sharing different vocabulary 

for the same idea, and “there’s always someone who knows it’s not said that way” 

when the teacher makes a mistake. She also thought that the Spanish teacher could 

improve her Spanish a little: for example, instead of saying “Estoy en el baño” (‘I’m 

in the bathroom’), Karla thought she should say “Voy a estar en el baño” (‘I’m going 

to be in the bathroom’) before leaving for a break. Karla said she is afraid that she 
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will learn incorrect Spanish from her current teacher if she doesn’t fix those small 

mistakes. For this reason, she though that maybe she would prefer a native Spanish 

speaker as a teacher, if given a choice. 

 Karla said that she learns about language and culture, as well, in the HL class. She 

mentioned that they have little celebrations for different cultural events like Carnaval 

(Carnival), el Diez y Seis de Septiembre (the Mexican Independence Day), and el Día 

de los Muertos (the Day of the Dead / All Souls’ Day). She said that the teacher asks 

them about their own experiences and talks about her culture, too. She expressed a 

desire to learn more history in her Spanish class, and to be drilled more on verb 

conjugations and memorization to “really get them stuck in her head”. 

 Karla got frustrated with those classmates who didn’t try to do well in Spanish 

class, or in school in general; she wished they would just put forth some effort for 

once and study instead of making fun of the teacher. She said they knew when it was 

appropriate or not to laugh in class, and that they should be more respectful toward 

the teacher and each other. She said that the second year was better than the first, 

because some of the problematic students were gone, and because now they laugh in 

a good way, at the appropriate things. In general, she felt that her Spanish class was a 

comfortable place where people could be themselves and use their current, imperfect 

knowledge of Spanish without being laughed at. 

 Karla said that the Spanish class was fun, and that you learn a lot if you want to 

learn and you make an effort; if not, she says, you won’t learn anything. She said that 

she is grateful to have the opportunity to study for free and not have to wait until 
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college to study Spanish at this level. Eventually, Karla would like to be a high school 

English teacher in Mexico. She hopes to earn a scholarship to college here in the U.S. 

and then later return to Mexico to find work there. If she doesn’t obtain a scholarship 

to a U.S. school, she’ll go after one in Mexico. She would like to keep learning more 

Spanish, if given the opportunity to do so (i.e. in the university). She says that 

education is “something that you have to have, because if you don’t have it you’re not 

going to be successful. It’s just like a really big part of your life that you have to do to 

succeed”.  She feels that MHS is doing a good job of educating her, and feels she is 

being prepared to succeed. 

 

“Adamari” 

 Adamari took school seriously and transferred out of 7th hour SHL I because she 

thought they were too rowdy, but found 3rd hour to be just as bad or worse.  She was 

always very willing to talk with me, and provided a lot of information in each 

interview. She even came to find me one afternoon, when I was late to our interview 

because I was in the gym giving blood for a blood drive! She was generally very 

polite toward everyone: toward me, her teachers, and other students. She seemed to 

be very comfortable in both languages and appeared to not have trouble separating 

the two; during my time at Midville High, I never heard her codeswitch. 

 Adamari was born in the state of Tamaulipas in Mexico, where she lived for four 

years. She attended kindergarten there, and during that time she became literate in 

Spanish. She credited both home and school for her literacy skills: “Well, basically 
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kindergarten, and then my mom and my other brothers and sisters helped me, too.”  

At the time of the study, she had been in the U.S. for 10 years, 6 of which have been 

in Midville. Before moving to Midville, she had lived in south Texas and attended a 

school, starting in first grade, where the majority of the students and teachers were 

Spanish-English bilinguals. Instruction was provided in both languages, based on an 

informal survey of which language students preferred (as opposed to being enrolled in 

a formal bilingual education program), but classroom texts and materials were in 

English. She had had, and continued to have, access to books in Spanish at home. 

 During the first few years in Midville, Adamari said that she and her family lived 

in a trailer court “with everybody Hispanic all around” before moving to the house 

where they live now. She said that Spanish was her first language and that it was 

“kind of hard” to learn English, but then when she started to learn English well, once 

she came to Midville, “I didn’t talk Spanish that much, and then sometimes I 

confused the words and sometimes I didn’t know how to translate that well”. She 

thought it was good that she knows Spanish, since a lot of Hispanics have moved to 

Midville who don’t know English. She liked knowing both Spanish and English so 

that she can translate for people who only know one of the languages. She said that 

she translates frequently for her mom’s friends, who call her mom and ask “can I 

borrow your daughter? I need her to go translate.” Usually, she said, they need her to 

translate at the health clinic, at the dentist, or at court. Often, Adamari said, her 

mom’s friends have children, too, but that they only know English, even though some 

of them were born in Mexico. Adamari’s nephew is in a similar situation. He is only a 
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couple of years younger than her, was born in Mexico like her, but “really doesn’t 

know Spanish now”.  She viewed her fully bilingual status as “a big advantage” over 

her nephew’s limited bilingualism. 

 Adamari said that she has always used Spanish at home. At the time of the study, 

she lived with her immediate family (her parents, brothers and sisters) and interacted 

frequently with their upstairs landlords, who were “kind of like family” and who only 

speak Spanish. Her family all started to learn English at the same time, but “some 

learned faster than others” and others all but gave up on learning English; 

consequently, Adamari said her parents still speak primarily Spanish, as do the oldest 

siblings. She said that the siblings who were younger on arrival in the U.S. speak 

more and more English, culminating with Adamari, the youngest, who is capable of 

using both languages well and separates them according to context, preferring to use 

Spanish at home and English at school and with friends. The sister who is closest to 

Adamari was 18 at the time of the study and knew English “very well”, but still had 

“an accent”. Of the brother above her, who was 22, Adamari said he “can read and 

write and everything, but he has a big accent”. Adamari’s four siblings all went 

through Midville High School; two of them were enrolled in college and one had 

graduated from community college at the time of the study. 

 Adamari says that if she uses English around her parents, they don’t understand 

and want her to tell them in Spanish what she is saying.  She says she and her nephew 

sometimes use English around them when they don’t want them to know what they’re 

talking about, and that she infrequently uses Spanish for the same purpose around 
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English monolinguals, but says “not a lot of times, ‘cuz I know how it feels, you 

know?, when you don’t know what they’re talking and you think they’re talking 

something bad”. Adamari has a brother and sister-in-law who were learning English 

and wanted her to speak to them only in English. She said she liked the fact that they 

were such eager learners; they were always asking her how to say things in English, 

and she admired that tenacity. She said that their daughter, who had only been here 

less than a year, was learning so fast that she was “forgetting her Spanish already”.  

 Adamari said she has a few friends who only speak Spanish, but that she doesn’t 

talk with them much. She said she finds it difficult to be restricted to only Spanish; 

once when she met a guy she was interested in who only spoke Spanish, she was 

frustrated that she couldn’t use both Spanish and English to joke around with him and 

get to know him. She says:  

I’ve gotten so used to English, and it’s up to a point in English that I feel a lot 
more comfortable, you know, speaking a lot of English, and sometimes I joke 
around and I can joke more in English than I can in Spanish.  In Spanish I 
have to be all serious, I have to say the exact same things or they’ll make fun 
of me.  It’s not that I speak it bad; it’s just that I don’t talk it much, a lot a lot.  
I do speak it, though. 
 

According to Adamari, “most of my friends, they’re like ‘I don’t know Spanish’, 

they really don’t get it, but when they go to Spanish then they’re like ‘Oh, I think I do 

understand’.” She said “Even if you just speak it, you could get it” in the Spanish 

heritage language class at Midville High. Adamari seemed to be especially motivated 

to learn, in all of her classes. In my experiences observing her in Spanish class and 

shadowing her throughout her school day, she was a very active learner and unusually 

respectful toward her teachers. She said that she liked Spanish Grammar class 
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because she had always wanted to know the written accentuation rules: “I always 

wanted to know about the acentos, because I was always wondering, I always wanted 

to learn this or that, because I do know how to write and read and everything, but I 

wanted to learn more. I was actually happy to have that class”. 

 Adamari said that, when the high school counselors came to the Middle School to 

talk about registering for classes, she was surprised that they offered Spanish; she 

thought they would only have French or German and thought: “I think I could learn 

French better than German”.  She said:” I was making plans already [to take French 

or German]. But then, ‘Oh wait, they have Spanish class’, and I’m like ‘I want to go 

to Spanish class’, and they were telling us about the different ones, like the starters 

[foreign language] and the more advanced [heritage language], and I’m like ‘I don’t 

think I want to re-learn’.” 

 She says she thought she’d be bored in a beginner class; even if it would be an 

easy “A”, it would have been too easy and boring for her and her friends. Like the 

other focal students, Adamari chose the Spanish Grammar class on her own, without 

consulting her parents: “No, I just decided; my mom didn’t say anything about it”. 

She and others said that they filled out their registration sheets without consulting 

their parents. Compared to her other classes,  Adamari said that Spanish is “easy”, but 

it is “a little challenging” compared to what she expected when she signed up for it. 

 Adamari was frustrated in her Spanish heritage language class by the students who 

“act really dumb sometimes” and “play with” the teacher, or “are there to just make 

fun of this, or make fun of that, or they look at it as their free period”. She believed 
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that they act like they know less than they do, just to get the teacher off task. She 

mentioned during our first interview that she would be happier if those students (the 

guys, especially) were separated, and the teacher eventually did just that. The new 

seating arrangement obviously had the eager learners like Adamari in the front, with 

the more rambunctious students (all male, with the exception of one female) in the 

back and at least one empty desk between each student. Previously, the students had 

been seated in two sets of two rows each, facing each other (into the middle of the 

classroom). Adamari said that discipline was a big problem in the class, that it had 

been bad last semester “but now it’s kind of worse”.   It was interesting when 

Adamari responded that she belongs to the ‘wants to learn community’ when I asked 

her if she belonged to any ‘communities’ at school. She mentions that people have 

called her an “overachiever”, “good girl”, and “smart girl” for wanting to learn at 

school.  

 The ideal class for Adamari would involve better behaved, more mature students 

who could “have a good discussion”, like the day they talked about the following 

questions from their textbook [translated from Spanish]: ‘Why is it so important that a 

woman get married and not remain an old maid?’, ‘What’s wrong with not getting 

married?’, and ‘What’s good about not getting married?’. Adamari says the class was 

“getting into it and everything, but they’re just so immature, too. They were joking 

around like ‘I don’t think they could stay alone, because women need men’ [laugh]; I 

was like ‘I think it’s the other way around’”. Adamari liked the textbook that they’re 

using (Teschner & Valdés’ Español Escrito:  Curso para Hispanohablantes Bilingües,
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5th ed.) because, in her opinion, the authors have tried to make the topics relevant to 

the bilingual U.S. students’ lives. 

 Adamari mentioned that, while the teacher sometimes makes mistakes in Spanish 

class, it doesn’t bother her, since she and the other students know and will point it 

out; she said that “everybody” will say “Hey, that’s wrong!”, so she doesn’t worry 

about learning incorrect things in that class. When asked if she would prefer a native 

over a non-native Spanish instructor, Adamari replied: 

In a way it would be yes because they know more, they would know more and 
they wouldn’t need to be corrected or whatever.  But in a way it’s really fun 
because Mrs. Silva, in a way she’s still learning even though she’s the teacher.  
It’s kind of good for her and for us, and I think that’s better than just know 
everything and then get tired of it. 

 

Adamari said Mrs. Silva would look something up if she didn’t know it and that she 

went to great lengths to make sure that the students understood the material and know 

what they will be tested on, as well. 

 Adamari said she would give her teacher “between a B+ and A-“, if she could give 

her a grade. She said: 

 I like how she teaches and everything but she has to like, sometimes put her 
foot down or something to the guys, mostly the guys and not be so like ‘Oh, 
whatever’, but do something more. Like she always, when she can’t, she 
doesn’t take it any more, she puts detention up there [on the board] or 
whatever. And it should be more like that, or something that will keep 
everybody quiet, because that’s the thing she has the most trouble with. 

 

Despite the problems associated with her Spanish class, Adamari said that it has 

been useful to her: she said she has learned about the history of the language and of 

Mexico, in addition to learning accentuation rules and new vocabulary. She would 
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improve the class by having more reading aloud, for all of the students. She said she 

likes taking class with other bilingual students, as opposed to taking it with the 

English or Spanish dominant sections, who experience Spanish class more as foreign 

language or first language class, respectively, than do the more bilingual students. If 

she were in foreign language Spanish, she said:  

I mean, if we had people that didn’t know that well Spanish, we’d be like 
‘duh’, or something. But if we had those other kids that barely came (to the 
U.S.), they’d be into more harder stuff or more, you know, advanced, and 
we’d be like ‘What are they talking about?’. So I think it’s good that we’re 
kind of leveled out, even though some people are always smarter than others. 

 

Adamari said that for her, being bilingual means that you know two languages; “you 

know your own and then one you learned”.  For Adamari, “her” language is Spanish, 

and the one she “learned” is English. She thinks that to be “bilingual” a person should 

be able to read, write, and speak the two languages “pretty much” equally well, and 

“if you don’t know how to write, and you speak it but don’t read or write it, that 

doesn’t seem right”. 

 Adamari liked the group work that they did in Spanish class, and the games that 

they played.  She said that she often learns cultural things in class that she then tells to 

her mom, who then shares what she knows about that topic. Adamari respected her 

Spanish teacher for being trilingual and for always learning more. When asked how 

she thinks the teacher feels about her, Adamari said that Mrs. Silva mentioned during 

conferences that she liked having a student like Adamari in the class. She also 

imagines that Mrs. Silva likes it that she learns what is being taught, pays attention, 

and has “good” Spanish. 
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Adamari identified herself as “Mexican” on her demographic questionnaire; when 

asked if she preferred “Mexican” or “Mexican-American” in an interview, she again 

chose “Mexican”.  She said that she’s glad people can tell that she’s Mexican and 

assume that she is a Spanish-speaker when they meet her. She stated that, when 

people speak to her in Spanish, she thinks in English a lot of the time and translates 

into Spanish, which is difficult because of their different syntaxes.  She said that 

English has gotten easier than Spanish to speak, over the years, since she is “in school 

most of the time” and uses English in all but her Spanish class. She also uses “mostly 

English” with her friends. She felt that she had learned more Spanish since she had 

been studying it in school, and she could use what she learns in there without having 

to think too much about it (i.e. translating it from English). 

 Adamari thought that the Spanish that she was learning in class was helpful 

outside of class, yet different from her own Spanish. She said that she has learned a 

lot of “proper” vocabulary that she now recognizes in the conversations around her at 

home – words that she previously didn’t understand – and that she’ll say to herself: 

“Oh yeah, I learned that in Spanish.”  Although Adamari said that the Spanish she 

hears in class is similar to the Spanish she hears others at home use, it is not very 

similar to the Spanish that she uses. Hers is not so “proper”, she claimed. She 

believed that being bilingual would eventually help her get a good job, and was 

thinking about translating for people going through immigration paperwork. She said 

she would like to learn how to translate better in her Spanish class, since she 

envisioned herself working as a translator or interpreter someday, and used those 
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skills regularly now: for example, she had gone with friends of her parents to translate 

at different agencies, and translates mail for her parents. 

 When asked about the home-school connection, Adamari said that one of her 

teachers asks about her siblings often, making her feel that she cares about Adamari 

as an individual.  Also, she emphasized that “my mom and dad concentrate more on 

how I behave than on my grades. Like if we come to conferences and ‘oh, she’s 

behaving’, that’s all my mom wants to know. They’re like ‘Do you have any 

questions?’, and they’re like ‘Well, as long as she behaves’. At home, too.” Adamari 

said she was planning on going to college, and knew that “you need two years of the 

same foreign language for college”. She wished that her parents would give her more 

guidance, rather than just support her in “whatever career” she chooses.  

 When asked what “education” means to her, Adamari said that it is “teaching you 

the facts, first of all, how correct it is, and like something you learn it, and you don’t 

forget. You use it, you know?”. She said she was not sure whether they were doing 

that at MHS, since she doesn’t know what she will be doing in the future for a career. 

She also mentioned that teachers should be “teaching, of course, first of all, but not 

only teaching; also talking, a conversation, a normal person-to-person conversation”.  

When asked if this happens at MHS, Adamari said: “Sometimes, but not all the time, 

and I think that’s good because sometimes you only ask teachers for the homework, 

or the question”. 

 Adamari was pessimistic about raising bilingual children in the U.S.; when asked 

if she thinks her own children will learn Spanish, she said: “If I live here, they 
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probably won’t. Because they do teach you Spanish in high school, but I mean 

fundamentals are in kindergarten”. When asked how she’d like to see her own 

children’s education be the same or different from her own, she said: “I would want it 

to be even more evened out, because it’s hard to have more language than another.  I 

want them to learn more Spanish, you know. I think that would be it, to even it out 

more; I’d like for them to learn both languages”.  She also said: “I want to stay here. I 

don’t think I’d want to go back to Mexico . . . I’ve spent all, a lot of my life now here, 

you know, and also people from Mexico are coming over here, you know? And 

people that have been here, maybe that’s their purpose, to help the people who are 

coming from Mexico”. 

 This goal of using the heritage language to help others acculturate, especially via 

language translation, was a prominent one expressed across the focal students in this 

study. 

 

“Verónica” 

 Verónica struck me as extremely organized, responsible, and articulate.  For 

example, she filled out her language use forms in much greater detail than anyone 

else, and often she remembered to ask me to sign her passport (to leave class to come 

talk with me) before I even thought to bring it up. She was usually very open and 

willing to chat with me, but usually only if I initiated the interactions. She understood 

English perfectly, but was more comfortable answering in Spanish.  She rarely 
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codeswitched when she talked with me, and it didn’t seem like she mixed the two 

languages much when talking with her friends in class.  

 Verónica lived in Oaxaca, Mexico with her grandmother for the first nine years of 

her life, while her parents got themselves established as shop owners in the United 

States. Then she came to Midville and started school at 9 1/2.  Her aunt was the first 

to come to the U.S.; she went first to Alaska, then California, then the state where 

Midville is located – and Verónica’s parents then joined her in Midville. 

 At the time of the study, Verónica had her parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and 

cousins in Midville, and she used Spanish with all of those family members 

(including two who were younger than her, ages 14 and 4, whereas the pattern with 

the other focal students was to use more English with the younger siblings), but she 

used English also with one who was 8 and was born in California. She used only 

Spanish with her parents, and with her grandparents – who lived in Mexico. She said 

that she is the only child between her mother and father, but lived with her mother, 

step-father, and their four children, and that she was the oldest of those five children. 

She thought that her mother finished through approximately 8th grade in Mexico, and 

that her father had finished through 6th grade. She said that her mom and step-dad 

help her with her Spanish homework, and often point out the teacher’s mistakes. They 

give her advice on schooling and encourage her to study hard so that she can get a 

good job. 

 Verónica said that she started learning English when she moved to Midville, via 

her ESL classes and with the help of a friend who was one year older than her and 
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spoke both Spanish and English. She said that she likes being bilingual and that 

knowing Spanish is important because your native language is “your life”. She 

mentioned that she likes talking Spanish with other Spanish speakers, since they are 

learning more advanced things than the foreign language learners, and they get along 

better since they speak the same two languages and they have known each other since 

middle school. Verónica said that Spanish is her first and dominant language.  On 

Valdés’ bilingual continuum, she located herself as number 4 of 13, which is on the 

side that I had designated as Spanish dominant, 3 over from the center (the 

“balanced” or “mythical” bilingual). She said that reading in English is hard for her, 

and that although she understands her classes that are in English, she can’t explain the 

information to others well. She says she thinks and talks to herself in Spanish. 

 When Verónica heard about the Spanish class for bilinguals at MHS, she was 

excited because “in Spanish we have so many traditions”, and they do “so much fun 

stuff” in her Spanish class.  She thought that the Spanish in class was “mostly 

similar” to what she hears and uses outside of class, and that she was learning new 

things that might be helpful to her, giving the example of learning the meaning of 

different Spanish suffixes. She planned to teach English at the elementary school or 

junior high school level, and wanted to “get them to know a little bit of Spanish”, too.  

She envisioned herself teaching children who would be learning Spanish as a foreign 

language, or teaching English to Spanish speakers. She said that she wants her own 

children to speak both Spanish and English. 
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Verónica’s goals for her Spanish learning were to learn to write much better and 

use Spanish in her work, “to help other people who don’t know how to speak 

English”. She noted that she would like to do more translation work in class; most of 

the focal students mentioned that they eventually wanted to be translators, so a logical 

consequence might be the practice of more interpretation in class. 

 At school, Verónica said that she feels “sometimes alone and sometimes OK”, 

depending on whether she has someone to talk to or not. She said that often this 

depends on the ratio of “americanos” and “mexicanos” in a class; with her, she said, 

if there are a lot of Spanish speakers, they can’t get her to be quiet, but if there are 

mostly English speakers, she is very shy.  

 Verónica said that the school is very integrated, but that it is usually up to the 

minority students to make the effort to interact with the white students: “if not, they 

don’t pay you any attention”. At home she said she is very shy and feels like a 

different person, since she can be so outgoing at school. She mentioned that she 

generally looks for Spanish speakers to sit with when she goes to a new class, because 

it makes her feel more comfortable. She stated that, when she is in a situation where 

she has to speak only English, she gets nervous and has to concentrate on speaking 

correctly.  

 Verónica saw her Spanish HL class as a haven “where they give you a break to 

speak your personal language” and where “mostly that entire whole class have been 

knowing since like two years or three years, since we were in middle school”. When 

asked about the SHL class, she said: “It’s great, ‘cuz, like, you know mostly in school 
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you have to learn to talk English?  And it’s kinda cool having another Eng, um, just 

like another language – talking and learning it”. She said she feels comfortable 

speaking and reading in front of her Spanish classmates, since they know each other 

and there is no reason to feel nervous around one another. 

 Verónica told me that she didn’t like school in Midville at first, because she felt 

that people looked at her strangely; it took about one year for her to feel comfortable 

there. She says that there are now a lot of Mexicans in Midville, that many people say 

they’re already the majority at school. She also says that “they’re gaining on the 

Americans”, that in five years there might be more “mexicanos” than “americanos” in 

town. She said: “ésta es una escuela muy bien porque aquí dicen que, creo que ésta ya 

tiene como 52, 51% de varias personas, y ya hay casi como 49% de puros amerianos, 

creo que nos estamos ganando, y esto está bien.  Esta escuela es muy educada, 

respetan a todos” (‘this is a very good school because they say that this one [the high 

school] now has something like 52, 51% variety of people, and there’s now 

something like 49% pure Americans [White students]. I think we’re catching up, and 

that’s good. This is a well-mannered school, people respect everyone’).  

 Verónica said that the Mexicans come to Midville because it is very calm and 

quiet.  Her parents came to open a store; it was a restaurant first, and then a clothing 

store. Now that Verónica was used to Midville, she thought she might stay and go to 

the local university after high school.  

 Verónica had friends who spoke only Spanish or only English, as well as bilingual 

friends, at MHS. She said that they don’t talk about school much, but she thought that 
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they probably liked it at MHS. She expressed the belief that people can be free to 

keep their own culture at school or to join a new group. Verónica defined being 

educated as “respecting others and working at your studies in order to get a good 

job”. She felt that she was getting a good education at MHS, that the school really 

helps people get ahead, that the teachers help the students by giving them advice, and 

that it is easy to make friends quickly. She mentioned that she felt that she was really 

learning there, especially when she looked at papers that she had written in the past 

compared to her present skills; and saw a difference over the years.  

 One thing that Verónica said she does not like at MHS is that the “American” 

students always get picked for sports in gym class, over the Hispanic or Laotian 

students. That made Verónica mad, because she saw that as reflecting the belief that 

the minority students can’t do as well as the mainstream students at sports. She also 

wished that there were more Spanish classes, smaller classes, and more Spanish 

speakers, especially males.  

 Verónica said that the school administrators punish the students a lot, sometimes 

even for things they didn’t do. She said sometimes it seems that they accuse the 

“mexicanos” of wrongdoing more often than they accuse the “americanos”. She also 

feels that some of the teachers prefer English-speaking “American” students to 

Spanish speakers/bilinguals from Mexico, but other teachers think that being 

bilingual is a good thing. Verónica mentioned, as did others, that sometimes non-

English languages are looked down upon at school because people who don’t 

understand them feel they’re being talked about behind their backs. She said she feels 
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that it would be better to have more Spanish-speaking faculty – for example, 

counselors – because it would be easier to explain things to them in Spanish and she 

would trust them more. 

 When asked if the “mexicanos” ever become “americanos” in Midville, Verónica 

said that it doesn’t matter how long you live in the U.S.; if your parents are Mexican, 

then you are, too: “although you live here, it doesn’t matter because you come here 

just to study and everything – it doesn’t make you American”. She pointed out that 

most people assume the Hispanic students at MHS are Mexican, but they aren’t all 

from Mexico; there are students from Guatemala, Venezuela, and El Salvador, as 

well. 

 Verónica was athletic, and was out for track and soccer. She had one Spanish-

speaking friend in track, who subsequently quit – which made Verónica feel bad. For 

the year of the study, she said that there were three. Verónica said that her friends at 

school are the same people she hangs out with outside of school, and they speak 

mostly Spanish amongst themselves. She felt proud of Mexicans who succeed at 

school, and thought that most people felt that way – that it is a good thing to do well 

in school. She saw education as something that teachers do, “helping you out in the 

future, and helping you with what you want to become”.  

 Verónica said she thinks it is “very cool” (“muy padre”) being bilingual, because 

only knowing one language would limit the number of people you could 

communicate with. Her definition of being bilingual included being able to write and 

speak the two languages more or less equally well. She said that she is “almost not” 



119

bilingual, since she has problems writing in both of her languages. She mentioned 

that she likes being in Spanish class with a bilingual  (trilingual) teacher and other 

bilingual students, since they have two languages in common for communicating.  

When Verónica signed up for Spanish Grammar (SHL), she said that she expected to 

have a non-native speaker as a teacher who wouldn’t know much Spanish and was 

surprised to instead have Mrs. Smith for the first year, who is a native speaker from 

Colombia and currently teaching the heritage class for the recent immigrants. She 

also expected the class to be easy, which it turned out not to be.  

 Verónica said that she has a good relationship with Mrs. Smith, her first Spanish 

teacher at MHS.  She told me that she shares personal information with Mrs. Smith, 

and gets advice from her. She felt that a lot of students really like Mrs. Smith. In 

general, she thought that MHS is a place where everyone is respected. 

 Verónica said that she likes her Spanish class because they learn about Mexico and 

other countries, get to know other Spanish speakers, learn Spanish grammar, have a 

break from English, and celebrate some cultural festivals. She said that she almost 

couldn’t write in Spanish at all when she started the heritage language series, but has 

since improved.  She felt that she had been losing her Spanish grammar before taking 

the heritage language class, and that she had gotten lazy – especially regarding the 

practice of writing in Spanish.  For example, if her parents asked her to write 

something, she would try but not be able. She said that she wrote exclusively in 

English until taking this class, but now she feels like there is not much she can’t do 

when she writes. She evaluated the Spanish class as helpful, because they were 
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teaching her what she can teach later on, when she is a teacher in her own classroom 

and the parent of bilingual children. 

 

“María” 

 María was bubbly, outgoing, generally happy, and seemed to have a lot of friends.  

She was always laughing, smiling, and chatting in Spanish class.  She used both 

languages and codeswitched a lot.  For her, both inter- and intra-sentence switches 

were very common.  Since she codeswitched words that I know are part of her active 

vocabulary, her codeswitching was obviously not due to a lack of vocabulary in either 

language.  She switched back and forth unconsciously, it seemed, instead of stopping 

and searching for words to use.  The following quote illustrates María’s typical 

speech style: 

Pues, en México siempre, pues, hablamos español.  Y luego llegúe aquí en los 
Estados Unidos. Y luego, el segundo, tercero, cuarto, quinto, sexto, aquí a la 
high school, cuando me, cuando dijeron que hay una clase en español. 
Entonces dije, ‘pues, pa’ aprender más, como yo casi no sé escribirlo muy 
bien’, y sí entonces, la, I took the class, entonces, yeah, it helped me a little 
bit.  And, and, yo pienso que es bien que, que, que haya clases aquí que, como 
enseñan español y todo . . . Pues, está bien porque la maestra a veces, no sabe 
y nosotros la podemos enseñar, como ella, Sra. [Silva], she’s from Braz, 
Brasil.  Entonces ella sabe su idioma and she can help us and we can help her, 
like, in some, en unas palabras.  Y está bien porque ella siempre se me ayuda, 
como si tengo una question, o algo.  O si no sé escribir esta cosa, ya me dice, 
y todo eso. 
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(Well, in Mexico we always, well we spoke Spanish.  And later I arrived here 
in the United States. And later, the second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, here at 
the high school, when they, when they told me that there’s a class in Spanish.  
Then I said ‘Well, to learn more, since I don’t really know how to write it very 
well’, and yes, then, it, I took the class, then, yeah, it helped me a little bit. 
And, and, I think that it’s good that, that there are classes here that, sine they 
teach Spanish and everything . . . Well, it’s good, because the teacher 
sometimes doesn’t know something and we can teach her, since she, Mrs. 
[Silva], she’s from Braz [starts to say it in English], Brasil [in Spanish].  So 
she knows her language and she can help us and we can help her, like, in 
some, in some words. And it’s good because she always helps me, like if I 
have a question, or something.  Or if I don’t know how to write something, 
she tells me, and all that). 
 

María seemed to be most comfortable in Spanish, but understood English very 

well. She was willing to talk with me when she had time, but she was also 

comfortable telling me “no” if she was too busy with schoolwork that day to 

interview. She seemed to be respectful toward Mrs. Silva.  She goofed around 

sometimes, but for the most part she stayed on task in class. Unlike the other focal 

students, who were all Catholic, she was a Jehovah’s Witness and did Bible study in 

Spanish on a weekly basis. Her brother was in SHL II at the time of the study and was 

two years older than her. 

 María spent her early childhood (the first 7 years) in Mexico, in a town 

approximately the same size as Midville in the state of Jalisco. She said that she 

learned Math and Reading in Spanish, but not English.  She was in the second 

generation of her family to come to the U.S., since her parents and her aunts and 

uncles were the first to come here from Mexico.  She reported using Spanish about 95 

percent of the time, English 5 percent of the time, and mixes the two 100 percent of 
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the time. On the bilingual continuum, she located herself as #5 of 13, two spots over 

from the “mythical bilingual”, on the Spanish-dominant side. 

 María said that she came to Midville during elementary school and knew 

“nothing” of English, but that her teachers at the time asked some of the Hispanic 

girls to help her with her English, which helped her to make friends. She subsequently 

switched to another elementary and then to yet another elementary as her family 

changed residences, making friends along the way. When she got to Middle School, 

then, she knew people from 3 of the 4 public elementary schools in town.  María said 

she now knows much more English and finds that she does some things better in 

English than in Spanish (for example, defending herself from others’ insults). She 

told me that she feels like the same person in both of her languages.  While María 

speaks only Spanish with her parents, with others she mixes English and Spanish 

more frequently than not. 

 When she first came to Midville, María was primarily enrolled in ESL classes, but 

at the time of the study was down to just one ESL class, plus ESL study hall. ESL III 

was comprised of all Hispanics, with the exception of one Laotian. María said that the 

teacher was always reminding them to speak English instead of Spanish, but that the 

teacher did try to use the few Spanish words that she knew. María said that the ESL 

students try to use English, but that it is hard because they don’t know very much. 

The ESL study hall was comprised of mostly Spanish-speaking students, so she spoke 

mostly Spanish in there. She said that she normally sat next to a guy from Honduras 

in there, and that they talked a lot about culture and compared the different 
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vocabulary words they use to talk about the same things. In the “regular” study hall, 

they are not allowed to talk at all. While she remembers being chastised for speaking 

Spanish at school by a few teachers in middle school, she says now she is encouraged 

and in fact talks “too much” in Spanish class. 

 María had had Hispanic teachers’ aides in Midville, but no Hispanic teachers until 

now. She said she thought MHS was doing a good thing by offering Spanish for 

bilinguals, and she said that the students really help one another out with language. 

For her, the important thing was that people are nice and have good attitudes (instead 

of being a “pain in the butt”), not which language they spoke or where they were 

from. 

 When María was preparing to enter Midville High School, she said she decided to 

take the Spanish heritage language class to learn more, since she didn’t feel that she 

could write well. She saw it as a “good opportunity” and expected to improve her 

writing, spelling and reading. This was important, since she felt like she was losing 

her writing skills due to a lack of practice (whereas she was speaking Spanish to a lot 

of people and reading in Spanish for Bible study). (“That’s what I expected, and 

that’s what I got!”, she says). María’s older brother (who was 17 at the time of the 

study, while she was 15) had taken SHL I the previous year, and was enrolled in SHL 

II while María was taking SHL I. She said that he knows how to read, write, and talk 

Spanish well, and that he knows English better than her. 

 María stated her belief that learning a language involves three things: learning how 

to write, read, and talk. She didn’t believe that knowing how to speak a language was 
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really “knowing” it. She said she knows people who think they don’t need to take 

Spanish at school because they can speak it, “but they do need it ‘cuz it improves 

their writing and reading more”.  She chose the class herself, as opposed to feeling 

pressured to take it. She expected to improve her Spanish, and to be able to talk, for 

example about her opinions. She said that the class had helped her “a little bit”. For 

example, she had learned the rules for when and where to use written accent marks, 

and said that the Spanish that she came across during her Bible study was similar to 

that which she was learning in class at MHS. She thought that the Spanish that she 

was learning in class was also similar to the Spanish that she used with her friends 

and family; she didn’t feel that she had to change anything when she walked into 

Spanish class. When María makes a mistake in class, she said she tells herself (and 

others) “that’s why I’m here, to learn how to say it”.   

 María said she thinks she mainly needs to learn vocabulary words, more so than 

verb conjugation or other grammatical rules. She thought that her Spanish class was 

good for people who know Spanish but don’t use it frequently for writing or reading 

or want to practice more. She said she would give potential students a reading and 

writing test to assess those skills, instead of assigning them to Spanish Grammar (her 

class) just because they speak Spanish.  

 María said that taking a Spanish class with people who didn’t know any Spanish 

would feel “weird”, and that being in a class with monolingual Spanish speakers 

might be too hard. She described the foreign language class as being for: “los güeros, 

que they’re trying to apenas español. They don’t know nothing, nothing, what I call 



125

nothing [laugh].  And they’re like learning the basic colors, the alphabet, the vowels, 

y todo eso. Los numbers” (‘The white kids, they’re just barely learning Spanish. They 

don’t know nothing, nothing, what I call nothing [laugh].  And they’re like learning 

the basic colors, the alphabet, the vowels, and all of that.  The numbers”). She 

described the native speaker Spanish class members in the following way: “Well, 

they’re more advanced than nosotros. ‘Cuz como vienen de México, they’re bigger 

and they know more Spanish, like writing and reading or whatever.  So they, I think 

they need a higher, like to improve their already known writing and reading Spanish” 

(‘Well, they’re more advanced than us [bilingual HL learners], ‘cuz since they come 

from Mexico . . . ‘).  She saw the monolingual, native speaker Spanish class as being 

for those with more knowledge in writing and reading Spanish. 

 María thought that the perfect class would be racially mixed, like the rest of her 

classes at MHS. She obviously liked learning from people different from herself. She 

liked the fact that the students in her heritage class were often teaching new things to 

their teacher, who is not a native Spanish speaker, and said that the teacher was 

helpful when she had a question or didn’t know how to write something. She liked it 

that the teacher wasn’t afraid to ask the students when she didn’t know something. 

She said that the teacher was teaching them everything she has been taught, and more, 

and that she was willing to bring up things she is not knowledgeable about to see 

what the students know. She had strict rules, which María thinks is good, so that the 

students respect her. It didn’t matter to María that the teacher is not a native Spanish 

speaker, as long as she “knows what she’s talking about, what she’s teaching”. 
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María said that she believes “a person who knows two languages is worth two 

people”, and that most of the teachers at MHS believe the same. She said that she will 

be able to find a better job if she is bilingual as opposed to monolingual, and that it is 

useful now; she liked to interpret for her mom’s friends who only speak Spanish. 

María did this often (for example, at the health clinic) and thought that being an 

interpreter would be a good job. She said that she wants her future children to be 

bilingual, as well, and envisions them learning English at school, with “more 

Spanish” in elementary, middle, and high school.  

 At school, María hung out mostly with “mexicanos”, most of whom spoke both 

Spanish and English. It didn’t matter to her if they only spoke one or the other. She 

didn’t think there was much discrimination at the high school, based on either 

language or race. She thinks “they’re all equal”.  María didn’t participate in 

extracurricular activities at school, and said this is due to her father being strict and 

not letting her do many things. In addition, she had to baby-sit her 5-year-old brother 

after school because her mom worked the night shift. Nevertheless, María felt that she 

was part of the school because she had friends there and liked school. She said that 

both she and her friends feel that it is better and more fun to be at school than at 

home, “doing dishes or babysitting”.  

 María felt that the school did a good job of getting the different students together 

to help one another; for example, she was called upon in sewing class sometimes to 

translate for the monolingual Spanish speakers, and knew that the teacher appreciated 

her help. In addition, she said, the students voluntarily help each other out, with the 
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“Hispanics” helping the monolingual English speakers learn Spanish and the 

“Americans” helping the “Mexicans” learn more English. María says she depended 

upon other Spanish speakers to translate for her when she first came to Midville, too, 

so she was grateful that they helped her out. She said that she would like to learn Lao, 

since there are so many Laotians in the school, and she would like to be able to 

understand them when they speak Lao. 

 According to María, her friends outside of school were “mostly” the same as the 

ones she hung out with outside of school, and they generally mixed Spanish and 

English when they talked with one another.  She also codeswitched at school.  María 

said that she is the same person at home and at school. She said: “I don’t change 

around like some people, they act like really tough at school and at home they’re like 

‘I don’t care, whatever’, you know? No, I’m not those kind of person. I act normal, 

like I always do.” 

 María said she thinks it’s “really cool” when Mexicans succeed at school, and said 

that she did well in all but one class, which was Science. She said that she and her 

friends don’t talk much about school. She believed that education is teaching respect 

toward others, regardless of their skin color, and how to help one another. In her 

opinion, teachers or parents can teach this. In other words, “education” is not just 

something taught at school; it can include things that your parents teach you, like not 

swearing at people, respecting your elders, etc.  

 María felt that taking Spanish Grammar had helped her improve her Spanish, and 

that it will help her in the future to teach it to her own kids. She said that her little 
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brother was going to Head Start and was only learning English, so her mom asked her 

and the other family members to teach him Spanish. María thought that all U.S. 

schools should offer Spanish class to help the students learn more Spanish – as a first 

or foreign language – so that people can communicate across the races. She thinks it 

would be “cool” if we all had Spanish and English as our two languages, and that it is 

a possibility for the future. She saw Midville as being more Hispanic in the future, 

which would be “cool”. She planned to stay in the U.S. for awhile, to take care of the 

house that her parents are buying and to have a “better chance”; otherwise, she is 

afraid she would get married at 16, in Mexico. She said that if she does go to Mexico, 

she will return to the U.S. to have her kids so that it will be less work to make them 

American citizens, “so they have a better chance”.  

 When asked what I should say about MHS in my report, María said that it is a 

good school, that it is a good opportunity, that you can get something out of it if you 

don’t just play and mess around. She said her mom thinks the teachers are doing a 

good job educating the students, but that the students don’t pay attention and 

therefore don’t learn. 

 

“José” 

 José spoke both English and Spanish frequently. I rarely heard him codeswitch or 

fumble for words, and he sounded like a native speaker in both languages. He said 

that his older sister knows English, too, but that they were raised speaking Spanish 

because the rest of his family doesn’t speak any English at all, although many of 
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them, from both sides of his family, live in the U.S.. He said of Spanish: “Es mi 

idioma preferido” (‘It’s my preferred language’), and “Lo uso en mi casa, aquí en la 

escuela con los amigos, este, cuando ando por allí, como en los restaurantes 

mexicanos” (‘I use it at home, here at school with my friends, um, when I go out, like 

to the Mexican restaurants’). When asked for his language preference for the first 

interview, he said “either way’. I proposed that I’d start reading the questions in 

English but he could respond in Spanish if he wanted. He did respond in Spanish, and 

so I switched to Spanish, as well. 

 José was always very polite and honest with me.  He did not hesitate to answer any 

of my questions, even the more sensitive ones; for example, when I asked him if the 

students really use “American” to mean “white” when talking amongst themselves, or 

if they just say that around me, and he said “just to you” immediately. When asked 

why, he said “It’s just bein’ respectful”. He was very open and candid, yet respectful, 

with others, as well; for example, he started the semester late because he was “on 

vacation” in Mexico, and didn’t try to give the teacher any excuses.  

 José is involved in sports (tennis) and clubs (International Club and Family & 

Consumer Sciences Club.  When asked if the Spanish-speaking students were 

involved at school, he said “sí hay nuestra gente, sí” (‘yes, there are our people, yes’). 

He seemed to be very academically able but didn’t always pay close attention and 

wasn’t the most serious student.  For example, when asked about the standardized 

tests in mid-Feb., he said that he doesn’t really try to do well on them.  As another 

example, he already knew how to do PowerPoint when they were learning it in 
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Spanish class, so he had his assignment for the next week basically completed by the 

end of the class period when the others were just learning the basics of PowerPoint.  

While his presentation was complex, colorful, informative, and interesting, he did 

have a few spelling errors: comiensa (comienza) and asta (hasta), for example, that 

showed his less than thorough editing of the final project. 

 José was often distracted by other people during class. He seemed to like to have a 

good time, and the people around him seemed to really like him.  He was very 

outgoing; he thought aloud a lot in class and didn’t hesitate to ask questions, even out 

of turn. He had a great sense of humor; when asked what would improve the SHL 

class, he said “Que darán masaje. Es muy trabajoso” (‘That they will give massages. 

It’s hard work’).   When asked to assign his SHL teacher a letter grade, he gave her a 

B, for “making us laugh, making us have fun”. 

 José said that he thought the SHL class would be an “easy A” when he signed up 

for it, but that it turned out to be “a little bit complicated”. He was surprised and 

impressed when I told him that his class was learning some of the same things as my 

fourth-semester university Spanish class at UT Austin. Despite his feeling that 

learning Spanish was not easy, he wants to be strict about his own children learning 

it. He said that he will ask them to “study more, try to help them out with their 

homework, ask them about stuff at school, you know, know what’s going on”. 

 José said that he has friends who study Spanish as a foreign language, who like to 

practice with him, and “me piden que les ayude con la tarea” (‘they ask me to help 

them with their homework’). He recognized the fact that the Spanish language did not 



131

come as easily for all of his classmates as it did for him when he said:  “Hay gente 

que es mexicana pero han vivido toda su vida acá  y el español se les hace trabajo 

porque, es decir, es su segunda lengua” (‘There are people here who are Mexican, but 

who’ve lived here all their lives, and Spanish is hard work for them because, you 

could say, it’s their second language’). José said that he has monolingual friends who 

speak Spanish and others who speak English, but that they usually understand both 

languages. He felt that the two monolingual groups got along well at MHS, and said 

that people feel comfortable anywhere in the school: “You can go wherever you want, 

but it’s mostly like your friends are over here, other people’s friends are over there.”. 

He said that he likes to be with both types: “Me gusta estar con las dos. Y si no saben, 

pregúntenme. Traduzco, así” (‘I like to be with both types. If they don’t know [a 

word], they should ask me. I’ll translate, like that’).  

 José said that he feels comfortable in Midville because “there’s a lot of people 

from where I’m from, from around, close to my town [from the Guanajuato area]”, 

because of “other people that come first and then they tell family, relatives, that it’s, 

the work here is good, and stuff like that”. He said that the Hispanics around town get 

along well: “In this school the Hispanics stay as one together. We’re not like all 

spread out by different countries, ‘cuz we’re like all Hispanics, and if they’re from 

other countries, El Salvador, Mexico, Argentina, we’re still, like, one. We’re 

interspersed, like all races. We’re Hispanics, we’re Latin, so we’re just one”. 

 José’s accepting attitude toward different people and languages was mirrored in 

his opinion of the teacher. When asked how he perceived her to feel about her 
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students, he said: “Creo que se siente bien, porque ella no es de lengua española, así 

de primer idioma. Es de Brasil y habla portugués, pues se siente bien como con dos, 

porque aprende, ella también aprende el español” (‘I believe she feels good, because 

she’s not a Spanish speaker, not as a first language. She’s from Brazil and speaks 

Portuguese, so she feels good with two [languages] because she’s learning, she’s also 

learning Spanish’).  When asked if it bothered the students that the teacher was a 

foreigner to them, José said: “A unos, sí. Desde luego, todos somos extranjeros” (‘It 

bothers some, yes. But then again, we’re all foreigners’). José had noticed that the 

principal values diversity within the school; he said: “le gusta que haya gente 

diferente en la escuela y todo” (‘he likes to have different types of people in the 

school, and all’) and that “se siente a gusto” (‘he’s comfortable’) with the Spanish-

speaking students and others because “fue su idea de tener Diversity Day , pa’que se 

junte así la gente”, (‘it was his idea to have Diversity Day, so that people would 

unite’). 

 José said that his class is “para los que saben hablar, pero no lo saben escribir” 

(‘for those who know how to speak [Spanish], but don’t know how to write it’). If the 

focus were not on literacy, he would not be interested; he said: “¿Pa’qué quieres 

tomar una clase de español si ya tienes español, si ya sabes hablar?” (‘Why would 

you want to take a Spanish class if you already have it, if you already know how to 

speak it?’). However, he felt that it was good for him to be in the SHL class, and said: 

“I like it, I get back with my Spanish, even though sometimes I talk like I’m speakin’ 

English [sigh], but it’s all good”.  
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José said that he had learned in the Spanish HL classes “cosas que nunca he 

escuchado. Porque yo vengo de un rancho, un pueblo bien chiquito, de gente así de 

granjeros, y todo eso, y pues las cosas que yo no sabía antes vienen como de la 

ciudad” (‘things that I’ve never heard before. Because I come from a ranch, a really 

small town of farmers and all that, and well the things I didn’t know before come, 

like, from the city’). He said that he preferred the second year SHL course to the first 

year SHL course, since in the second level “you get into literature more; it’s pretty 

much like mostly literature, and [SHL] I was remembering the basics again”. 

 

“Ángela” 

 When I met Ángela, she had recently arrived from Mexico, was “fresh off the boat” 

as Antonio says they say at MHS about new immigrants, and was living with her 

brother and sister-in-law. She was very sweet, easy to talk with, and very accepting of 

others.  She came across as optimistic, thoughtful, creative, and intelligent.  She was a 

great story-teller, although she often came across as shy, and one wouldn’t know that 

gregarious side of her without engaging her in conversation outside of class.  She was 

very timid when responding in class. For the most part, she stayed on task in class, 

but smiled a little when some of the students acted up.  She never acted up herself, or 

even really talked to anyone during class.  At first I thought this was because she was 

new to MHS, but as I got to know her, it became obvious that she believed in being 

respectful toward the teacher in class, and did not feel that she completely fit in yet. 
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At the beginning of the semester, Ángela dressed mostly in jeans and sweatshirts 

with her hair back in a ponytail, but later on she started wearing nicer blouses, styling 

her hair in different ways, and wearing eye makeup, necklaces, and nice shoes.  When 

I complimented her on one of her shirts once and asked if it was from Mexico, she 

said that her mom made it for her, that she makes a lot of her clothes. She said that 

she feels “media-rara” (‘somewhat strange’) at MHS sometimes, because she 

perceived that people there don’t tend to wear bright colors and patterns, like the shirt 

I had complimented her on.     

 Ángela told me in her first interview that the SHL students at first made her feel 

like a strange outsider: “Me quedaban viendo como bicho raro, como ‘ay, ésta, ¿qué 

está haciendo aquí?, o ay, no sé. En serio, cuando llegas y te miran así como, como 

que te quieren comer, o no sé. Algunos sí me quedaban viendo así” (‘They stared at 

me like at a strange insect, like, ‘oh, this girl, what’s she doing here, or I don’t know. 

Seriously, when you arrive and they look at you like, like they want to eat you, or I 

don’t know. Some did stare at me like that’). She said that she’d never had that 

problem before when changing schools or changing grade levels, even when moving 

to El Salvador for a short time, and was perplexed by it. Ángela was patient and open-

minded, however. She mentioned having friends of different races, and who spoke 

different languages. In one interview, she said: “A mí no me importa, me da igual, 

con que me hablaras bien, y ya.  No me importa que seas rubio, negro, prieto, o 

demasiado blanco” (‘It doesn’t matter to me, it’s the same, as long as you speak well 
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[respectfully] to me, that’s it. It doesn’t matter to me that you’re blond, black, tan, or 

too white’). 

When asked about her language use, Ángela said that she has spoken Spanish 

“desde que nací” (‘since she was born’). She was born in and lived in the U.S. when 

she was young, and says she started to speak English around 3 years of age, but that 

she then forgot it all when she went back to Mexico at around 6 years and 2 months 

of age. She said that her cousins “took it away” from her, since they would correct her 

if she used any English, preferring for her to speak only Spanish.  

 Ángela had a hard time at first when she moved to Mexico, since she was used to 

using some words (“crackers”, “juice”, the names of the colors) in English, but not in 

Spanish: 

Ah, hablaba los dos, pero, o sea, mis primas me lo fueron quitando. Porque, o 
sea, sí sabía decirlo en español, pero ya no, o sea, cosas como galletas, yo no 
decía a mi mamá “Dame galletas”, yo decía “dame cookies”,  “dame juice”, 
“dame esto”, o el color yellow, blue, pink, el brown, el black, el white, y ellas 
entonces pues “no, no es black, es negro”, y “pues ya sé”, y después le decía 
“dame galletas, dame jugo, dame esto”.  Se me fue, como no tenía con quién 
hablarlo yo, es como que se me fue, se me fue quitando el inglés. Se me fue 
como que me sacaron el cassette y me pusieron el de español. 
 
(Ah, I spoke both languages, but, well, my cousins gradually took it away 
from me.  Because, well, I did know how to say it in Spanish, but I didn’t, 
well, things like cookies, I didn’t say to my mom “give me cookies” [in 
Spanish], I said “dame cookies”, “dame juice”, “dame esto”, o el color yellow, 
blue, pink, el brown, el black, el white [codeswitched], and my cousins then 
said “no, it’s not ‘black’, it’s ‘negro’, and I said “I knew that”, and after that I 
would say “give me cookies, give me juice, give me this” [entirely in Spanish, 
without codeswitching]. It left me, since I didn’t have anyone to speak it with, 
it’s like it left me, they took English away from me.  It went away as if they 
took the [English] cassette and gave me the Spanish one.) 
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Ángela says that both of her parents speak only Spanish, but that they both can 

understand English. However, when she was very little, they didn’t know English 

well, so if she did say something to them in English, they wouldn’t understand and 

she’d have to repeat it in Spanish. All of their neighbors in the U.S. spoke only 

English, with the exception of one family who spoke both English and Spanish, so 

Ángela would hear English and pick it up while playing with her neighborhood 

friends.  

 Also, her mother cut hair at the time, and Ángela would translate between her and 

her English-speaking customers. She said that at that time, she realized that she knew 

two languages:  

Sí, me daba cuenta.  Porque luego como mi mamá corta el pelo, hace peinados 
y todo eso entonces luego unos negritos que vivían arriba venían para que 
mamá les cortarta el pelo. Y mamá no tenía qué les decir, entonces yo tenía 
que estar con ella, pues “¿qué dijo?”, “Oh, pues, que le cortes el pelo; como tú 
quieras, pero córtalo”. Me preguntaron “¿cuánto va a ser?”, entonces, pues 
“¿cuánto va a ser?”, “pues diles que tanto”, ya les decía tanto. . . después me 
decía, “pues si yo hablo inglés, es que es un idioma diferente que el español”.  
Me dije, pues, “sé dos idiomas”. 
 
(Yes, I realized [that I spoke two languages]. Because later, since my mom 
cuts hair and does hairstyles and all that, later some black children who lived 
above came to mom for her to cut their hair. And mom couldn’t talk to them, 
so I had to be there, well “what he say?”, “Well, that you cut his hair; however 
you want, just cut it.”  They asked me “How much will it be?”, then, well, 
“How much will it be?”, “Well, tell them this much”, and I’d tell them how 
much . . . later, I said to myself “So if I speak English, it’s because it’s a 
different language than Spanish”. I said to myself, then, “I know two 
languages”). 
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While Ángela understood English well at the time of the study, she didn’t feel very 

capable of speaking it:  “ya desde que me llevaron a México, ya no hablo inglés, se 

me olvidó.  Me sale puro español” (‘Since they took me to Mexico, I don’t speak 

English anymore, I forgot it. Only Spanish comes out’). Ángela and I conducted all of 

our interviews in Spanish, but frequently spoke English during short exchanges in the 

hallways at school.  

 Ángela was very happy to have one class in Spanish at MHS, although she 

expected it to be a foreign language class and was surprised to find a heritage 

language class: 

[Pensé] ¡qué bueno! Porque así iba a estar, como al principio me daba miedo, 
¿no? Porque empecé a pensar  “Pues nadie habla español”, y dije “Español, 
ah, van a hablar español, no me preocupo.”  Entonces, este, yo pensé que iban 
a haber puros, no sé, norteamericanos, con personas que hablaban español e 
inglés o algo así, pero pues qué sorpresa me llevé que solamente son puros 
hispanos que te hablan español.  Así dije que, “¡qué bueno!“ 
 
([I thought], that’s great! Because there was going to be, since at first I was 
afraid, no? Because I started to think “Well, no one speaks Spanish”, and I 
said “Spanish, ah, they’re going to speak Spanish, I’m not worried.” And then, 
well, I thought that they would be purely, I don’t know, North Americans, 
people who spoke Spanish and English or something like that, but, well what I 
surprise I got when it is purely Hispanics that speak Spanish to you. So I said, 
“that’s great! “). 
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Ángela said that she enjoys the Spanish heritage language class for a couple of 

reasons: 

Pues a mí me gusta, sí, porque como que refuerza más lo que yo ya sabía allá 
en México. O, aparte de que me dan lo que ya sabía, me enseñan más cosas.  
Por ejemplo, un tema, de lo de la lengua española, la historia de la lengua 
española . . . yo no sabía eso, y ahora ya lo sé.  Entonces así, hay cosas que no 
sabía y pues entonces ya sé. 

 
(Well, I like it, yes, because since it reinforces more what I already knew in 
Mexico. Or in addition to teaching me what I already knew, they teach me 
more things. For example, one topic, the one about the Spanish language, the 
history of the Spanish language . . . I didn’t know that, and now I do. So, like 
that, there are things I didn’t know that I do now.) 
 

Ángela had definite opinions on the importance of education, and made very 

insightful comments to me about it. When asked about the attitudes around school 

toward bilingualism, she answered that she thinks there is no reason not to learn a 

second language. She said that everything that one learns in life will serve him or her 

in one way or another, depending on how he or she uses that information (“Todo lo 

que aprendes en la vida pues te va a dejar algo bueno. O algo malo.  Depende de 

cómo lo usas”). The example she gave is learning a language to be able to say stupid 

things versus learning it to really communicate with others. Despite a few difficulties 

in adjusting to the language and culture, Ángela was doing well at MHS and focusing 

on learning English well enough to be able to work in the U.S. after high school 

graduation. She said that she planned to stay in the U.S. indefinitely, if possible: 

“Mejor para las vacaciones, me voy para México, pero yo creo que me quedo 
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definitivamente aquí” (‘I’ll most likely go to Mexico for vacations, but I think I’m 

staying here indefinitely’).  

 

“Pancho” 

 Pancho was quiet, especially when called on in class.  He goofed around in class a 

lot, along with a few other guys; together, they tended to purposefully get the teacher 

off-track.  The students seemed to like him, and the teacher tended to get frustrated 

with him. He was not involved in extracurricular activities at school. 

 Pancho didn’t give very complete answers to my questions and got very quiet 

when I interviewed him individually instead of with Emilio. For example when asked 

what he expected from the heritage language class before classes started, he answered 

“Like we could talk English, but she doesn’t let us.  Well, she does, but she gets 

mad”; to the follow up question of: “So when it was all in Spanish, what did you 

think?”, he said “Boring”. Pancho doesn’t seem to have thought much about the types 

of things I’m asking about.  For example, when asked if it was important that his 

family maintain their Spanish language in the future, he answered “Well, yeah.” 

When asked why, he said: “I don’t know, like tradition or something. I don’t know”.  

 Pancho was born in Chicago and spent a few years in Jalisco, Mexico, before 

returning to the U.S., to Midville, with his family. He had attended an all-Spanish 

school in Chicago, where it was “normal” to go to school all in Spanish “because 

everybody knew Spanish, and English was just like a special class”, with a Spanish-

speaking instructor helping them to learn English.  At age 7, he came to Midville and 
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said “my friends didn’t understand Spanish, so I started talking in English”. He 

remembered knowing “barely any” Mexicans, “but then we got to the Middle School 

and there was a whole lot”. He was not placed in ESL classes. He remembered having 

one Spanish-speaking teacher’s aide in middle school here. He said it didn’t matter to 

him which language his teachers use.  

 Pancho’s parents, both of whom he estimated had finished through 6th grade in 

Mexico, came to Midville to escape the noise and the danger of a big city. His aunt 

had come to Midville first, and then his family followed. At the time of the study, 

Pancho lived with his parents, his younger brother, his older sister, her husband, and 

their infant. They used only Spanish at home.  

 Pancho used more English in Spanish class than the average student and once told 

me that people want to talk English in there “’cuz they know how and she keeps 

telling us not to”. He said that he and his friend (who is Spanish dominant and in ESL 

classes at MHS) use a language that’s “mostly just Spanish”, but “that no one 

understands”. He knew that some people didn’t like to not be able to understand what 

people are talking about, and said that some of the teachers mentioned this. He knew 

of at least one Anglo teacher who knew Spanish and had a positive opinion of people 

speaking Spanish; he doesn’t have class with this teacher, but his friend (the one 

mentioned above) did, and has told him about her. This teacher teaches English and 

Spanish. Pancho said he thinks his teachers see being bilingual as a way to get a good 

job in the future.  
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Pancho identified himself on his questionnaire as Mexican, but as “Mexican-

American” in our interview.  When asked what that means to him, he said “half 

Mexican and half American”, since he was born in the U.S. to Mexican parents. He 

says he identifies “the same” with the U.S. and with Mexico. He thought that 

knowing Spanish is important “to fit in, with my family or with school”, and that it is 

good to be learning Spanish at school” because we talk Spanish at home and it’s just 

like we’re home, but with other people”.  He felt that the Spanish he used in Spanish 

class is the same Spanish that he used at home, but that he was learning new 

vocabulary in class. He said he also was learning spelling and punctuation rules, but 

that he feels like he forgets it right away, because he doesn’t write in Spanish outside 

of class. He said that he was already learning more Spanish rather than losing or 

maintaining his level when he enrolled in SHL; he was learning new words from his 

friends from other countries or other places in Mexico. 

 Pancho identified himself as the midpoint on Valdes’ bilingual continuum, the 

“balanced” or “mythical” bilingual, and reported using Spanish and English equally 

often (each 50 percent of the time). He pointed out that he will speak only Spanish to 

someone who doesn’t know English, but that he usually mixes the two languages 

when talking with someone who knows both. He said that he talks with people who 

only speak English, but that he doesn’t like to hang out with them. His best friend 

understood English pretty well, but doesn’t speak it well. Pancho expressed the belief 

that a person should be able to do everything equally well in both languages in order 

to be called “bilingual”. 
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Pancho felt that the foreign language classes would be boring for him, since he 

already knows Spanish and “they’d be learning basic stuff”, but that the native 

speaker class wouldn’t be right for him, since he didn’t know how to write or read 

well: “I don’t know how to spell right. I could read, but slow”. He signed up for 

Spanish heritage language class since he could speak Spanish but not read or write it 

well. At first he didn’t think he needed Spanish class, but the teachers at the Middle 

School encouraged him to take it. 

 Of all the focal students, Pancho seemed to be the least confident, especially 

regarding his academic skills. While he did not have any problem understanding what 

was going on in Spanish class and was not a big troublemaker, he often responded in 

English, despite the teacher’s pleas that he use Spanish, and resisted doing the work.  

He said he doesn’t like reading aloud in Spanish class and would prefer for the 

teacher to read and them to follow along. He specifically mentioned not liking getting 

attention in Spanish class, and said that he will say “I don’t know” even when he does 

know the answer, just to get out of answering – something he said he doesn’t do in 

other classes. He attributed this behavior to not knowing how to read well. He also 

said he thinks the class would be better with a male teacher. 

 Pancho thought that Mrs. Silva probably viewed the students as disrespectful for 

not listening to her, and for talking when she is talking. In addition, he imagined that 

Mrs. Silva sees his Spanish as good, since she is always learning from her students. 

According to Pancho, the teacher doesn’t catch it when the students say bad things in 

Spanish. He admired her for speaking three languages whereas he “only” knows two. 
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He says she “talks it [Spanish] good” but “it’s just her accent is the only thing” 

wrong. For him, it didn’t matter that the teacher isn’t a native speaker; what matters 

in his opinion is that she can teach it well: “as long as she knows”. He thought she 

was a good teacher, partly because she was also a student; he said that she knew three 

languages and kept learning more Spanish and English. 

 When asked how he will use Spanish in the future, Pancho replied: “for the jobs 

only”; he said he’d like to go to Mexico and get a job, but that “they say there’s no 

jobs over there”.  Pancho said that he’ll probably go to Mexico at the end of this 

school year, because his grandparents need help and his dad said he would send him.  

If he does go, then he’d enroll in school in Mexico. He eventually wants to raise his 

own kids in the U.S., however.  When his kids are in school, Pancho said he hopes 

that they have stricter teachers than he does now. Specifically, he thought they needed 

to crack down on people being lazy and falling asleep. He thought that the work 

should stay the same, because if they give them more, it would be too hard, but any 

less would not be enough. Pancho saw himself working as a translator in the future, 

but felt that he needed to improve both of his languages first. 

 Pancho felt that MHS was “like home”. He said, “there’s nothing to be afraid of or 

nothing. And if you do something bad, that involves the cops and you’re scared”. He 

said he’d rather be at school than at home where “there’s nothing to do”, and thinks 

that Spanish class is “fun”.  Pancho said he thinks it is a good thing when Mexican 

Americans do well in school, and thinks that they’re smarter than him when they 

succeed. He said that he is not the same person at school and outside of school: he is 
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“more wild” when he is outside of school, and in school he will “calm down”. He 

says he dresses the same way at home and at school, although once the vice principal 

asked him to change his shirt, which said “Brown Pride”, with the justification that 

the slogan would encourage racial tension and division at school. 

 To Pancho, being “educated” meant that “you have an advantage in the world, 

‘cuz you could get a job”; for him, not going to school meant getting a job 

somewhere undesirable, like at the local meat-packing plant, whereas finishing high 

school could help him get a better job. He thought that MHS gradates will be able to 

get ahead and get good jobs, “if they don’t become lazy”. He said: “If they listen, 

they’ll get it”.  

 

“Emilio” 

 Emilio was confident, outgoing, and very smart.  He seemed to be very 

comfortable in both languages, and didn’t shy away from reading or speaking aloud 

in Spanish class.  He was supportive of me as a non-native Spanish speaker, helping 

me with words when I was stuck and encouraging me to speak it.  He was supportive 

of the other students in the class, as well. He usually stayed on task in class, but was 

easily distracted by his friends, mostly the male students who chatted and made fun of 

one particular female student often.  He got detention frequently, as did his friends. 

 Emilio was very open to talking with me; in fact, the interviews with him 

produced the highest number of pages of transcribed talk: 78 pages. When I 

mentioned to him that I would be sitting in on their other classes to get a feel for their 
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experiences at the school, he invited me to tag along with him all day the next time 

we had an interview.  He was always very willing to talk with me, and very respectful 

toward me. For example, he told me that he and three friends from SHL class write 

song lyrics in both Spanish and English outside of school, but wouldn’t tell me any 

details; instead, he said “it’s not school appropriate”.  Like Pancho and Antonio, 

Emilio was not involved in any extracurricular activities at school. 

 When asked about his background using Spanish, Emilio explained that: “I’m 

from Mexico, down in a state called Sonora. It’s all desert, and it’s 100% Mexican”. 

He lived there until he was ten years old, and then moved to the U.S. He hadn’t 

spoken or studied English until moving here. His grandparents moved to Midville 

first, and then his family (Emilio, his mom, and his sisters) followed. They all came 

for greater economic security. Emilio was in the 6th grade at the time, and 

remembered using Spanish at school with “a lot of students” and “2 or 3” teachers.  

He took ESL classes for one year, and liked it that his ESL teacher only spoke 

English, because that way “I get to learn faster”. Now he is very proficient in English, 

and said that, while he is comfortable communicating monolingually in either 

language, he prefers to have bilingual friends because “it just feels better” to be able 

to use both languages to communicate.  

 Although he felt that it would have been better to have Spanish classes in the 

Middle School instead of going four years without any Spanish instruction, Emilio 

said that he was learning new Spanish from friends and from TV during that time. He 

seems to learn language well, especially in informal settings.  When asked if he 
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would take university classes after the second-year SHL class at MHS, Emilio said: 

“Man, I’ll just go to Mexico and learn a lot of Spanish”. 

 Emilio felt that the Spanish HL class was “easy . . . like 2nd grade stuff” because he 

was one of the few who “know Spanish and know how to write it”.  He said that the 

course content was not really something he used at the moment, but that he would 

“keep it in my head, just in case”. When asked what he would do if MHS didn’t offer 

Spanish heritage language classes, and his only choice was to take a Spanish foreign 

language class, he said “I’d have to go back to Mexico, ‘cuz this [the SHL class] 

helps you a lot with your language, your native language, so you don’t forget it”. 

 Emilio also said that the teacher “has a different Spanish” than the students. He 

felt that her Spanish was not good, and that in fact it was sometimes 

incomprehensible. He worried that other students might be picking up incorrect 

language from her, but said he doesn’t correct her in class: “When she says something 

wrong, I know it’s wrong, but I don’t want to argue with her, ‘cuz she’s the teacher”. 

He felt that despite her Spanish speaking ability (which he felt would receive a letter 

grade of C+ or B-), she is a good teacher (worthy of an A-). His opinion was that the 

course would be better with a native speaker teacher, preferably from Mexico or 

Central America. 

 When describing MHS, Emilio said that it is the type of place where you’re judged 

by the quality of work you do, not by racial prejudice or stereotypes. He felt that the 

large number of Hispanic students makes it a more comfortable place for Hispanics, 

and like many of the other focal students, said that the different groups at MHS avoid 
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confrontation for the most part, saying “it’s not worth it” to fight. When asked to 

compare MHS with other schools that he knew of, he said: “I think I have a better 

education here ‘cuz there’s less gang related stuff than the other schools”. Emilio 

made the comment that both the Mexican and Mexican-American students “side more 

with Mexico” than with the United States in terms of the way they live their everyday 

lives, which also gave the impression of a peaceful coexistence among races and 

languages at MHS. 

 

The Teacher, “Mrs. Silva” 

 At the time of the study, the same teacher, Mrs. Silva, taught all three sections of 

the Spanish for bilinguals.  She was Brazilian and a native speaker of Portuguese. 

Before coming to the United States a few years ago, she was an English teacher in 

Brazil for over 20 years, “where nobody speaks English, only in school settings”.  

She did not know Spanish until coming to the U.S. She learned through intensive 

courses at two U.S. institutions in the Midwest, beginning in an intermediate level 8-

credit community college course in another Midwestern town and then completing 

another 16 credits as an independent student through a state university.  

 While living in that other Midwestern town, she became friends with a couple 

from Ecuador and would speak only Spanish with them. They met with her “at least 

twice a week” to correct her compositions, help her with new words, correct her 

pronunciation, and give her an opportunity to practice the language.  Mrs. Silva’s 
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husband also speaks Spanish, having lived in and visited family in Spanish-speaking 

South American countries.   

 Mrs. Silva was middle-aged and energetic.  She consistently was the most 

energized person in the room each day during class, and was obviously a very 

conscientious teacher. She was very interested in education, both as a teacher and as a 

student; she was continually learning new instructional techniques and new language. 

The students in her class picked up on this, noting to me that Mrs. Silva was always 

happy to learn something new. She participated without hesitation in this study, and I 

attributed this to her general eagerness to do the best she can for her students.  She 

was involved in the pilot study that I completed at MHS in 2002, in which I noted that 

she had a special sensitivity to the distinct needs of the heritage and non-heritage 

students in the language program.  

 Mrs. Silva had completed only one formal Spanish teacher training course before 

teaching at Midville High, in a program called “Command Spanish”, which she 

described as “a program to teach adults only commands in different professional 

sites”, where “students are not expected to read or to write or to understand answers”; 

in this program, the teachers were taught “basically only strategies to bring variety to 

repetition”.  Mrs. Silva says that she relies primarily on her experience and license as 

a teacher of English, as well as on the textbook and limited advice passed down to her 

by the previous SHL teacher (“suggestions like spelling problems, besides that 

nothing more”), to teach her classes. Her methods include: “Few lectures, more 

exercises, interaction, verbalizing”. 
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Mrs. Silva was thoughtful and critical about her curricula; she did not want to use 

the “superficial” textbook (Baker’s 1980 Español para los Hispanos), used by the 

other SHL teacher (who has the Spanish-dominant, “native speaker” section), since 

she feels it has “few exercises and no readings or creative writing”. Instead of using 

that “superficial” and outdated textbook she used the newer and widely respected 

Español Escrito:  Curso para Hispanohablantes Bilingües (Written Spanish:  Course 

for Bilingual Spanish Speakers) by Valdés and Teschner, in the newest (5th) edition, 

for the first year and both a literature book (Literatura Moderna Hispánica:  An 

Anthology, by J.R. González) and a basic spelling and punctuation activity book 

(Ortografía Práctica-Básica, edited by Océano Langenscheidt) for the second year 

students.  

 When asked about her teaching style, Mrs. Silva said that:  

My perspective to teach grammar is to give them tools to improve their 
language skills.  I believe that if they get in touch with different readings – 
internet, poem books, etc. and textbooks they can start reading more and 
through reading get a better command of the written language.  Also, I believe 
that before writing one needs to listen, speak, share opinions and views so that 
he/she can have some options when he/she begins to write; it is clearer, he/she 
has already ‘seen’ his ideas.  Writing is [scary], so I believe that they need to 
talk about it before they write. 
 

When asked if there were ways that her students learned about culture in SHL 

class, Mrs. Silva gave several examples: discussing readings and pointing out 

different views (for example, comparing Latin American and U.S. habits), doing 

projects (i.e. research and PowerPoint presentations on Carnaval in different Spanish-

speaking countries) celebrations in class (i.e. Cinco de Mayo), reading a play, 
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researching the heroes, and making a mural about the events and places in the play, 

reading and talking about events in Mexico “in their different home towns” (i.e. La 

Virgen Morena – Guadalupe), and events there in Midville, listening to and 

interpreting video clips on “orgullo hispano” (Hispanic pride), presenting a song 

(“Para pedir aguinaldo”) for the community, and watching movies (i.e. “La 

Pastorela”, “Fools Rush In”) and then discussing them.  

 It was obvious that Mrs. Silva sought out information about her students.  She said 

that they all have at least one Spanish-speaking parent, that “after a conversation” she 

found out that “90 percent have been in the American system since elementary 

school”, and was surprised that they were so “disrespectful” when they should know 

the “expectancies” of U.S. schooling. She felt they took her class because they 

expected it to be “not much work just because it is their home language”, and was 

“certain that 90 percent chose the class thinking it would be an easy way to get good 

grades without the efforts”.  She says that when she asked the students on the first day 

about their goals for the class they said “learn grammar, write and read”. These were 

all issues that also came up in my conversations with the SHL students.   

 Mrs. Silva’s comments to me on the focal students were generally on target with 

what the students themselves told me about themselves, and my impressions of them. 

The following were her typed comments to me on a questionnaire item that asked 

“What type of student is _______?” for each focal student. The comments are 

provided in their entirety on the following page: 
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• “Antonio Cruz” – “more English than Spanish. Loves being the ‘star’. 
Cannot express opinions in Spanish.  Difficulties to write paragraphs”. 

• “Karla Guitiérrez” – “interested, responsible, participant in verbal activities, 
helpful. She uses skills learned in English classes to help her accomplish her 
assignments”. 

• “Adamari Marcial” – “hard working, interested, always turns in on the right 
date, polite to ask questions, her skills in writing and verbal are excellent.  I see 
her as a student with a clear goal”. 

• “Verónica Marín” – “hard working, I give back assignments she asks me to 
redo it and correct, during the Power Point presentation she struggled a lot with 
the 2 partners but she got it. Responsible.  Difficulties in understanding abstract 
concepts and follow directions, she is always in a defensive way, although this 
semester she feels more comfortable with the group and laughs along about her 
mistakes”. 

• “María Silva” – “I am not sure.  She is talkative, and likes to participate.  Her 
writing and speaking are good”. 

• “José Ubago”-  “Interested and participative.  He is able to express in writing 
and speaking.  He arrived late for second semester and then fell behind with 
assignments and it took him awhile to catch up”. 

• “Ángela Villanueva” – “Interested, but shy.  She writes well, she is slow 
though – I mean it takes her longer to put things together, etc.  She made the best 
‘summary’ for the pre-test.  Naturally her command of the language – verbal and 
written – is better since she has just arrived”. 

• “Pancho Villegas” – “Hard for him to speak Spanish.  He is more an English 
speaker.  Tried hard to do his assignments, hard to sit still – needs to move around 
frequently.  Very hard for him to write a paragraph in Spanish”. 

• “Emilio Zapata” – “He is a bright boy, can express himself verbally and 
writing very well.  Too worried about being cool and part of the group”. 
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In addition to describing her students in ways that coincided with their own and/or 

my impressions, Mrs. Silva also had a good grasp of how the students perceived her 

as a teacher: “I would say that many like the way I deal with the lessons and different 

activities.  Some express their frustration for not understanding my Spanish.  Some do 

not accept me as Spanish teacher”.  

 When asked how she felt about her students’ Spanish, Mrs. Silva’s said: 

They have several facts blocking their Spanish: “The Spanish I speak is the 
right one; who is that lady that thinks she knows more?”, and if they haven’t 
heard that word before, it doesn’t belong to the Spanish language, “What I 
know is good enough, school cannot help me grow my skills,” “How boring is 
reading”. 

 

She said about her students that, “their Spanish is full of Spanglish because many 

of them have been so long in USA that they do not recognize the difference any 

more”. While she said that “Most are fluent in both languages” and “some have a 

good grasp of spelling”, she also stressed that “they command colloquial Spanish; 

very few have any skills above that”, and that they in general are weak spellers and 

conversationalists.  She says: “For example, I have some students that repeatedly 

write ‘llo’ for ‘yo’. They are not trained to discuss in Spanish, making their points 

and explain themselves about it.  The tendency is to go back to English under these 

[circumstances]”.  
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Since Mrs. Silva expressed some frustration at not being able to teach exactly as 

she’d like, I asked her to describe how her ideal Spanish HL classes would be. She 

describes her ideal first year SHL class in the following way:  

News from a Spanish channel every Monday morning with a discussion. 
Students would bring quotations every week for the board and class 
discussion. Every student would read a book and we would have a discussion 
in terms of characters, plot, etc. Students would participate in discussions.  
Everyone would have a book and workbook (not copies) everyday.  They 
would correct their exercises when we do that together.  They would turn in 
the projects on time. We would have more group work.   
 

Her ideal second year SHL class would involve the following: 

All students attending were able to read and write.  I would have tapes on 
different subjects in Spanish to use in class for discussion and listening 
practice (I mean the Spanish channels in America do not air any cultural 
program – like historical facts, or anything produced in South or Central 
America, not USA and then translated). The point was to be aware that one 
can get information using Spanish, that knowledge is being produced using 
Spanish language.  We would not have so many short periods, students 
excused to do other activities. We would have books to every student to read 
and discuss. 
 

As will become obvious to the reader in chapter five, Mrs. Silva would like to be 

able to provide the students with a more culturally relevant and empowering heritage 

language learning experience than the one that they are currently experiencing, but 

has been unable to do so for a variety of reasons.  She participated enthusiastically in 

this study, and has kept in touch with me, eagerly awaiting the final case study. 

 In summary, the students and teacher in this particular Spanish heritage language 

program were similar to the students who have been written about in the SHL 

literature, regarding their generation in the U.S., language usage patterns and 
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preferences, socioeconomic status, degree of previous formal education in Spanish, 

reasons for taking Spanish class, and many other factors. However, they were also 

presumably different from the SHL students we read about in many ways, since the 

students in the existing literature typically attend classes in larger and often 

segregated schools in urban or border areas where there have traditionally been large 

numbers of Hispanic students, whereas the student voices in the current case study are 

from a small, integrated rural Midwestern high school that has recently experienced 

very rapid and extreme cultural and linguistic changes. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS & DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents a discussion of the findings of this research, as analyzed 

through the dual lens of the subtractive schooling (Valenzuela, 1999) and 

transformative pedagogy (Cummins, 2000a) frameworks. Melding the concepts of 

“additive schooling”/“authentic caring” (Valenzuela, 1999) and “transformative 

pedagogy” (Cummins, 2000a) into my corollary research questions, I looked for 

evidence that the SHL program at Midville High was serving or failing to empower 

the students via attempts to: foster their bilingualism, provide culturally relevant 

instruction, provide them access to dominant, mainstream knowledge alongside 

critical literacy skills for appraising that knowledge, honor their definitions of caring 

in education, maintain their communities, and affirm and develop their identities. In 

other words, I sought evidence of both “additive” schooling elements (authentically 

caring, empowering schooling), and the opposite trend (“subtractive”, or 

disempowering schooling elements).  It is important to note that the use of the words 

“elements” here means “incidents”, or “experiences”, since Valenzuela (1999) states 

that additive schooling can exist within a subtractive schooling situation. 

 Often it was difficult to decide whether to code a classroom event as either 

“additive” or “subtractive” based solely on the observation. For example, teaching the 

“standard” version of the Spanish language provides students access to dominant 

mainstream knowledge and therefore to more economic and social opportunities, but 

this can also serve to devalue their own dialect if the students perceive that their 
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Spanish needs to be “fixed” (Valdés, 1995).  What may have seemed additive in an 

observation by an outside observer and an outsider of the students’ culture may really 

have been subtractive, or vice versa, after listening to the students’ voices. Thus the 

students’ voices were the guiding factor in the data analysis. I looked at both the 

events themselves and the students’ reactions to them through the dual lens of the 

additive schooling (Valenzuela, 1999) and additive education (Cummins, 2000a) 

research frameworks in order to support a coding of additive or subtractive, and noted 

when the students’ perceptions of their experiences diverged from what has been 

written in the relevant educational literature on such schooling experiences. 

This juxtaposition of student and researcher perceptions can be seen in Table 5, on 

the following page. 
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Table 5:  Additive and Subtractive Classroom Activities at Midville High School: 
Students’ and Research Literature Perspectives 
 

Perspective of the research 
literature: ADDITIVE 

Perspective of the research 
literature: SUBTRACTIVE 

Students’ subjective 
response to the 
activity: ADDITIVE 

•••• Teaching students the 
“standard” (prestige) 
variety of Spanish. 

•••• Fostering bilingualism. 
•••• Building on existing 

bilingual skills. 
•••• The Spanish HL class as a 

Language Arts class. 
•••• Culturally relevant 

instruction. 
•••• Authentically caring 

student-teacher and 
student-student 
relationships. 

•••• The maintenance of the 
bilingual student 
community. 

•••• Bridging the SHL 
program to the larger 
school culture. 

•••• Separating different 
“generations” of 
students: e.g. U.S.-born 
and foreign-born 
heritage language 
learners, or earlier 
arrivals and more 
recent arrivals. 

 

Students’ subjective 
response to the 
activity: 
SUBTRACTIVE 

 •••• Teachers’ reference to 
the students’ language 
as “Spanglish”. 

•••• Overuse of “remedial” 
grammar activities 
designed to correct 
common U.S. Spanish 
speaker mistakes.  

•••• A lack of training 
geared specifically to 
heritage language 
education on the part of 
the HL teacher. 

•••• Aesthetically caring 
teacher-student 
relationships. 

•••• Limited exposure to 
future identity choice 
options. 
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The Findings 

 Evidence of both additive and subtractive schooling elements were found in this 

case study, and are discussed below. In presenting the data, the additive elements of 

the MHS Spanish HL learning experience are presented as “first steps” in the 

direction of additive, empowering schooling. Conversely, the subtractive schooling 

elements are presented as “challenges” to such schooling, or as “limitations” of the 

program. See Table 6 on page 156 for a summary of these first steps and challenges. 

These first steps and challenges are the themes that were revealed across all of the 

focal students in their interviews; hence, these are the themes that emerged as relevant 

to the students as a group.  “Negative cases” (exceptions to the themes) and 

“discrepant cases” (variations of the themes) are noted, as well. The data and analysis 

presented here showcase students’ voices from the classroom as they commented on 

the nature of their SHL experience at MHS, and these interview data have been 

triangulated with data from the participant observations, teacher interviews, and 

document analysis in order to provide the most valid, trustworthy report possible of 

the MHS students’ additive and subtractive schooling experiences.  

 It was found that the MHS Spanish heritage language program was making 

important steps toward providing additive schooling for their bilingual Hispanic 

students; the educators were fostering bilingualism, building on existing bilingual 

skills, treating the Spanish HL class as more of a Language Arts class than a foreign 

language class, incorporating both “Big C” and “small c” culture into the curriculum, 

attempting to form authentically caring relationships with the students, providing a 
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bilingual track that students saw as a haven for bilinguals, bridging the program to the 

larger school culture, and recognizing the unique needs of the heritage language 

learners. 

 While the MHS Spanish HL program was making important steps toward 

providing additive schooling for their bilingual students, this program could not be 

said to be empowering for those students.  There was limited critical literacy skill 

development; little focus on issues of language contact, language variety, and 

language ideology; limited connection of the curriculum to the students’ lives outside 

of school; a negative perception by the students of the teacher as a non-native 

speaker; a sense of aesthetic caring and disrespect in the first year class; missed 

opportunities to maintain the connection to the larger school community; and limited 

student identity affirmation in the form of identity messages and options for future 

identity choices. 

 Each of these findings is listed in Table 6 on the following page, and subsequently 

discussed in detail individually. 
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Table 6: First Steps Toward and Challenges to Additive Schooling in the MHS 
SHL Program 
 

First Steps Toward  
Additive Schooling 

Challenges to  
Additive Schooling 

First Steps Toward the Fostering of 
Bilingualism: 
 1. Fostering bilingualism: building on 
existing skills  
2.  The Spanish HL class as a Language 
Arts class 

Challenges to the Fostering of 
Bilingualism: 
1.  Limited critical literacy skill 
development   
2.  Limited focus on language contact 
issues 
3.  Limited focus on language varieties 
and language ideologies 

First Steps Toward Culturally 
Relevant Instruction: 
 1.“Big C culture” 
2. “Small c culture” 

Limited Culturally Relevant 
Instruction:  
1.  Limited connection of curriculum to 
students’ lives 

First Steps Toward Exposure of SHL 
Students to Dominant, Mainstream 
Knowledge & Authentically Caring 
Teacher-Student Relationships: 
1. The Teacher and Students as co-
learners and co-teachers 

Limited Exposure of SHL Students to 
Dominant, Mainstream Knowledge 
and Challenges to Authentic Caring in 
the First-year SHL Classroom: 
 1. The students’ negative perceptions of 
their teacher as a non-native speaker 
2. Aesthetic caring and disrespect 
 

First Steps Toward the Maintenance of 
Community: 
1. The bilingual track of SHL as a haven 
2. The SHL program as a bridge to the 
larger school culture 

Challenges to the Maintenance of 
Community: 
1. A missed opportunity to maintain 
school community 
 

First Steps Toward Identity 
Affirmation: 
1. Recognizing the unique needs of 
heritage language learners 

Limited Identity Affirmation: 
1. Limited identity messages and options 
for future identity choices 
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First Steps Toward an Additive, Empowering HL Learning Experience at MHS:  
Additive Schooling Elements 
 

First Steps Toward the Fostering of Bilingualism  

Fostering bilingualism: building on existing skills 

 The focal students felt that the school was privileging their bilingualism by offering 

a Spanish section tailored to them.  They said they enjoyed being with other Hispanic 

bilinguals and would not prefer to be in a foreign language Spanish class with Anglo 

monolinguals or in a heritage language class with Hispanic monolinguals. They felt 

that the other bilingual students were valuable resources. María, for example, said 

that the other students would tell her “that’s not how you say it” if she said something 

incorrectly in class, and she felt fine being corrected by them, because “they know”.   

 While the goal in the SHL courses was to improve the students’ Spanish skills, 

they were allowed to gain and produce knowledge in both of their languages in this 

bilingual SHL class. For example, they watched a movie in English, which was 

chosen because of the culturally relevant themes and the Spanish spoken by the 

characters. They were allowed to think through assignments in English, if necessary 

for comprehension. When applicable, they did research online in both languages: for 

example, when they did research on suffixes and prefixes and when they looked up 

the meanings of their last names online. 

 Another way in which the MHS SHL program built on the students’ existing skills 

was by acknowledging the students’ English literacy skills as a knowledge base on 

which to build Spanish literacy skills. Both the teacher and the textbook assumed that 
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the students had received most of their formal schooling in English and organized 

instruction accordingly to build Spanish literacy skills. For example, when learning 

about the endings “-ción” and “-sión” in Spanish, they were compared to “-tion” and 

“-sion” in English, and the teacher helped the students construct and understand the 

rule that if it is written with “-tion” in English, it will be written with “-ción” in 

Spanish (i.e. function/función), but “-sion” will retain the “s” (i.e. pension/pensión). 

 While the students in the SHL classes needed to focus on basic Spanish literacy 

skills, their oral Spanish skills were highly developed. This situation is typical of 

heritage language learners of Spanish (Campbell, 1996; Valdés, 2001). In my 

observations, I noticed that the teacher and the students valued others’ knowledge of 

both languages, which they sought out in informal verbal interactions. They relied 

primarily on each other rather than on dictionaries or other books when they had a 

vocabulary or cultural question, and when the students would fumble on a word in a 

reading, the teacher would encourage other students to define it aloud in Spanish for 

him or her, using the skill of circumlocution rather than encouraging the student to 

simply look at the English translation in the textbook footnotes.  This tapping in to the 

students’ rich linguistic knowledge happened with such words/phrases as “tenía 

codicia” (‘he coveted it’, which a student translated as “mucho deseo”/ ‘a lot of 

desire’) and “ahogo” (defined in the book as ‘tightness, pain’, which a student 

translated as ‘no puede respirar’/ ‘he can’t breathe’).  

 Similarly, if a student was thinking of a word in English and had trouble thinking 

of the Spanish equivalent, other students would make suggestions and the teacher 
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would usually validate them. Once when a student used “army” in a sentence, the 

teacher said that wouldn’t work because it is an English word and another student 

jumped in with “grupo militar" (‘military group’), which the teacher recognized as ‘a 

very good definition’, even though it is not the dictionary equivalent for ‘army’. 

 The teacher came across as valuing the students’ Spanish, even if it was not at the 

level of a “native” speaker, and both she and the students seemed to value others’ 

bilingualism, however limited. For example, the students did not make fun of each 

other’s Spanish or English unless the speaker ridiculed himself first (i.e. by faking a 

strong Anglo accent, or jokingly requesting a translation), and even the students in the 

rowdier section of SHL I did not make fun of ex-president Jimmy Carter on the news 

when he spoke broken Spanish. It is interesting to note that the vast majority of the 

focal students, in defining “bilingual” for me, concurred with Valdés’(2001) theory of 

the perfectly balanced bilingual as a “mythical” being.  They, like Valdés, expressed 

the beliefs that: (1) anyone with some knowledge in a second language is, to a degree, 

“bilingual” but will be “more” or “less” bilingual than others, and (2) that no one is a 

perfectly balanced bilingual, using both languages equally well in all situations.  

 Mrs. Silva developed fun activities for her students that recognized their already 

strong vocabularies and developed senses of humor in Spanish.  For example, one 

second-year homework assignment following the study of prefixes and suffixes was 

to invent new words for things that do not already have names. Here, they played 

with the language and enjoyed themselves as they made up words for such things as 

“Una enfermedad en el dedo del pie” (‘A sickness of the toe), “La técnica o el arte de 



164

poner gel en el pelo” (‘The technique or art of putting gel in one’s hair’), and “Una 

ciudad para personas feas” (“A city for ugly people’). The students named these 

things “dedosis”, “pelotécnica” or “peinadogeltécnia”, and “feospoli” or 

“quefeopolis”, respectively. 

 While the issue of language varieties was not one of central focus in this SHL 

program, the students’ attention was focused on dialectal differences in at least a 

general way.  For example, the word “conozco” was used by the teacher in class one 

day to focus briefly on this issue; she asked the students to each pronounce the word 

aloud, to show that some speakers (i.e. a Spaniard) might lisp the z, others (i.e. most 

speakers of Latin American descent) might pronounce it as an s, others (i.e. English-

Spanish bilinguals) might pronounce it as an English z, and finally others (i.e. a 

student from Venezuela) might aspirate the ‘s’ sound completely or barely pronounce 

it at all. 

 

The Spanish HL Class as a Language Arts Class 

Since heritage language learners are neither first nor second language learners 

(Lynch, 2003a), and since they are in need of a course that is more like a Language 

Arts class than a foreign language class (Valdés, 1981), we can expect these students 

to be learning how to use the language instead of viewing it as something to merely 

be picked apart and analyzed.  The SHL students at Midville High were engaged in 

such Language Arts practices at least part of the time. Focal student Ángela summed 

up the difference between the SHL class (as more of a Language Arts class) and the 
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SFL (Spanish as a foreign language) class by saying that the SHL students receive a 

different type of instruction, since they don’t need to be taught so many discrete 

language points (form); they already know enough that the class focuses on “themes” 

and “what’s going on” (content), which in her opinion makes the class more 

interesting: 

Pues para mí el español, la clase de español, son temas en español 
[stammering], y en español para los americanos es pues, es prácticamente 
enseñarlos, enseñarles palabras básicas en español, escritura, este, hablarlas.  
[Stammering] Pero con nosotros no es este tipo de enseñanza, es enseñanza en 
temas, este, cosas que pasan o algo así. 
 
(Well, for me Spanish, Spanish class, is made of topics in Spanish 
[stammering], and in Spanish for the Americans, it’s, well, it’s practically 
teaching them, teaching to them, basic words in Spanish, writing, um, 
speaking. [Stammering], But with us it’s not that type of instruction, it’s 
instruction in topics, um, in things that are happening, or something like that.) 
 

It was difficult for Ángela to put it into words, but she was clearly differentiating 

the foreign language class from the heritage language class, associating the latter with 

a Language Arts class. The Language Arts practices observed included learning how 

to predict what they will encounter in a story, how to take notes, how to brainstorm, 

how to determine what is most important when preparing to write or when listening to 

a report, how to make an outline, how to write a metaphor, how to separate the parts 

of a word into prefixes and suffixes in order to understand it, how to do research 

online, and how to carry out and evaluate group presentations. This Language Arts 

approach explicitly places an equal value on the students’ two languages, since their 

Spanish course resembles their English courses (in the case of the students not 

enrolled in ESL) and is at the same level of academic difficulty as their other courses. 
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To summarize this section, the bilingual SHL classes at MHS provided a 

comfortable space for these bilingual heritage language learners and the SHL 

instruction was characterized by a privileging of bilingualism and an effort to build 

on the students’ existing language and cultural proficiencies.      

 

First Steps Toward Culturally Relevant Instruction  

“Big C Culture” 

 All of the focal students mentioned that their SHL course incorporated their 

cultures as well as their language, and this cultural relevance was observed during the 

participant observations, as well. This culturally relevant teaching primarily involved 

discussing everyday culture and celebrating major cultural events occurring during 

the school year that were relevant to the students’ lives. The students especially 

enjoyed these cultural celebrations. Verónica, for example, says about her class: “I 

was happy, because in Spanish we have so many traditions, and I was happy we could 

do so much fun stuff”.  Celebrations mentioned and observed included Mexican 

Independence Day, el Día de los Muertos, Valentine’s Day, Christmas/Navidad and 

Carnaval.   

 The students celebrated both Valentine’s Day and Carnaval during my time at 

MHS.   For Valentine’s Day the teacher first asked the SHL II class what they knew 

about the holiday and then had the students brainstorm a list of ways to say “I love 

you” in Spanish, which she used to create a themed bulletin board for the classroom 

during the first part of February. Each saying was highlighted in a little heart on the 
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board. Some of the phrases contributed by the students included: ‘querida’, ‘mi 

amor’, ‘amor de mi vida’, ‘te amo’, ‘te quiero’, and ‘te adoro’. The teacher had the 

SHL I students write valentines in Spanish to other SHL students (in any of her 3 

sections). While they worked she played romantic songs in Spanish in the 

background.   

 For Carnaval the students did online research and group PowerPoint presentations 

on Carnaval as celebrated throughout the Hispanic world.  They also made and 

decorated noisemakers out of empty soda cans to use during the in-class Carnaval 

party in late February. Again, while they worked they were allowed to listen to 

Spanish music, and many sang and danced along to the music.  While the literacy 

activities tied to Valentine’s Day did build upon the students’ existing linguistic and 

cultural proficiencies and served to connect the students to other Spanish heritage 

language learners, the in-class celebrations were for the most part superficial, not 

surpassing the cultural content of a typical Spanish foreign language class. 

 

“Small c Culture” 

 In addition to celebrating cultural holidays, the teacher would often relate the 

coursework to the students’ daily lives; for example, she would ask the students if 

they had experienced something brought up in class (i.e. riding the type of bus that 

was shown in the film “Fools Rush In”, being stereotyped, witnessing the work of a 

“curandero”/ ‘healer’ like the one in a short story read in class, etc.). She would also 
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ask if they knew other ways to say something learned in class, capitalizing on their 

existing linguistic repertoires. 

 

Culturally Relevant Techniques and Materials 

 Another culturally relevant facet of this SHL course was the teacher’s recognition 

of the students’ self-consciousness regarding their literacy skills. When the students 

would discuss or write about linguistic and cultural topics in class, the teacher would 

often give them the chance to communicate without thinking about being 

grammatically correct – which allowed for a focus on the content being 

communicated over the accuracy of the form of that content. For example, during 

one of the SHL II classes the teacher used a relaxation and guided imagery session to 

help the students relax and remember their pasts in order to write about their 

childhood. She told the students that they were always coming to her to say that their 

work can’t possibly be correct, when they should instead sometimes use the right side 

of the brain, which says “everything’s possible”. The goal of the exercise was to help 

them answer the question “Who am I?” by thinking back to the events, places, and 

people of their childhood. While this activity was culturally relevant for these 

students, no explicit connections were made between the students’ past experiences 

and their present sense of identity. 

 The textbook for this SHL course was also culturally relevant for this group of 

students. The students’ textbook (Valdés & Teschner’s Español Escrito:  Curso para 

Hispanohablantes Bilingües, 5th ed., 2003) was written specifically for this student 
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population and is up-to-date and well-respected in the language teaching field. The 

SHL teacher was careful to point out the learning objectives of the book, often having 

the students read them aloud in class before starting an activity.  She also drew their 

attention to the “lexical notes” in the book, which further emphasized typical 

troublesome aspects of the language for heritage language learners.  

 

First Steps Toward the Exposure of SHL Students to Dominant, Mainstream 
Knowledge 

 
The student preface of the textbook speaks directly to the Hispanic bilingual’s 

fears of speaking “bad” Spanish by pointing out that there are many varieties of 

Spanish, and different situations call for different norms. The written and spoken 

activities address topics known to be of use and interest to this population of U.S. 

Hispanic bilinguals (i.e. which words are spelled with “b” and which with “v”, since 

these letters have the same sound in Standard Spanish, or the same distinction 

between “c”, “s”, and “z”; also the silent h and capitalization rules as they differ from 

English rules).  The judicious use of this text contributed to an empowering learning 

experience for the students, since knowledge of the standard variety is an essential 

aspect of becoming truly proficient in Spanish, but too often this book was overused 

or misused, and the students tuned out.  
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First Steps Toward Authentically Caring Teacher-Student Relationships 

The Teacher and Students as Co-Learners and Co-teachers 

 According to Valenzuela (1999), Mexican-American students value relations in 

education and view authentically caring relationships as an essential part of the 

educational process.  In other words, they require that they be cared for before they 

can be expected to care about school.  The most promising avenue for such 

relationships in the MHS SHL program was the students’ and teacher’s mutual 

understanding of each other as simultaneously teachers and learners of the Spanish 

language and Hispanic cultures.  

The teacher purposefully presented herself to them as a co-learner as well as an 

“expert” Spanish teacher. For example, she would say things like: “We have 

problems with these”, when talking about writing words with c, s, or z  (all of which 

have the same sound in the variety of Spanish spoken by the majority of Spanish 

speakers), instead of “you have problems with these”. The focal students said they 

admire their teacher for being trilingual and always learning, a fact that she made 

clear to them by continuing to take university courses as well as continually 

improving her own Spanish by asking others how to say something or looking up a 

word or a verb conjugation in a book.  They also pointed out that she was always 

making connections across the cultures represented in the classroom and to other 

Spanish-speaking cultures.   

 An example of the students’ respect for their teacher’s role as a learner of 

language and culture comes from Adamari. When asked if it mattered to her that her 
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teacher was not a native Spanish speaker, Adamari responded: “No, it’s like 

impressive, in, because like she knows more than me [laugh], and I was born in 

Mexico. And I’m Hispanic, and she wasn’t, you know?, so it kind of amazes me that 

she knows more than a Hispanic”. On the other hand, the students as “knowers” was 

reflected by the many instances in which they took on the role of “teacher” while 

their teacher learned from them or used them as resource people. For example, when 

the teacher wrote the phrase “viaje fantástica” instead of “viaje fantástico” on the 

board, one of the students corrected her, and she said “Gracias, [nickname]. Tienes 

razón, debe ser masculina; en Portugués es femenina” (Thank you, [nickname]. 

You’re right, it should be masculine; in Portuguese it’s feminine”).  Once when the 

students were describing a person and used the adjective “chinita” (used for someone 

with curly hair), the teacher asked “¿’Chinita’? ¿Cuando el pelo está así?” (‘Chinita’? 

When the hair is like this?’) and made a circular motion with her hand, near her head, 

to indicate curly hair.  Mrs. Silva was very open to learning, and not afraid to admit 

the gaps in her own knowledge of Spanish and Hispanic cultures. 

 The focal students expressed an appreciation for the Mrs. Silva’s willingness to 

take on the role of student, in addition to teacher. During her second interview, María 

said she would give her teacher an “A” if she could give her a grade, because: 

’Cuz she does know what she’s talking about, and she’s a good teacher.  Nos 
enseña todo lo que a ella le enseñaban o hasta a veces lo que ella no sabe, nos 
pregunta. She’s not afraid to ask questions, que ella no sabe: ‘¿Cómo se dice 
___?, ¡Ay, soy la maestra, I need to know everything!’, but it’s not, it’s not 
true.  Some teachers, si no sabe una cosa, les pregunta a los alumnos, y los 
alumnos sí pueden saber. 
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(’Cuz she does know what she’s talking about, and she’s a good teacher.  She 
teaches us everything that was taught to her, and even sometimes she’ll ask us 
what she doesn’t know. She’s not afraid to ask questions, what she doesn’t 
know:  ‘How do you say __?  Man, I’m the teacher, I need to know 
everything!’, but it’s not, it’s not true.  Some teachers, if they don’t know 
something, they ask the students, and the students might know.) 

 

Similarly, when asked how he thinks the teacher feels about his Spanish, Pancho 

responded: “That it’s good, ‘cuz, I don’t know if she’s learning or she already knows, 

well she does know, but sometimes we teach her stuff, I guess, yeah.  She says 

“Ooooohhhhhh, I didn’t know” [laugh]. 

 In the same vein, when I asked Adamari how she felt about her Spanish teacher, 

she said: 

She’s pretty cool.  I get along good with her, and, um, I respect her as a teacher 
more, you know? It’s cool, ‘cuz like, to me, it’s kinda like ‘Oh my God’ that she’s 
from Brazil, and then she learned Spanish, I mean English, and then she had to 
come here, older now, and then learn Spanish.  And then now I like, when was it?  
Like last semester, she mentioned she was now studying for college Spanish 
Grammar, so I was like ‘Whoa, she really likes to study and everything’. 

 

To summarize this section, important first steps toward authentically caring 

teacher-student relationships were evident in the shared view that the teacher and 

students had of one another as simultaneously learners and teachers of the Spanish 

language and Hispanic cultures.  As we shall see, however, this mutual respect 

existed in varying degrees between the two levels of SHL (SHL I and SHL II) and 

differentially affected the students’ caring about their SHL class. 
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First steps toward the maintenance of community 

The bilingual track of SHL as a haven  

 As previously mentioned, the focal SHL students at MHS felt a strong sense of 

community in the bilingual classroom, and they expressed a feeling of the Spanish 

class as a haven for bilinguals. Pancho said that Spanish class feels like “home” 

because he can speak Spanish: “It’s good because we talk Spanish at home and it’s 

just like we’re at home, but with other people”. This sentiment was echoed by all of 

the focal students; they felt most comfortable interacting with other bilinguals rather 

than with monolinguals of either language.  

 One reason the students stated for feeling at home in the SHL program was being 

with their close friends; Emilio, for example stated various times that all of his friends 

were in the SHL class, saying “Everyone I hang around with is in that class”. These 

bilingual SHL students most likely also felt that they could be themselves, without the 

pressure of being expected to know Spanish as a monolingual native speaker would. 

Guitérrez (1997, p.34) expresses this tension well, in his discussion of language 

awareness in the heritage language classroom: 

Teachers need to be aware that heritage speakers are not simply imperfect 
speakers of Spanish who have fallen short of the monolingual norm.  They 
are, rather, complex persons who are fundamentally different from 
monolinguals.  Unlike monolingual speakers of Spanish from societies in 
which Spanish is the sole or primary language, bilingual United States Latinos 
and Latinas are members of speech communities in which a single language 
does not meet all their communicative needs. 

 

By offering the bilingual track of SHL, MHS is tailoring its SHL courses to their 

students’ desires and recognizing their unique identity as bilinguals rather than 
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monolinguals.  It should be noted, however, that separating U.S.-born and newly 

arrived immigrants may be subtracting valuable resources (i.e. access to Spanish 

language input and the new immigrant pro-school orientation) from the U.S.-born 

students and inhibiting the building of vital social networks among different 

generations of language minority students (Valenzuela, 1999). 

 One further piece of the puzzle in an explanation of the students’ degree of 

comfort and ease in the SHL program at MHS is that these segregated classes within 

an integrated school provide a break from potential pressures to avoid “acting white”.   

The social pressure to avoid “acting white”, or achieving academically, is a reality for 

many minority students, to the point that being successful at school can jeopardize 

these students’ acceptance and popularity at school (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Fryer, 

2005). It could well be the case that the MHS SHL students enjoyed a reprieve from 

any such pressures while in their SHL class. 

 

The SHL program as a bridge to the larger school culture 

 The SHL teacher also found various ways to bridge the course to the maintenance 

of the school community in general. For example, when the students got into a 

discussion in class one day about drawings in the school paper which they perceived 

as racist, the teacher brought in the vice principal to talk with them and listen to their 

concerns. He listened to them, and suggested that they write an editorial to paper and 

that they speak with the illustrator to discover his thoughts on the subject. The teacher 

offered to talk with the staff advisor about the procedure for submitting an editorial 
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and tried to get the students interested in working together to write the letter, but on 

this particular occasion the plan lost steam after the students realized that the 

illustrator was also Hispanic and a friend of theirs. 

 On another occasion, the teacher went out of her way to explain the events and 

important concepts of a week-long ‘Winterfest’ celebration that was happening at 

school, so that her students would be able to participate fully in and benefit from the 

larger school community, if they so chose. A final example of the SHL class serving 

as a bridge to the rest of the school is that the teacher allowed one of her SHL II 

students, focal student “Karla”, practice her speech (which was in English) in front of 

the class while she was preparing to go to the state competition and needed to practice 

in front of an audience.  Karla was able to practice her speech in an academic but 

supportive environment, and the rest of the students were exposed to an 

extracurricular activity within the school. 

 In general, the SHL program at MHS made important first steps toward the 

maintenance of at least two of the students’ various communities:  their bilingual 

community and the larger school community. 

First Steps Toward Identity Affirmation 

Recognizing the Unique Needs of Heritage Language Learners 

 Midville High School has taken a major step toward affirming its bilingual 

Hispanic students’ bilingual and bicultural identities by making a place for these 

students in its heritage language program.  Instead of trying to force the students to fit 
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into the existing two-track Spanish program (foreign language and heritage 

language), MHS modified their heritage language program by splitting it into a 

Spanish-dominant, “native speaker” track and a bilingual track to meet the bilingual 

Hispanic students’ needs.  While MHS could have placed their bilingual Hispanic 

students into foreign language classes because of their linguistic limitations when 

compared with “native speakers” (Spanish monolinguals) or, in contrast, 

overwhelmed them by placing them into a first language classroom with recently 

arrived Spanish monolinguals, the administrators instead recognized the bilingual and 

bicultural students’ unique linguistic and identity needs as different from those of 

both foreign and first language learners by creating a track just for them.  The 

existence of this track opens the possibility that their reservoirs of knowledge can be 

tapped and their bilingual and bicultural identities recognized, affirmed, and 

negotiated (Carreira, 2004) as they learn their heritage language. 

 While this first step toward identity affirmation is an enormous one, very few 

additional steps toward the investigation and negotiation of the students’ identities 

were taken in the MHS SHL classes. One identity-related project, which took place 

only in the SHL II course, was the portfolio project. The students were required to 

complete a portfolio with the meaning of their first and last names, the stories of how 

they got their first names, their nicknames, an acronym of their name that gave an 

idea of who they were, a list of their favorite things, their saint’s day, their family 

tree, and a pretend family coat of arms with six parts: two things that they do well, the 

place where they feel the best, something valuable that they possess, a sport they 
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enjoy, something they’ll have at 40 years of age, and three things that people will say 

about them after they pass away.   

 Another identity-affirming facet of the MHS program was that the SHL students 

and teacher often engaged in short conversations in class about their places of origin 

and how what they said or did varied according to the specific country or the specific 

region within the same country. Such discussions connected the students back to their 

heritage culture and they learned to accept others’ realities and identities as equally 

valid as their own. For example, after a debate about whether a type of bus 

represented in the movie “Fools Rush In” actually existed in “Mexico”, the teacher 

reminded the students that Mexico is a large and diverse country and people from 

different regions would have different experiences. During these informal 

discussions, the teacher often shared her own life experiences with the students, 

helping them to see the same issue from different viewpoints. For example, regarding 

the ‘racist’ newspaper illustration previously mentioned, she said that the students 

should use their right to submit an editorial to the student paper to express their 

opinion, since in her home country (Brazil), you don’t have that right and instead 

“you could be arrested and even disappear “ for expressing your beliefs. 

 While the students’ identities were explored and affirmed in very general ways via 

the portfolio project (in SHLI only) and the informal discussions of identity (in both 

levels), no critical investigation into the complexity of the bilingual and bicultural 

identity were undertaken in the MHS SHL bilingual classrooms during this study.     
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To summarize thus far, while bilingualism and biculturalism were fostered, 

culturally relevant instruction was provided, community was maintained, and 

bilingual/bicultural identities were fostered in a very general way in this SHL 

program and some authentically caring relationships did exist, steps were not taken to 

truly empower the students via an in-depth investigation or development of their 

bilingual and bicultural skills and identities. In addition, while the students were 

exposed to the mainstream, dominant knowledge of Spanish as a foreign language, 

they were not taught to think critically about their home language and its use in the 

United States.   

 

Challenges and Limitations:  Subtractive Schooling Elements of the MHS SHL 
Program 

 
Challenges to the Fostering of Bilingualism  

Limited Critical Literacy Skill Development 

The educational literature on empowering HL education for U.S. Hispanics makes 

the case that the Spanish language must be viewed in the heritage language class as 

more than a mere linguistic code.  Adopting the view that  ‘students must be taught to 

read not only the word, but also to “read the world”’ (Freire & Macedo, 1987) would 

help them to see beyond the surface features of the language to how that language is 

used in society, both to their advantage and to their detriment. In other words, the 

students’ sociocultural realities must be an explicit focus of the curriculum (Ada, 

1988a, 1988b; Cummins, 2000a; Faltis, 1990; Freire, 1983; Valenzuela, 1999), with 
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the aim of empowering students via the development of critical literacy skills.  

Examples of critical literacy skills include a thorough understanding of the issues of 

language varieties and language ideologies. 

 

Limited Focus on Language Contact Issues 

 An additive SHL education would empower students by adding to their awareness 

of the appropriate uses of Spanish across all of their social and professional relations. 

For example, the important issue of code-switching (the alternating use of Spanish 

and English—within a sentence or across sentences—in oral or written discourse), 

and should be addressed in any SHL class. This topic is an everyday linguistic 

occurrence in the lives of U.S. Hispanic bilinguals, yet was rarely addressed in the 

MHS SHL class, despite many occasions in which this topic could have been 

broached. While the students themselves often referred to their language as 

“Spanglish,” the teacher’s use of this term was perceived by them as degrading.  For 

example, the teacher would chastise the students for using “high school” in English in 

the middle of a Spanish utterance, yet the same code-switching is employed by one of 

the characters in the textbook (i.e., “graduarse de la high school”), and some code-

switched words are presented in the text as new vocabulary (i.e., “típico accidente hit-

and-run”). There was no discussion in class of when or where this might be 

appropriate or how to modify one’s speech to fit different contexts as advised in the 

HL literature (Valdés, 1995; 2001). Since heritage language learners are often 

unaware of when they are using the vernacular and when they are using the standard 
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forms, “our pedagogical task is to help the learner develop an ‘internal monitor’ to 

assist in avoiding the stigmatized features under certain social conditions” (Martínez, 

2003, p.4). 

 The issue of borrowed words became evident in class when various students 

across different SHL classes used the word “principal” as a noun in Spanish, as in the 

English cognate “principal” and the teacher explained to them that that was 

“Spanglish,” or a mixture of Spanish and English. She said that “principal” can only 

be used as an adjective in Spanish, like the English adjective “principal,” and that the 

school principal needed to be referred to as “director,” which is a noun. The conflict 

here is that one’s language is an essential part of one’s identity, so criticizing an 

aspect of an individual or group’s language is equivalent to attacking that person or 

group which includes all of the individual’s loved ones. For example, Emilio refused 

to accept the teacher’s explanation of the word “principal,” telling me that his father 

used that word for the school principal, so it must be correct.  

 Often a word borrowed from another language (e.g., fiancée, patio, or ciao) comes 

to be part of another language, but it is unclear how it becomes accepted. Does it 

“count” if it is included in the textbook (like “high school”), or if it is accepted by the 

strict Real Academia in Spain, like “parking” (Martínez, 2003), but not just by one’s 

family? This issue of what is “borrowed” or “code switched” and what is “Spanglish” 

(a colloquial, often negative term) is of extreme importance in a heritage language 

class and must be addressed. The problem of the students’ language “not counting” is 

exemplified by the occurrence of a student giving a word that would appropriately fill 
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in a blank on an activity but the answer being considered “wrong” because it was not 

on the textbook’s list of new words (words with the letter “c”). The student gave the 

word “sabiduría” (knowledge), when the desired response was “conocimiento” 

(understanding or familiarity). Here, a focus on the textbook activity requirements 

superceded a focus on meaningful communication. This issue of “correctness” is 

obviously an extremely sensitive one in a HL class. 

The heritage language learning literature emphasizes the role of the SHL class 

in helping students see the uses they make of Spanish, English, and a mixture of the 

two in their daily lives. This awareness and a corresponding understanding of the 

appropriateness of each of these codes in different settings are potential goals of an 

empowering SHL class – one which helps the students make the transition from using 

the same language/code in all situations to expanding that bilingual range and using 

the codes appropriately. In-class discussions of which words/phrases the students 

code-switch, when they code-switch, and which languages they use when and why 

would have helped these SHL students become aware of their own code-switching 

and the need to expand their bilingual ranges. Examples could be provided in both 

languages and in a code-switched manner of what is appropriate in which contexts. 

Students could even be asked to locate or produce such examples. 
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Limited Focus on Language Varieties and Language Ideologies 

 In addition to understanding issues of languages in contact, students should be 

exposed to the issue of language variety. Some may not be aware of the different 

forms that the Spanish language can take in different countries or the history of why 

such differences have come to exist. For example, when reading the play “La Venda” 

aloud in the second year SHL class, José consistently changed the “vosotros” present 

tense verbs to the “tú” imperfect tense verbs (i.e., “hacéis” to “hacías”). Later, he 

commented, “It didn’t make sense because it wasn’t the Spanish we talk; it was from 

Spain . . . They talked about vos . . . The vos is pretty much from Spain.” José was 

confusing different aspects of differing varieties of Spanish: the “vosotros” from 

Spain, the “vos” from parts of Central and South America, and his own rural Mexican 

variety (which does not include either form). If the students had been led in a 

discussion of these major differences, they would have learned more about language 

varieties and how they develop historically.   

 The student in the above example showed signs of a burgeoning awareness of the 

tremendous variety that exists across different versions of the Spanish language.  

Promoting the students’ understanding and valuation of all varieties should be a top 

priority in an empowering Spanish HL class, since U.S. Hispanics often view the 

acquisition of standard Spanish as an “unattainable goal”, and their own variety as an 

“undesirable reality”  (Carreira, 2000).  Therefore, “efforts to teach Spanish as a 

heritage language to this population of students must be accompanied by an 

educational campaign to demonstrate the linguistic validity of the gamut of linguistic 
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phenomena found in the Spanish of Latinos” (ibid., p.2).  In order to combat the 

derisive attitudes that exist in the U.S. and abroad about U.S. Spanish, students should 

be educated about the arbitrary nature of linguistic prejudice (which evaluates a 

language variety based not purely on linguistic criteria, but also on the social, 

economic and political status of its speakers), the linguistic validity of all variants 

(including nonstandard ones), the large degree of overlap between nonstandard and 

standard varieties (once one looks past mere lexicon), and the instrumental value of 

learning the standard variety (Carreira, 2000).  

 It is important that heritage language educators value U.S. Hispanics’ impressive 

reservoirs of existing language skills so that they can be empowered to make better 

use of their existing language skills, rather than viewing their skills as flawed and 

undesirable. If U.S. Spanish speakers are not encouraged to value their heritage 

language, a loss of Spanish skills for them and for future generations could result, 

bringing about a loss in an important group identity marker and also in their collective 

power as U.S. Hispanics (Carreira, 2000).  On the other hand, denying students access 

to the standard variety also denies them valuable social and professional 

opportunities. Therefore, “[t]he challenge for SNS [Spanish for Native Speakers] 

teachers is to direct students to think about issues of language usage and deviation in 

linguistically sophisticated ways.  Not only is this point of view more consistent with 

linguistic reality, but it is also one that is more empowering of SNS students” 

(Carreira, 2000, p.8). The role of heritage language educators, therefore, should 

include teaching our students about language ideologies and linguistic prejudice and 
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then encouraging them to think critically about this issue by recognizing the 

acceptability of the different varieties in different social and academic situations.  

 It follows that helping students see the uses of their two languages in society opens 

the doors to understanding language ideologies. In several instances during the SHL 

classes, the students brought up points about language that would have been good 

language ideology discussion starters, but the teacher rarely followed up on them. For 

example, Mrs. Silva asked the SHL II students when they might encounter the 

prefixes and suffixes that they were learning. During the ensuing discussion, Mrs. 

Silva suggested “medical and scientific books” as a context in which students might 

find these features. One student responded to her comment stating, “Those books are 

in English, Spanish doesn’t count.” No discussion followed this comment, which 

clearly pointed to this student’s views of English as the “privileged” language. The 

students were affording symbolic power to English in textbooks because they have 

accepted the ideology that English is more valuable than Spanish, and/or because they 

believe that those who wield this symbolic power (the authors of the aforementioned 

textbooks) do so legitimately (Thompson, 1991). The empowering heritage language 

class should be a place where such ideologies are examined, since they are based on 

values, beliefs, assumptions and attitudes that function to create views of reality that 

appear to be commonsensical (Galindo, 1997), yet are not based on reason. The 

school in general and the heritage language program in particular are “involved in the 

evaluation and inculcation of linguistic competencies—such as bilingualism—that 

determine whether the linguistic resources of minority communities will function as 
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linguistic capital” (Galindo, 1997, p.6) and therefore must take their role in the 

reproduction of language ideologies very seriously.   

 In summary, students in a SHL class need to be exposed to issues of languages in 

contact, language varieties, and language ideologies in order to develop a critically 

biliterate consciousness.  In addition to a focus on critical literacy skills, an additive 

HL class would incorporate the students’ cultures as an essential focus of the 

curriculum, recognizing their unique bilingual and bicultural needs as HL learners. 

 

Limited Culturally Relevant Instruction 

Limited Connection of Curriculum to Students’ Lives 

 While the SHL program did include the students’ cultures on a general level, there 

were many examples of where the instruction could have been more culturally 

relevant.     On several different occasions the possibility of making a connection 

between the classroom and the students’ families and home cultures was overlooked. 

For example, “Carnaval in the Hispanic World” was the topic of a project for all three 

sections of SHL. The students were each assigned a particular Spanish-speaking 

country, and they were to investigate that country’s celebration of Carnaval. There 

was little discussion of whether or not the students had ever celebrated Carnaval and 

there was no option for the students to investigate their home culture’s celebration of 

the holiday. Finally, it was not recognized that the U.S. has a large number of Spanish 

speakers, and no mention was made of how Carnaval is celebrated here in this 

country. In an interview with José, one of the focal students, he mentioned that his 
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family had years of videotape footage of Carnaval in their hometown in Mexico that 

he would have rather shared with the class, instead of doing a PowerPoint 

presentation about a country assigned to him by his teacher. Giving the students a 

choice of country to research and exposing them to new ways of thinking about 

“culture” would empower the students to investigate, compare, and learn from their 

own and others’ cultures. 

 While the in-class cultural celebrations were fun for the students and relevant to 

their lives, no in-depth investigation of the relationships among culture, language and 

identity were undertaken. Following the lessons through in this way would have been 

both possible and rewarding for this group of students.  Opportunities for such 

discussions did come up, based on student comments; once, a student asked why she 

should know the date of Mexican Independence when she is not Mexican. During a 

different class, the students were talking about where they were from in the U.S. and 

how people said certain words there; this also would have been an interesting point 

for investigation. 

 

Limited Exposure of SHL Students to Dominant, Mainstream Knowledge 

 The Students’ Negative Perceptions of Their Teacher as a Non-Native Speaker 

 Most of the focal students cited the teacher’s non-native status as a negative feature 

of their HL learning experience. A few (i.e., Verónica, José, Emilio) said they 

couldn’t easily understand her pronunciation; for example, Verónica said: “El español 

casi no puede pronunciar bien” (‘She almost can’t pronounce Spanish well’). Others 
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(i.e., Emilio, Karla) were worried that some of the students might be learning 

incorrect forms from the teacher. For example, she would consistently say such things 

as “Voy a pedir para Iván leer” (I’m going to ask for Ivan to read) instead of “Voy a 

pedir que Iván lea” (I’m going to ask that Ivan read) and “un otro” (an another) 

instead of “otro” (another). While the students frequently corrected the teacher’s 

vocabulary or gender agreement mistakes, they did not seem to pick up on these other 

grammatical mistakes, so it is possible that they might be learning incorrect forms 

from her. Mrs. Silva’s status as a non-native teacher not trained specifically in 

heritage language education was a problematic element of this program, which 

directly contributed to the students’ negative perceptions of their heritage language 

learning experience. 

 While the mainstream, dominant knowledge of Spanish as a foreign language 

could be perceived as appropriate groundwork for Advanced Placement or university 

coursework, the MHS SHL students were, for the most part, not preparing for such 

work. Even if the students perceived the SHL program as useful or empowering, they 

would be left midstream after taking two years of SHL, since no further SHL courses 

are offered at MHS. Continuing with courses at the local university was an option, but 

this is only possible if the student carried a 3.0 (“B”) average overall. Those students 

academically ineligible for the courses or unable to attend them (because of the time 

of day offered or the logistics of getting there and back), in effect, have to choose to 

not take any more Spanish, to study another language, or to try to get accepted into 
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Spanish III (for foreign language learners), which is only allowed if they were 

perceived to be in need of remedial work. 

 

Challenges to Authentic Caring in the First-year SHL Classroom 

Aesthetic Caring and Disrespect 

 While the MHS students did not articulate the concept of aesthetic caring in the 

explicit way that Valenzuela (1999) found in her work with inner-city urban youth in 

Texas, the lack of authentically caring relations between the teacher and the students 

in Midville’s SHL I course was clearly seen in the students’ articulations of the issue 

of classroom management and/or the discipline problem and my observations of the 

administration’s aesthetic caring for the SHL students, in some cases. It became 

obvious over the course of the observations and interviews that the MHS educators 

were expecting the students to care about standard Spanish as a school subject, rather 

than themselves first caring about the students’ real uses of Spanish and how their 

home language relates to their home cultures and to their identities. 

 Behavioral manifestations of the students’ discontent occurred as occasional 

distractions in the second year classroom, but were a serious problem in both sections 

of SHL I. While Mrs. Silva was able to connect with most of her second-year students 

around a shared love of the Spanish language and cultures by presenting herself as a 

learner as well as teacher, she had trouble connecting with the first-year students in 

the same way. The male SG I students, especially, did not seem to share her 

enthusiasm toward the subject matter as presented (as an academic subject), and the 
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same type of caring relationship and mutual respect that existed in SG II did not 

develop between Mrs. Silva and her SG I students.  

 The female focal students from all three sections and both levels of the SHL 

program brought up the important Mexican cultural values of respect and “ganas” 

(desire or inclination). As was found by Valenzuela (1999) in her study of inner-city 

urban Texas youth, the females in this group felt that the students should be 

‘agradecidos’, or grateful for their educational opportunities in this country. The 

female focal students at MHS expressed dismay that the SHL students in general 

were disrespectful and tended to be lazy about their education, not taking advantage 

of the opportunities afforded to the students at MHS. For example, Adamari 

mentioned that some of the SHL students “are just there to make fun of this, or make 

fun of that, or the look at it as their free period, kind of.”  

 Adamari had been in one section of first-year SHL and subsequently moved to 

another period, hoping that the attitudes would be better there. She said that she had 

left some of her good friends behind in the first section, but that she thought it would 

be worth it to be in a more respectful section. Instead, she found the discipline 

problem to be even worse and regretted making the change. This issue of being in 

class with rude students was a major one for Adamari; she said that her ideal class 

would depend on having the “ideal students”, more than on anything the class would 

provide. 

 Other female students also mentioned the low level of student-teacher mutual 

respect and the resulting discipline problem. For example, Ángela expressed the 
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belief that the quality of the school is reflected in how much the students learn, in 

how they receive what is being taught to them” “Pienso así que todos alumnos 

podrían hacerse buenos, y hacer una escuela mejor. Según cómo aprendas, cómo 

recibas lo que te enseñan” (‘I think students can make themselves good, and make the 

school better. According to how you learn, how you receive what they teach you’). 

She and others (i.e. Karla, Adamari, and María) pointed out that the students’ 

behavior dramatically influences how much learning takes place in a classroom. 

Ángela had this to say about student disrespect when asked if there were things about 

the SHL class that she did not like: 

 No, sé, a veces sí me molesta que hagan algún como, se burlan de la maestra. He 
visto en algunas niñas que luego la maestra está pidiendo silencio y las niñas están 
“hee, hee, hee, ha, ha, ha”, y la maestra les está diciendo que se callen, o sea, por 
lo respeto lo hacen. O sea, digo es una persona adulta, y creo que a toda persona 
adulta o mayor que tú, se le merece un respeto. Pero casi como la maestra te 
respeta, o respeta a nosotros, debemos respetarla igual. Porque, pues, como dices, 
“Si quieres respeto, respeta primero a tú ”. Entonces, como que, eso, o sea, no por 
parte de la clase, sino por parte de los estudiantes como que, como que no. Este, 
entonces si está así aquí en la escuela, imagínate cómo en la casa debe de ser. 
 

(I don’t know, sometimes it does bother me that they do something, they make 
fun of the teacher.  I have seen some girls that when the teacher is asking for 
silence, they’re laughing and the teacher is telling them to be quiet, that they be 
quiet out of respect.  I mean, she’s an adult, and I believe that all adults or people 
older than you deserve respect.  As the teacher respects you, or respects us, we 
should respect her the same.  Because, well, as they say: “If you want respect, 
respect yourself first”.  Then, it’s like, that, or, not on the part of the class, but on 
the part of the students, it’s like “no”. Um, then if he’s like that here at school, 
imagine how she acts at home.) 
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Karla also mentioned both discipline and respect in relationship to the SHL 

program, and tied this to initiative when asked if there was anything about her class 

that needed to improve: 

Um, as a whole class, I think there’s muchas personas que no les echa muchas 
ganas, así como ni siquiera estar en la escuela. Hay gente que no les importa, 
pero si va a estar en la escuela, pues écheles ganas de una vez. Hay veces 
como que estoy así como studying or something, y me molesta que se está 
making fun of the teacher or something. Ay, no. Y la maestra está enseñando 
algo, y así hay, como que algo que tienen caso, making fun of the teacher. O 
hay veces, uno sabe cuando it’s a good time to be laughing or “no, you’re not 
supposed to be laughing. 
(Um, as a whole class, I think there are a lot of people who don’t put a lot of 
effort into it, like not even being at school. There are people that don’t care, 
but if you’re going to be at school, then put a little effort into it for once. 
There are times when I’m studying or something, and it bothers me that 
they’re making fun of the teacher or something. Oh, no. And the teacher is 
teaching something, and here it’s something that’s meaningful to them, 
they’re making fun of the teacher. They are times, one knows whether it’s a 
good time to be laughing or “no, you’re not supposed to be laughing”). 

 

Karla’s comments supported the conclusion I had come to about the two levels of 

SHL at MHS: in her level (second year), the students had more respect for the 

teacher, as manifested in their better grasp of when it was acceptable to laugh with the 

teacher at her mistakes, and when it was rude to laugh at her. Karla said: “A veces la 

maestra hace algo chistoso, pues nos reímos, ‘cuz it’s funny, you know?  Pero no en 

mala onda, you know, it’s funny.  I make a mistake and I’m like ‘Ohhh’, or 

whatever”. (Sometimes the teacher does something funny, and we laugh, ‘cuz it’s 

funny, you know? But not in a bad way, you know, it’s funny.  I make a mistake and 

I’m like ‘Ohhh’, or whatever). 
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In contrast with the respectful second year SHL class, many instances were 

recorded of the students in the first-year sections being off-task and/or rude to the 

teacher and to their fellow students. Much class time was lost due to such antics, and 

many opportunities for learning were lost. While Mrs. Silva regularly requested that 

her students be more respectful toward one another and toward her, she did not 

command their respect through her management of the class. The students blatantly 

ignored the established class rules of “No English” and “no put-downs;” however, 

Mrs. Silva did not consistently enforce either rule. Based on my observation notes, 

the students appeared to be off-task at least a third of the time in both sections of SHL 

I, often making rude and course-irrelevant comments to one another.  

 An example of a typical class activity gone awry was the following dictation 

exercise. The students were to listen to the word given by the teacher, write it on their 

personal white board, and hold it up for the teacher to see. Some of the students wrote 

rude messages or drew indecent pictures on their boards, to show to their friends. 

Others yelled out random comments such as “these markers smell bad,” or “want 

some” after the dictation word “tobaco” (tobacco). When the students were asked to 

put the boards away, one of them said to those who followed the directions, “Run, 

doggies”.  He later belched loudly, and many of the students laughed. At other times, 

students made comments like, “I’m going to start talking like a white boy” (followed 

by exaggerated Anglo pronunciation of Spanish words like “refresco” and “harina”). 

They also talked back to their teacher on a multitude of issues, sometimes teasing her 

for not using their language variety (for example, telling her to use “voltear” instead 
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of “tirar” for turning over a paper) and other times explicitly challenging her, as in 

when she told them they needed to use “director” instead of “principal” for the high 

school principal.  

 I perceived the students’ challenging of the teacher’s linguistic knowledge as 

evidence of a power struggle between the standard textbook version of Spanish being 

taught and the students’ home language varieties. A few of the focal students hinted 

at this struggle; Antonio, for example, said: “I don’t think she [Mrs. Silva] likes me . . 

. ‘cuz I’m rude to her . . . People do it [act rude] just to make other people laugh . . . 

They talk back and stuff like that . . . they make fun of her, yeah, like she can’t speak 

Spanish right, stuff like that”. Such interactions reflect the coercive societal power 

relations that exist between dominant and subordinate groups, since the hidden 

curriculum has the agenda of alienating language minority students and negating their 

languages and cultures (Cummins, 1987; 2000a). As José stated, students won’t 

change their language, even if they are taught the “proper” way; he said: “I know the 

formal [Spanish], I just don’t wanna use it, ‘cuz who am I gonna use it with since 

everybody else talks like the same way I do?”. This issue should have been addressed 

in the classroom, but rather than responding to the underlying issues of power 

struggles across class and among language varieties, the teacher and students focused 

on the SHL I students’ misbehavior as a discipline or classroom management issue. 

 Other manifestations of the students’ struggle to understand the relationships 

between language, power, and identity in SHL I included lack of participation (e.g., 

refusing to follow directions) and talking back to the teacher (e.g., responding “how 
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should I know?” to a question). The students in the SHL I class also made fun of one 

another for being “overachievers” and “smart” and acted proud when they got 

detention. This type of behavior is often typical of immigrant and minority language 

students who are “living up” to the often low expectations set for them by educators 

and the majority-society at large (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). However, 

the teacher did not comment on or react to these student behaviors as indicators of 

students’ issues of identity.   

 To summarize, challenges to authentic caring in the MHS SHL program included 

aesthetic caring, disrespect, and unresolved conflicts concerning the relationships 

among language, power and identity. With such unresolved challenges to authentic 

caring setting the tone for the SHL I class, it is perhaps not surprising that this SHL 

class in particular was found to not be living up to its potential as an empowering 

schooling environment.  As found by Valenzuela (1999), “With the students and 

school officials talking past each other, a mutual sense of alienation evolves” (p.25) 

in such a setting. 

 

Challenges to the maintenance of community 

A Missed Opportunity to Maintain School Community 

 One way in which the MHS SHL program was not maximally empowering its 

students was in the maintenance of the students’ various communities. One 

overlooked opportunity for bridging the students’ various communities (home and 

school, Spanish-speaking and English-speaking, etc.) was the daily announcements 
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that took place each day at the end of the SHL II class. Both the SHL teacher and the 

MHS principal said that the minority students tended not to be involved in school 

activities outside of class. This was verified by the students as they cited strict 

parents, the language barrier, and having to care for younger siblings as reasons for 

not participating. One of the major findings of the pilot study for this investigation 

was that the SHL class is a good venue for bridging the home and school cultures 

making sure the students know what is going on in the school, what is expected of 

them, how to get involved, etc. However, while the daily announcements took place 

during SHL II class, the teacher did not make a sustained effort to get the students to 

listen to them. 

Limited Identity Affirmation 

Limited Identity Messages and Options for Future Identity Choices 

 As has become evident thus far via the discussion of these findings, the students’ 

existing skills and identities were not being fully affirmed or fostered in this SHL 

program. An alternative would be to improve, “the identity messages and options for 

future identity choices that educators reflect back to students with whom they 

interact” (Cummins, 2000b, p. 154) via teacher-student and student-students 

interaction that foster the collaborative creation of power. In this way, the SHL 

program could focus more on increasing the students’ sense of ability to effect change 

in their lives via their bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural skills.  The high school years 

are the prime years for such student empowerment via the HL classroom, since 
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adolescence has been found to be a time for U.S. minority students’ renewed interest 

in home language and culture (Tse, 1998), and it is a time for making major decisions 

about one’s future. 

 

Discussion of the Findings: The Limited Empowerment of the SHL Students at 
MHS 

 

To recapitulate, the overall question that this case study sought to answer was: 

What are the additive and/or subtractive schooling elements of these students’ current 

heritage language learning experience? This question was investigated and analyzed 

via five corollary research questions: (a) In what ways is the program fostering or 

failing to foster bilingualism and biculturalism?; (b) In what ways is the program 

making or failing to make instruction culturally relevant for these students?; (c) In 

what ways is the program building or failing to build relational bridges and bridges to 

mainstream, dominant knowledge for the students?; (d) In what ways is the program 

striving to or failing to maintain community for these students?; and (e) In what ways 

is the program breaking or continuing the social reproduction of inequality for these 

students by means of student empowerment via identity affirmation and critical 

literacy skill development?.  

 Overall, it was found that, while the MHS Spanish heritage language program is 

not explicitly subtracting away its language minority students’ home languages and 

cultures, they are failing to provide their students with an empowering learning 

experience. This distinction is important, since “additive” can be construed as 
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inherently “empowering”. Given the multiple societal pressures on language minority 

students to value English over their home languages, it seems very likely that 

anything less than an empowering heritage language learning experience will fail to 

develop lifelong bilingual proficiency for these students. While MHS is currently 

providing a more additive schooling experience for its Hispanic bilingual students 

than it has in the past by offering specialized Spanish heritage language courses that 

privilege bilingualism and provide a space for potential HL learner empowerment, 

much work still needs to be done in order to provide the students with a truly 

empowering heritage language learning experience.   

 The MHS SHL program was not reaching its full potential to serve as an 

empowering, additive experience for the bilingual Hispanic students. While the focal 

students interviewed saw their Spanish class as a place where bilingualism and 

biculturalism were valued and included, where the teacher was attempting to connect 

personally with the students and to connect them to one another, and where 

presumably useful access to dominant, mainstream knowledge was provided, they 

also: (1) were dissatisfied with the Spanish modeled by their teacher and with their 

language learning options beyond SHL I and II; (2) were not being taught to look 

critically at language, culture, or identity; (3) were not encouraged to connect the 

language they were learning meaningfully to their own lives; and, (4) were, in the 

case of the majority of the SHL I students, not able to develop a meaningful, 

authentically caring relationship with the SHL teacher.  
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In conclusion, while the SHL program at MHS was not found to be explicitly 

subtracting away the students’ language and identity, little evidence was found of 

empowering schooling. Whereas Midville High School has taken important initial 

steps in empowering its students by making bilingual development and biliteracy 

instruction essential components of the effort to help their Hispanic students succeed 

academically, a mismatch was found between this instruction and the students’ 

expressed language learning needs. Most importantly, the program was not building 

on the student’s existing skills, needs, and interests in an empowering way, since 

language was being addressed more as a standardized system to be manipulated rather 

than as a flexible, sociopolitical tool intimately tied to the students’ identities. As long 

as the heritage language classroom is viewed as apolitical, the students will not be 

empowered, and the pedagogy will not be truly authentic (Valenzuela, 1999). 

 In order to empower our heritage language learners via the development of their 

heritage language skills, we need to think beyond traditional “foreign” language 

instruction to incorporate the equally important issues of power and identity into the 

heritage language classroom. In this way we can better match our curriculum to our 

students’ needs, and in the process empower them as they are more affirmed in their 

identity and are instilled with a greater sense of efficacy to effect change in their lives 

(Cummins, 2000a).    
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Implications for Spanish Heritage Language Instruction 

 
Addressing the Relationships between Language and Power 

 In contrast to boring and useless, the heritage language should been seen by the 

students as important, useful, and empowering. We live in a society where English 

tends to be privileged over any other language and monolingualism and 

monoculturalism are often heralded as the pillars of a united nation; for this reason, 

bilingual students need to see the value of languages other than English. U.S. 

minority students are influenced by the ideologies of English-only campaigns and 

linguistic purism to the extent that English often becomes valued more than their 

home language (Galindo, 1997); therefore, heritage language learners must be 

exposed to not just merely the heritage language (an additive schooling experience) 

but also to alternative language and literacy ideologies that support the value of 

bilingualism, biliteracy, and biculturalism (an empowering schooling experience). 

Otherwise, they may fall prey to the “subtle yet unrelenting message of the 

worthlessness of their communities” and the belief that upward mobility entails being 

monolingual, monocultural, and leaving one’s own community (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 

264). 

 The heritage language program is the logical place within the school institution to 

introduce such alternative language ideologies. Essential in this process is the 

recognition that bilingualism and biliteracy include not just the abilities to speak, 

understand, read and write in two languages, but also the power that having such 

skills brings. The first steps in awakening students and their communities to a more 
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inclusive language ideology are to recognize existing linguistic and cultural resources 

and then capitalize on them by matching these resources to those who need them 

(Shonle & Syed, 1999). While “for the most part, teachers enter schools with the 

notion that their central preoccupation is to impart their expert knowledge” 

(Valenzuela, 1999, p. 259), heritage language educators have the political 

responsibility to move beyond a focus merely on the form of the language to ask how 

the students’ knowledge of the language can function to better their lives and their 

community. 

 Instead of operating according to the traditional “transmission” model of language 

teaching, in which the teachers deposit their expert knowledge into passive, 

unquestioning students (Freire, 1983), heritage language educators have the option of 

subscribing to a transformative pedagogy, by which students become empowered as 

their bilingual, bicultural identities are affirmed and their sense of efficacy to effect 

change in their lives is increased (Cummins, 2000a). Thus, while the students are 

learning the mechanics of the Spanish language, they are also involved in meaningful 

projects, as opposed to the isolated textbook activities that the MHS SHL focal 

students obviously found to be tedious and irrelevant.  

 Kagan and Dillon (2001) maintain that HL educators should engage their students 

in work that capitalizes on the HL learners’ strengths by employing a more “macro” 

approach to grammar, culture, listening, speaking, and writing skills, while providing 

abundant native language input. Such a focus would allow a more effective 

incorporation into class of the communicative domains (interpersonal, interpretive, 
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and presentational) from the National Standards in Foreign Language Learning 

(1999), which Mrs. Silva made an effort to incorporate into her class. These 

guidelines are flexible and broad enough to allow for a focus on both the forms and 

the functions of the heritage language, including the ways in which the language is 

used in society to help or hurt its users (Martínez, 2003). HL classes can provide the 

students empowering opportunities within the curriculum to recognize, reflect upon, 

and act upon the sociopolitical roots of their negative school and life experiences 

(Cummins, 2000a).   

 The transformative pedagogy framework put forth by Cummins (2000) takes this 

work one step further by making explicit the connection between the development of 

critical heritage language literacy skills and language minority student empowerment.  

Whereas the transmission model of education and its canon of mainstream, dominant 

knowledge excludes culturally and linguistically diverse students and constricts their 

options for identity formation and critical thinking, a transformative pedagogy 

framework encourages student empowerment, defined as the collaborative creation of 

power within the educational context (Cummins, 2000a). 

 Cummins’ (2000a, 2000b) academic language development framework, based on 

Ada (1988a, 1988b), is a general guide to the implementation of language pedagogy 

via student-teacher interactions that follow a given series of stages of critical literacy 

development. The first stage is “the focus on message”, in which students relate 

textual and instructional meanings to their own experience and prior knowledge 

within an atmosphere of acceptance and trust. In this stage, the notion of 
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comprehensible input moves beyond literal, surface-level comprehension to 

encompass a deeper level of linguistic and cognitive processing. In addition, identity 

options are revealed to the students as they absorb others’ personal interpretations of 

the message. This is the type of instruction that the focal student José and Antonio 

were advocating when they asked to “talk about it instead of looking it up” and 

praised the SHL class “because you get to speak it, know how each other feels, stuff 

like that”, respectively. 

 The second stage is “the focus on language”, which is designed to create critical 

language awareness via an exploration of the relationships between language and 

power. Students in this stage might, for example, engage in research on the positive 

and negative evaluations of different language varieties (e.g. colloquial language, 

code switched language, “standard” language, etc.). The students are engaged in a 

process of self-definition as they learn to evaluate issues that affect their lives and to 

resist others’ definitions of them when these definitions are inaccurate. 

 The third and final stage is “the focus on use”, in which students are provided the 

opportunity to engage in meaningful communication, expressing their identities and 

intelligence in the language with an authentic audience. Examples of such authentic 

communication include generating new knowledge, creating literature and art, and 

acting on social realities. In this stage, students translate what they have learned in the 

previous stages into concrete action to transform aspects of their social realities and 

improve their own lives and the lives of others. 
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This three stage model for student empowerment can be applied to almost any 

classroom event or activity. A few feasible examples of classroom activities from the 

educational literature that could result in student empowerment for the MHS SHL 

students follow. One is a school-university collaboration, such as the Hawaiian model 

describe by Shonle and Syed (1999). Such a project would be plausible for MHS, 

which is located in a university town. This type of collaboration, in which high school 

heritage language learners tutor university foreign language learners, is mutually 

beneficial because serving as tutors validates the high school students’ linguistic and 

cultural knowledge, and they start to view bilingualism as positive and the heritage 

language as a resource. They also learn about university life and gain interpersonal 

skills and confidence via the interactions, while the university students gain fluency, 

more native-like pronunciation, and improved listening comprehension (Shonle & 

Thomson Rolland, 1999). Furthermore, empowering the HL students to contribute to 

education in this way can increase their self-esteem and confidence (Burnett & Syed, 

1999). 

 Another option involves using computer technology to reach beyond Midville and 

MHS for language learning opportunities. Using a multilingual computer network 

such as Orillas or I*EARN, the Spanish heritage language learners at MHS could 

connect with speakers of Spanish from anywhere in the world to collaborate in their 

language and cultural learning (Cummins & Sayers, 1995).  Such collaborations 

involve interschool online exchanges, and in addition can involve other interactions, 

such as collaborative projects (for example, the writing, editing, and publishing of a 
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collection of writings) or even in-person meetings, when possible (for example, as the 

culminating event in the project). A partnership with Spanish speakers from another 

country interested in learning more about the United States would be ideal, and since 

many of the SHL students at MHS have friends and relatives in Mexico, that would 

be an especially relevant option. A “study abroad” trip to the Mexican school or the 

hosting of students from Mexico could be an optional culminating event for the 

project. 

 Another, similarly engaging exercise would be to involve the students in a service 

learning project, in which the participants learn and grow via active participation in a 

carefully organized project that is integrated into and enhances the academic 

curriculum and is designed to foster civic responsibility (The National and 

Community Service Act, 1990). One avenue for a service learning project would be 

the demonstrated need for translation and interpretation services in the town of 

Midville, since these were processes that every focal student mentioned as interesting 

and useful to them. Therefore, using this demonstrated need and interest as a 

springboard for a service learning project would be advisable.  

 

Addressing Issues of Identity 

 
As previously mentioned, a transformative pedagogy framework for HL education 

would strive to expand students’ identity formation options. Instead of assuming that 

students’ identities and cultures are static and unchanging, it is important to realize 
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that they are multiple and fluid and that “by opening up the panorama of possibilities, 

by enlarging the repertoires of possible identities, the polarization of ‘either/or’ can 

be eliminated . . . schools must be sites for the interrogation of knowledge production 

and not merely sites for its reproduction” (González, 2001, pp.184-185). If we are to 

provide our HL learners with additive schooling, we must not force them to choose 

between their two languages and cultures, but instead should make bilingualism and 

biculturalism essential aspects of our definition of what it means to be educated in 

this nation (Valenzuela, 1999). The same can be said for the students’ home dialects; 

the goal should be to add the standard dialect to their linguistic repertoire instead of 

subtracting the home dialect away and replacing it with the standard one (Valdés, 

1995). 

 This process of identity formation is not an easy one. Bilingual high school 

students are likely undergoing psychological, emotional, and physical tension 

regarding the negotiation of their emerging identities and the management of multiple 

cultural group memberships (Tse, 1998). They are experiencing a tug of war across 

many different dichotomies, including “minority” versus “mainstream”.  Moreover, 

they are drawing from both the received past and emergent present (González, 2001), 

attempting to reconcile differences between their own identities and those of earlier 

generations. We cannot assume that culture is something uniform that is handed down 

transgenerationally; instead, today’s language minority youth are in a process of 

“self-creation” that is a dynamic, emergent, and interactional; it is the responsibility 

of the heritage language educator to validate all of the students and all of their 
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experiences and preferences and to be accepting of their fluid and complex repertoire 

of identities and ideologies (González, 2001).  

Our assumptions and instruction must change to meet the identity negotiation and 

formation needs of our HL students. Instead of assigning cultural projects to the 

students based on stereotypical views of fixed cultural celebrations, Mrs. Silva could 

elaborate on the portfolio project that she assigned in which students explored the 

meaning of their first and last names; stories of how they got their first name, any 

nicknames, an acronym of their name that gave an idea of who they are, and the 

pretend family coat of arms (with six parts including two things that they did well, the 

place where they felt the best, something valuable that they possessed, a sport they 

enjoyed, something they would have at 40 years of age, and three things that people 

would say about them after they pass away). Taking this cultural identity project one 

step further, the students could engage in an ethnographic or participatory research 

project. Students could brainstorm a topic of relevance to the entire class (such as the 

portrayal of Spanish-speakers in the media, career opportunities for U.S. Spanish-

English bilinguals, the struggle to form a bilingual/bicultural identity in the U.S, 

relations across generations of immigration to the U.S., etc.) then each interview 

someone in the community. The project could include brainstorming interview 

questions; working together to perfect the vocabulary, grammar, and style of their 

written work; transcribing interviews for themes; analyzing interviews; and producing 

a final class report.  
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This type of meaningful project would build on the students’ strengths (oral and 

receptive communicative competence, sociocultural knowledge, native-like 

pronunciation, etc.) and simultaneously target their weaker areas (orthography, use of 

more formal registers, limited formal educational experiences in Spanish, etc.). The 

teacher would be focusing on students’ areas of need via an authentic and 

communicative project, instead of relying on the textbook descriptions of common 

HL learner errors. Such an intensive project may seem demanding, but it has been 

shown that high-performing schools serving Mexican-American students hold such 

high expectations and emphasize the acquisition and development of literacy skills 

across content areas (Scribner & Scribner, 2001).  

 One way to incorporate two of the above curricular ideas would be to have the 

students do the ethnographic project in the first year of the program to identify a 

pressing need in the community and then carry out the service learning project during 

the second year. Both projects would simultaneously boost the students’ language and 

cultural skills, increase their awareness of different varieties and uses of Spanish, 

strengthen their connections to their community, and benefit that community. Such 

work could also promote real connections among the program participants and keep 

the students engaged, therefore avoiding potential discipline problems that result due 

to a lack of authentic caring in the classroom. All of these positive outcomes in turn 

would contribute to a more additive schooling experience for the heritage language 

learners. 
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The most important change that this and other heritage language programs can 

make is to avoid asking the students to abandon their language, culture and identity 

for a standardized, stereotyped textbook version. They should instead work to more 

effectively incorporate the students’ language varieties, identities and cultures into a 

curriculum that values and fosters each of these, taking into account the students’ real 

language learning and usage needs. This change will empower rather than alienate the 

students: 

While abandoning one’s original culture may seem appropriate to the teacher, 
principal, district-level administrator, or state-level board member for whom 
the worth of the dominant culture is simply self-evident, it is inherently 
alienating for Mexican youth whose lived ethnic experience requires that they 
retain some measure of competence across the varied contexts that 
characterize their existence. And it is especially alienating for the vast 
majority of youth who are not located in the privileged rungs of the 
curriculum. Marginality evolves when children are socialized away from their 
communities and families of origin (Valenzeula, 1999, p. 264). 
 

This study sought out exactly how to empower one group of students, seeking out 

all of their individual voices because there is no one truth, only many partial truths, 

“But these partial truths are important and must be rooted in the acknowledgement 

that language use is not merely cognitive, but is deeply social, ideological and 

political, and resonates in children’s emotional development” (González, 2001, p. 

190). Once we understand what our heritage language learners need to be 

empowered, we can use this understanding to provide them with a more additive 

schooling experience. We have learned from these students’ expressed needs that, 
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rather than alienating our Spanish-speaking students, we must seek to empower them, 

in part via heritage language instruction at school. 

 

Limitations  

 While it is hoped that the current findings can be applied to many groups of HL 

learners throughout the nation, it must be recognized that the students whose voices 

are represented in this final report all: are of Mexican descent, volunteered to take the 

course (as an elective) and volunteered to take part in my study.  Therefore, they may 

not be representative of the entire population of potential Spanish heritage language 

students at the school.  They may not be representative of students at other schools 

(i.e. large, urban city schools), furthermore, since this program is located in a small, 

rural Midwestern high school.    

 It is up to the reader to determine the transferability of these findings to his or her 

educational situation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I made every attempt to: (1) select a 

purposive sample that would maximize the range of information that could be 

obtained from the program studied and (2) provide a sufficiently detailed description 

of this case study, so that the reader can easily ascertain the applicability of these 

findings to his or her own context (Erlandson, et. al., 1993). Certainly teachers and 

researchers from other heritage language programs will see parallels between the 

focal students described in this work and their own students.  Since the heterogeneity 

of the student population is a common theme across Spanish heritage language 

classes, and since we are working with a rapidly changing population, it is impossible 
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to find research on programs exactly like our own.  Therefore, whenever Spanish 

heritage language practitioners read research and other educational material, they 

must decide how to apply what they have learned to their own unique situation. 

 A second limitation is that both interview and observation data are inherently 

subjective and biased, both in their production and in their interpretation. To my 

knowledge, none of the participants were intentionally dishonest with me, but I 

cannot guarantee that I was, without fail, able to gather completely accurate data via 

their self-report data. In addition, as mentioned earlier, the researcher as the primary 

instrument of data collection and analysis has its weaknesses, including the possibility 

of overlooking potential data or connections among data, during data collection 

and/or data analysis. I have done my best to gather reliable information and to 

provide a rich, thick description of this specific case, so that readers can determine the 

degree of transferability of my findings to their own situations (Merriam, 2001).  

Over time, the comparison of this in-depth case study with other in-depth case studies 

of heritage language learners across the country can help us to form a coherent theory 

of how to best provide Spanish heritage language instruction.  

 A final limitation is related to my decision to only employ a horizontal analysis, 

looking for themes across my focal students. A more in-depth understanding of this 

case would have resulted from the combination of both a horizontal analysis and a 

vertical one (Glassner & Corzine, 1982).  In other words, it would have been 

informative to investigate each individual focal student’s voice on a more in-depth 
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level than what I have provided here in the student profiles, along with the horizontal 

analysis across all of the focal students. 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 While the following recommendations pertain specifically to Midville High 

School, the reproduction of the current study and the following recommendations for 

future research in various places throughout the United States is recommended. 

Together, a series of in-depth portraits of students’ evaluations of existing heritage 

language courses would give us a much clearer picture of the extent to which we are 

providing our language minority students with an additive and/or empowering 

schooling experience. 

 

Giving Students a Voice 

 It became evident over the course of data collection and analysis for this case 

study that these students have not, in general, thought critically about their education. 

Instead, they seemed to just accept what is and take it for granted that they would not 

have the power to mold the course to their needs. This acceptance of “what is” was 

expressed by José when asked what the school could do differently to provide a better 

education. He said “I don’t know, ‘cuz it really depends on what the school thinks is 

better, so it’s up to them”. If the Midville School District administration desires to 

retain some of its Spanish speaking students as teachers for future generations, it 
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would be wise to ask the students for their vision of how to improve the existing 

Midville schooling experience for language minority students. 

 With the exception of one focal student, who had a semester of Spanish as a 

foreign language in Dallas, the focal students in this study had not had exposure to 

Spanish foreign language classes and did not realize that many U.S. bilinguals are not 

enrolled in classes designed specifically for them.  Therefore, they had nothing with 

which to compare their classes. The one student (Antonio) who had experienced 

Spanish foreign language class was very adamant that his current SHL was a much 

better fit. It would be informative to compare the evaluations of the bilingual students 

who have been through the foreign language experience with those of students in HL 

classrooms. 

 

Investigating the Larger Schooling and Community Experiences 

 In my data collection and analysis, I focused only on the students’ evaluation of 

the SHL program specifically – with more general observations about the school 

relegated to the realm of “general context”. A more thorough investigation would 

focus on the overall schooling experience of these students, as in Valenzuela’s 1999 

Subtractive Schooling, but repeated in various U.S. locations to give a broader view 

of the role of the sociopolitical context of the location in the students’ schooling 

experiences. 

 Furthermore, it would be valuable to know more about the town and the state’s 

commitment to providing effective heritage language instruction in the schools, in 
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order to better predict the longevity and future directions of programs such as the 

MHS SHL program. A more in-depth understanding of the overall schooling and 

political contexts would facilitate the implementation of appropriate educational 

policy at the state level. Undeniably, the MHS experience can serve as a model for 

other schools wanting to implement heritage language programs.  For example, 

Midville High School’s use of federal monies designated explicitly for minority 

student education to fund the heritage language program is a reasonable first step for 

other schools that are equally short on resources. 

 

Delving Deeper Into Issues of Identity and Power 

 It became obvious over the course of this study that many of the focal students felt 

empowered and secure of their identities at school, regardless of the school 

curriculum. A noticeable attitude of confidence surrounded these students at MHS, 

and attitude of that suggested a feeling that these bilingual, bicultural students are the 

future of Midville and Midville High School. Rather than feeling pressure to 

assimilate into the mainstream, then, these students felt confident that they were 

currently accepted by the mainstream and, furthermore, that they would soon be the 

mainstream. 

 When asked for their perceptions of high-achieving Hispanic students, the focal 

students gave the impression that there exists little anti-intellectual bias among their 

peer groups at school. In other words, the social pressure for Hispanic students to 

avoid “acting white” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Fryer, 2005, or trying to do well in 
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school, appears to be minimal.  For example, when asked about the use of the term 

“whitewashed” at the school, the focal students’ descriptions of this phenomena 

centered on habits of dress and social activities, not on academic performance or 

efforts. An interesting complement to this study would be a study of whether or not 

high-achieving Hispanic students at MHS have fewer and less popular friends than 

lower-achieving Hispanic students.  This is true since recent research has shown that: 

(1) when a group as a whole has lower levels of achievement (as has been 

demonstrated for U.S. Hispanic students), earning good grades in school has an 

adverse effect on the popularity of individuals from that group, and (2) this effect is 

exacerbated in contexts (such as Midville High School) where there exists a high 

degree of racial integration (Fryer, 2005). 

 Regarding the issue of power in the heritage language classroom, it would be 

informative to delve deeper into the power struggles that were witnessed in this SHL 

classroom. It was my impression that the SHL students felt so comfortable in their 

bilingual haven and so secure in their native speaker status that they were not afraid 

to engage in struggles over language use norms and the value of language learning 

with their non-native speaker teacher within the SHL classroom. It would be 

informative to investigate how these students behave in their other classes and to 

compare this behavior to their SHL class behavior. 
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Following up with the Focal Students 

 The MHS principal feels that the students’ high rate of entering higher education 

for MHS language minority graduates, compared with those from other high schools 

nationwide, is directly related to SHL program. In order to encourage the higher 

education of students who might not otherwise go on to college, he pioneered a new 

charter school, approved in July 2005, which will allow qualified students to 

complete associate college degree free of charge while simultaneously completing 

high school. A more longitudinal study of the MHS SHL students would allow an 

investigation of the impact of educational programming, such as the SHL program 

and the charter school. 

Conclusion 

 We have learned from this in-depth investigation of one Spanish HL class that 

merely designating separate sections of Spanish language instruction for U.S. 

Hispanic students will not empower them.  According to Cummins (2000a; pp.12-13), 

a focus on power, identity, and critical biliteracy is necessary for these students: 

The history of the education of culturally-diverse students in the United States 
and most other countries is a history of thinly-disguised perpetuation of the 
coercive relations of power that operate in the wider society.  The attempt to 
limit the framework of discourse so that promotion of biliteracy is not even 
considered as a policy response to the underachievement of Latino/Latina 
students illustrates the operation of coercive relations of power.  Culturally-
diverse students are defined as deficient and confined to remedial programs 
that frequently act to produce the deficits they were ostensibly intended to 
reverse . . . For Latino/Latina students promotion of critical biliteracy is a 
necessary part of this empowerment process since, in the absence of critical 
biliteracy, students are unable to read either the word or the world in their two 
cultures. 
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In conclusion, students will not see beyond the language as an end in itself (as 

something to be analyzed and memorized in pieces) to use it as a means to an end 

unless they are empowered: (1) to see how that language is used in society, both to 

their benefit and detriment (Martínez, 2003), (2) to connect their language learning to 

their bilingual and bicultural identities, and (3) to use their language and cultural 

skills to improve their own and others’ lives. Therefore, simply teaching the students’ 

home language as an academic subject is additive but not sufficient; to be 

empowering, the instruction must be meaningfully tied to the students’ lives “lest 

they proceed through life aimlessly with little sense of direction” (Valenzuela, 1999, 

p.269).    

 My research suggests that the goal of Spanish language maintenance and 

development in the U.S. via heritage language instruction needs to be theoretically 

incorporated into the broader constructs of student empowerment and additive 

schooling, making authentically caring and empowering education key to language 

minority students’ school success. It is hoped that the MHS students were empowered 

by their participation in this study, as they were encouraged to think critically about 

their heritage language education experience.  Furthermore, it is hoped that their 

teachers and administrators at MHS, as a result of reading this in-depth case study, 

will strive to provide a more additive schooling experience for their Spanish heritage 

language learners. MHS has already made important first steps toward this goal, and 

has a history of attempting to meet their HL students’ needs.  Therefore great 

potential lies in this SHL program. Lessons learned from this case study can improve 



217

other linguistic minority students’ schooling experience and moreover contribute to 

the quest for a more coherent and comprehensive theory of effective and constructive 

heritage language instruction.  
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Epilogue 

 In the time that has passed since I ended my fieldwork at Midville High School, a 

few important changes have taken place that can be considered yet further steps in the 

direction of providing heritage learners of Spanish with a more additive, culturally 

relevant, and empowering education. 

 For example, Mrs. Silva stated just before publication of this piece that she has 

experienced fewer discipline problems in her SHL classes now that MHS has a new 

vice principal. She said that, while the previous vice principal thwarted her efforts at 

disciplining her students by returning them to the classroom after she’d deemed it 

necessary for them to leave temporarily or permanently, the new vice principal 

supports her in her decisions and “so last year and this year in particular there are no 

discipline problems”. 

 Another change is that the SHL II class is now doing a project called “Biografía 

Lingüística” (‘Linguistic Biography’), which Mrs. Silva describes as inclusive of the 

following: 

We have been discussing some sociolinguistics to reflect on how people use 
the language and the factors that influence their use of the language.  With 
this, students and especially I as the instructor have been avoiding using the 
word “wrong word” and using “standard” or “educated word” [instead].  They 
made a log of their Spanish and English after observing my log.  Then in their 
journal (that we do every week – 1 page) they reflect on: how often they use 
each language, with whom, how it helps them learn English, their use in 
reading and writing each language and their personal feelings and attitudes 
with the findings. 
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Also in SHL II, Mrs. Silva has introduced more Spanish books and novels for the 

students to use during Sustained Silent Reading time, since for her students: “English 

is becoming the language of 90% of the day; reading and writing [in Spanish] only in 

Spanish class”. 

 The SHL I class is studying the history of the Spanish language using the Total 

Physical Response Storytelling teaching method, in order to capitalize on the HL 

students’ highly developed oral comprehension skills.  Instruction is also becoming 

more personally relevant; for example, for the Day of the Dead holiday, the students 

were asked to build altars to honor the life of someone close to them who had passed 

away, and to then both journal about and explain the meanings of the various altar 

elements to their classmates. 

 Finally, an additional educational program has been added at MHS that affects the 

SHL students to a great extent.  They can now choose to register for the Charter 

School, which is a collaboration with the local community college, allowing students 

to earn both their high school diploma and an Associate’s Degree over a five-year 

program.  This program includes the dual credit Spanish IV class, which was 75% 

Hispanic in its first year, and 60% Hispanic last year.   

 Mrs. Silva is the instructor for this Spanish IV class. One interesting project that 

she has implemented there is “Conociéndonos” (‘Getting to Know Each Other’), in 

which each student pairs up with another student from a different heritage culture 

and, after two weeks of classroom icebreaking activities, is required to choose 6 of 10 

different activities (such as home, movies, the store, restaurants, games) to do 
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together and to report back to the class on. While Mrs. Silva sees promise in the 

program, she feels it would better serve the Hispanic students if they could offer a 

translation program instead. For now, she feels the Hispanic students mainly benefit 

from the credits toward the Associate’s Degree, while the Caucasian students are the 

prime beneficiaries from the cultural activities and native speaker models in Spanish 

IV. 

 It should be obvious to the reader that much of what has happened to the benefit of 

Spanish heritage language learners at Midville High School has been sparked and 

sustained by a grassroots effort, led by the principal and Mrs. Silva, among other key 

players, such as the past superintendent of schools, a few very caring teachers, and 

the students themselves. What lies ahead for the MHS Spanish heritage language 

program and for public policy in their state will depend on just this type of effort.  It 

is my hope that the students themselves will be sufficiently empowered and validated 

so as to take over much of the leadership.   

 The MHS SHL program has made great strides in the past decade, and Mrs. Silva 

believes in her students to continue in that path. She said after reading a draft of this 

case study: “I have been so worried to be detached from my students, to not take 

anything personal, and here comes your observation to do [show] the opposite. Well, 

I am trying to do my best, but I am not Mexican. But who remembers who was 

Mozart’s teacher, right?  He just showed him how to get there”.  Many concerned 

educators are hoping that this generation of Spanish-English bilinguals will be able to 

lead the way to a brighter future for themselves and for generations to come. 
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 

The following technical constructs, in addition to others defined within the body text, 
are used in this report.  Bold, italicized terms are defined elsewhere in this section.  
 

Additive schooling (Valenzuela, 1999): The opposite of subtractive 
schooling, additive schooling is synonymous with authentic caring and approximates 
the Mexican concept of ‘educación’. It is a pluralistic model of schooling that strives 
to equalize opportunity for and to assimilate U.S. Mexicans into the larger society 
through a bicultural process in which the students are not forced to choose between 
their two languages or cultures but instead build upon their bilingual and bicultural 
experiences to become “conversant, respectful, and fluent in as many dialects and 
languages as they can master.” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.269). This model strives for 
education that is meaningfully tied to the students’ lives, seeks the maintenance of 
community, and acknowledges that the ability to grasp knowledge is cultural. In this 
model, the students’ languages and ethnic identities are viewed as assets to be 
fostered rather than deficiencies to be overcome.  

Aesthetic caring (based on Noddings,1984, 1992, 2003; Valenzuela 1999):  
The tendency of schools to pursue a narrow, instrumentalist logic with an emphasis 
on things and ideas over caring relationships, combined with the tendency of teachers 
to be concerned primarily with form and non-personal content and only secondarily, 
if at all, with their students’ subjective realities.  It is a superficial type of caring that 
expects students to “demonstrate caring about school with an abstract commitment to 
ideas or practices that purportedly lead to achievement” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.263) 
and “to participate in a power-evasive, culturally chauvinistic framework that 
individualizes students’ difficulties with schooling while larger structural issues like 
the school’s subtractive curriculum go unnoticed.” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.263). Such 
schooling in effect places the burden for minority student underachievement on the 
students themselves rather than on the educational system. 
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Aims Talk (Noddings, 2003): continual dialogue and reflection on what are 
we trying to accomplish in our educational practices, for whom, and why.  

Anglo / Caucasian (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): An English-
speaking white person in the United States who is not of Hispanic origin. 

Assimilation (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): The process in 
which one group takes on the cultural and other traits of a larger group. 

Authentic caring (based on Noddings 1984, 1992, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999): 
Being in a caring relation is a fundamental human need, and authentic caring in 
education is an ethic of relation in which the caring teacher displays acceptance, 
engrossment (“an open, nonselective receptivity to the cared-for”; 1992, p.15), 
motivational displacement (“the sense that our motive energy is flowing toward 
others and their projects”, being “seized by the needs of another”; 1992, p.16) and 
confirmation of the cared-for student. The relationship is complete when the cared for 
responds in a way that acknowledges the caring. The concept of authentic caring is 
synonymous with additive schooling, and closely resembles the Mexican cultural 
model of schooling, ‘educación’. It is this type of caring that Mexican American 
students want at school, as opposed to aesthetic caring: “Whereas teachers demand 
caring about school in the absence of relation, students view caring, or reciprocal 
relations, as the basis for all learning.” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.79).  Furthermore 
authentic caring views cultural assimilation as a non-neutral process and recognizes 
“the socioeconomic, linguistic, sociocultural, and structural barriers that obstruct the 
mobility of Mexican youth” (Valenzuela, 1999, p.110).   

Bicultural: A person who has been raised in or strongly associates with two 
cultures is said to be bicultural. 

Bilingual: The ability to use (understand and/or communicate in) two 
languages, with proficiency in each language most likely varying across domains (e.g. 
oral, written, formal, informal etc.), across contexts, and over time (Valdés, 2001). 

Codeswitching: The "alternative use by bilinguals of two or more languages 
in the same conversation." (Milroy & Muysken, 1995, p.7). 
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Critical biliteracy (Cummins, 2000a; Martínez, 2003): The ability to not only 
read the word in two languages (functional biliteracy), but to moreover “read the 
world” in those two language, in effect seeing how the languages are valued in 
society and used to the benefit or detriment of individuals and groups of individuals. 

Critical pedagogy (Giroux, 1994): “Critical pedagogy . . . signals how 
questions of audience, voice, power, and evaluation actively work to construct 
particular relations between teachers and students, institutions and society, and 
classrooms and communities. . . . Pedagogy in the critical sense illuminates the 
relationship among knowledge, authority, and power” (p.30). 

Dialect (Gutiérrez, 1997, pp.34-35):  “any given variety of a language shared 
by a group of speakers.”  Also referred to as “language variety” to avoid 
misinterpretation, since the term “dialect” is often incorrectly used to refer as any 
variety other than the standard (written) variety of a language, when instead all 
individuals speak a certain variety of a language, and all varieties are equal in 
intrinsic worth. 

Educación (Valenzuela, 1999):  “A foundational cultural construct that 
provides instruction on how one should live in the world.  With its emphasis on 
respect, responsibility, and sociality, it provides a benchmark against which all 
humans are to be judged, formally educated or not.” (p.21). Valenzuela states that 
Mexican American youths’ definition of caring is embodied in this term designated 
for the Mexican cultural model of schooling, a word which is conceptually broader 
than its English language cognate ‘education’ and “refers to the family’s role of 
inculcating in children a sense of moral, social, and personal responsibility and serves 
as the foundation for all other learning.  Though inclusive of formal academic 
training, educación additionally refers to competence in the social world, wherein one 
respects the dignity and individuality of others.” (pp.22-23). As the focal student José 
described it, it involves “saber cosas así de la vida, que te pueden enseñar en la 
escuela, o que tus propios padres también te pueden enseñar” (‘knowing things about 
life, that they can teach you in school or your own parents can teach you, too’).  
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Educación (cont.): Educación is a “person-orientation” that “suggests the 
futility of academic knowledge and skills when individuals do not know how to live 
in the world as caring, responsible, well-mannered, and respectful human beings.” 
(p.23). Educación is both a means and an end, such that the end-state of being bien 
educado/a is accomplished through a process characterized by respectful relations. 

Empowerment (Cummins, 2000a) Regarding the empowerment of students 
via their education, students are empowered when they interact with educators and 
other students in ways that foster the collaborative creation of power (Cummins, 
2000a). Rather than re-creating the currently imbalanced power situation, such 
empowerment resists the “ideology of control” from the top down (e.g. from the 
administration to the students) that pervades most U.S. schools (Noddings, 1992) and 
instead gives the students a role in determining what and how to learn and fosters 
meaningful self-determination, or the ability to determine how their lives will go. 

Ethnicity (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): Ethnic affiliation or 
distinctiveness, whereby “ethnic” implies characteristics belonging to a cultural (as 
opposed to national) group. 

Equitable education (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): Education 
that is characterized by justice or fairness and impartiality toward those involved 
(note that “equal” education does not imply “the same” education for all students). 

Expressed needs (Noddings, 2003): “those needs that arise within the one 
who needs” (p.58). 

Foreign language: A language learned by an individual after the first 
language he or she learns at home, usually in the classroom and/or in settings where 
that language is spoken as a first language. 

Heritage language: The non-English languages in the U.S., including 
colonial, immigrant, and indigenous languages (Fishman, 2001). 

Heritage language learners: “Learners who arrive in the classroom with 
strongly developed proficiencies in their ancestral languages” (Valdés, 2001, p.39). 
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Hispanic (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): Relating to the people 
descended from Spanish or Latin America people, or their cultures or languages. The 
term is often considered to be synonymous with Latino.

Inferred Needs (Noddings, 2003): “needs that arise externally and are then 
imposed on those said to have the need” (p.60). 

Language proficiency: the ability to use (understand and/or communicate in) 
a given language. 

Language maintenance: the process of keeping a language alive across the 
life span of an individual and/or across many generations of users of the language. 

Language minority: a member of a group whose primary language is not the 
dominant societal language. 

Latino/a (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): An individual who was 
born in or is a citizen of any of the countries of Latin America, or someone of Latin-
American descent who was born in or is a citizen of the U.S. “Latino” refers to a 
male, and “Latina” to a female. “Latinos” can refer to an all-male group or a group of 
males and females, whereas “Latinas” always refers to a group of women. The term is 
often considered to be synonymous with Hispanic.

Majority: Used here to mean “mainstream”, representing the dominant 
societal group (commonly synonymous in the U.S. with “Anglo”). 

Minority:  Technically, “a group of people or things that is a small part of a 
much larger group”, or “a group of people, within a society, whose members have 
different ethnic, racial, national, religious, sexual, political, linguistic or other 
characteristics from the rest of society.” (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999),
with “the rest of society” meaning that which is considered mainstream or dominant 
in the larger society. A definition complicated in the U.S. by very large “minority” 
groups that often outnumber the “majority” groups. 
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Native language (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): (“Native 
tongue”); the first language that an individual learns to speak. This is a complicated 
notion for bilinguals, who may have learned two “native” or “first” languages 
simultaneously (Valdés, 2001). 

Native speaker (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): An individual 
who has learned to speak a particular language as a first or native language.

Power (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999):  “The ability or capacity 
to do something”; also, “control and influence over other people and their actions”. 

Second language (Encarta World English Dictionary, 1999): A language 
learned by an individual after the first language he or she learns at home, usually 
within the context where that language is spoken as a first language. 

Social reproduction of inequality: When society or an institution is structured 
in such a way that one group of people repeatedly experiences unequal opportunities 
and/or resources compared to the mainstream majority, with the end result of 
persistent inequality for the minority group. 

Subtractive assimilation (Valenzuela, 1999: based on Cummins 1984, 1986 
and Gibson, 1993):  A concept predicated on the assumption that the assimilation 
process (see “assimilation” above) is not neutral but instead, when applied on a 
widespread basis, negatively impacts the economic and political integration of 
minorities into the mainstream culture. 

Subtractive schooling (Valenzuela, 1999) : a schooling process that subtracts 
minority students’ language and culture away from them and encourages them to de-
identify from their home culture and language. In this schooling process, minority 
students’ bilingual and bicultural competencies are not fostered and/or the school or 
program is instead organized “to fracture students’ cultural and ethnic identities, 
creating social, linguistic, and cultural divisions among the students and between the 
students and the staff” (p.5).  Via subtractive schooling, students are alienated from 
their home culture and language and subtractively assimilated into the mainstream, 
dominant culture. 
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Transformative pedagogy (Cummins, 2000a):  “Interactions between 
educators and students that foster the collaborative creation of power.” (p.1).  For 
educators, “[t]his involves becoming aware of, and actively working to change, the 
ways in which particular educational structures limit the opportunities that culturally-
diverse students might have for educational and social advancement.  It also involves 
attempting to orchestrate their interactions with culturally-diverse students in such a 
way that students’ options for identity formation and critical inquiry are expanded 
rather than constricted.” (ibid, p. 13). 

Voice (McElroy-Johnson, 1993, p.86):  The expression of an individual’s or 
group’s thoughts, concerns, complaints, beliefs, comments, and suggestions regarding 
a particular topic: “Voice is power – power to express ideas and convictions, power to 
direct and shape an individual life towards a productive and positive fulfillment for 
self, family, community, nation, and the world”. 
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