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Abstract 
 
 
 

Spanish Heritage Language Learners in the U.S.:  

Issues & Support in Elementary, Secondary & Post-Secondary Education 

 

by 

Raquel Cristine Figur, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

SUPERVISOR: Elaine K. Horwitz 

 

 Spanish heritage language learners are a growing population of students in the 

United States (U.S.). The 2015 Census Bureau states that 17.6% of the U.S. population 

identifies as Hispanic or Latino, and the Hispanic population is projected to grow 86% 

between now and the year 2050. Hispanic children constitute 25% of the U.S. population 

of children, and 13.1% of residents of the U.S. age five and older speak Spanish at home. 

This paper discusses some of the issues faced by heritage language learners, and some of 

the programs that are offered to these students in elementary, secondary and post-

secondary education. It is argued that dual language programs support heritage language 

learners in elementary and secondary education, as their goals promote bilingualism, 

biliteracy and biculturalism, and they, therefore, help maintain the heritage language. In 

post-secondary education, colleges and universities are now offering Spanish heritage 

language tracks to serve these language learners who have different linguistic and 

academic needs than other Spanish as a second language learners. 
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I – Introduction 
 

 
  My interest in this topic comes from my experience as an Assistant Instructor (AI) 

for the Spanish & Portuguese Department at the University of Texas at Austin (UT) for 

the last three semesters. I have taught the SPN 601D class, which is the beginning 

Spanish course for the undergraduate students for two semesters, and I’m currently 

teaching the POR 601D class, which is the beginning Portuguese course for the 

Portuguese Language Program.  

The 2015 Census Bureau states that 17.6% of the United States (U.S.) population 

identifies as Hispanic or Latino, and the Hispanic population is projected to grow 86% 

between now and the year 2050. Hispanic children constitute 25% of the U.S. population 

of children, and 13.1% of the residents of the U.S. age five and older speak Spanish at 

home.  

At UT a full 19.5% of the student population is Hispanic. Taking the large 

Hispanic student population into consideration, the university offers two different tracks 

for the Spanish as a foreign language courses: one for heritage speakers and one for 

students who did not grow up listening and/or speaking Spanish at home. There are two 

Spanish courses in the heritage track: SPN 604 (Spanish for Heritage Learners) and SPN 

612 (Intermediate Spanish for Heritage Learners). The regular track offers three Spanish 

courses: SPN 601D (Introductory Spanish), SPN 610D (Intermediate Spanish I), and SPN 

611D (Intermediate Spanish II). As for Portuguese, there is the regular track and a special 

track for Spanish speakers, but there is not a track for Portuguese heritage learners 

specifically. Even though there are two tracks available, several heritage language 

learners still enroll in the regular Spanish track. During the three semesters that I have 
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been teaching the regular SPN 601D and POR 601D classes, I have had and continue to 

have several heritage language learners in my classes. 

Prior to starting graduate school at the UT, I had the opportunity to work as an 

elementary bilingual/dual language teacher for Round Rock ISD. I taught kindergarten 

for one year, first grade for five years, and second grade for another year. When looking 

at the programs offered for elementary school students who are English Language 

Learners (ELL), most school districts used to offer either bilingual early or late exit 

programs which were designed to support the transition between the native language (for 

this report I will focus on Spanish) and English. In the last decade, however, dual 

language programs have started to become popular, and many school districts are 

substituting them for both early and late exit bilingual programs. In the case of heritage 

language leaners, I believe it can be argued that these dual language programs offer some 

support since they are supposed to help maintain Spanish as well as to transition the 

students into English. 

Taking into consideration my two different professional experiences as an 

elementary teacher and an undergraduate assistant instructor, it appears to me that 

heritage Spanish students are being served – to some extent – in both primary and post-

secondary levels, but I wasn’t sure about how they were being served at the secondary 

level. I wondered whether there were programs that support heritage language learners in 

middle and high schools in the U.S. My goal in this paper is to discuss how heritage 

language learners are supported in the U.S. at these three levels of instruction. I will 

present a literature review of some issues involving heritage language learners and the 
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different programs offered for them in the elementary, secondary and post-secondary 

levels. 

One of the theoretical frameworks I will use is Ruiz (1984) Orientation in 

Language Planning. In this article, the author categorizes language into three 

orientations: language-as-problem, language-as-right, and language-as-resource. When 

discussing heritage language learners, I believe we should look at language from the 

perspectives of language-as-right and language-as-resource. When schools and 

universities offer Spanish heritage language programs, they are helping with language 

maintenance which corresponds to an important conclusion of Ruiz: “Not only are we not 

developing language skills in the population to any great extent; we are almost doing 

nothing to encourage non-English language maintenance.” (p. 26) 

Before discussing the programs offered for heritage language learners, it is first 

necessary to define heritage language learners. According to Montrul (2010), the term 

heritage learner was first introduced in Canada in the mid 1970’s but has been gaining 

popularity in the U.S. since the 1990’s. There are several definitions of heritage language 

learners, but for this paper, I will use Valdés (2001) definition. She defines a heritage 

language student as “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.” (p. 38) Montrul (2010) argues that for 

most heritage speakers, the home language is the weaker language. “Proficiency in the 

weaker language can range from mere receptive skills (most often listening) to 

intermediate and advanced oral and written skills, depending on the language, the 

community, and a host of other sociolinguistic circumstances.” (p. 5) 
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II – Spanish Heritage Language and Heritage Language Learners in the U.S. 
 

a. Spanish as a Heritage Language in the U.S. 
 
When examining Spanish as a heritage language in the U.S., it is important to 

refer to John Fishman’s definition of heritage languages. Fishman (2001) classifies 

heritage languages in the U.S. into three types: immigrant heritage languages (languages 

spoken by immigrants who came to the U.S. after it became an independent country, i.e.: 

Chinese, Arabic, Spanish), indigenous heritage languages (languages spoken by Native-

Americans, i.e.: Navajo), and colonial heritage languages (languages spoken by the 

Europeans who colonized the U.S., i.e.: German, French, Spanish). Note that some of the 

immigrant and colonial heritage languages overlap particularly in the case of Spanish. (It 

is also interesting to note that Fishman uses “community language” as an alternative term 

for “heritage language”.)   

Looking into the history of heritage language programs in the U.S., Lee & 

Wright’s (2014) article on The Rediscovery of Heritage and Community Language 

Education in the United States provides an account of the events and Supreme Court 

cases related to heritage language teaching in the U.S. They say that most heritage 

language programs started as community-based schools as early as the 17th century when 

German/English bilingual education was very popular among the German immigrants. 

The same happened for Spanish/English community schools throughout the Southwest in 

the 19th century. Lee and Wright also note the resistance against bilingualism and discuss 

examples of English-only Native American boarding schools and the restrictions that 

were employed against teaching German, Japanese and Chinese during and after World 

War II. According to Lee and Wayne: “The Civil Rights Movement opened the way for 
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more tolerance-oriented language policies (…), but the passage of the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 has proven to be one of the biggest challenges to providing 

in-school bilingual and other heritage/community language programs.” (pp. 142-143).  

Leeman’s (2015) article Investigating Language Ideology in Spanish as a 

Heritage Language discusses the issues of language ideologies (i.e.: the relative worth of 

specific languages, what is considered the “correct” use of languages, how different 

people speak a specific language in different situations, whether minority languages are 

compatible with citizenship, etc.) in the context of Spanish as a heritage language in the 

U.S. She points out the issues of power and how language ideologies are tied to power 

relationships. Leeman uses Kroskrity’s (2004) “levels of organization” or layers of 

meaning that characterize language ideologies as the theoretical framework in her 

argument. She discusses the concept of “standard language ideology” where a language 

would be considered neutral, correct, uniform, and free of regionalisms. The author 

argues that the educational system is a key player in reproducing the “standard language 

ideology”, which is normally known as “norma culta”. Unfortunately, the “norma culta” 

normally privileges the educated elite. Leeman also discusses how educational policies, 

the educational contexts of Spanish Departments including course goals, teaching 

practices, staffing, materials, and tests are all related to language ideology.   

As we can see, language ideology is related to the value that certain languages 

have in various cultures. Showstack (2017) argues that the social meaning and value of 

the Spanish language in the U.S. has changed over the last two centuries due to the social 

and historical developments in this country. “In the early period, Spanish was linked to 

the home, denying the public and political nature of the language, while in the later 
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period, a focus on Spanish as an international language led to a de-legitimation of local 

linguistic practices.” (p. 3) The author examines the English-only movement of the 80’s, 

and how it affected the maintenance of Spanish in the U.S., especially the different 

varieties of Spanish, which are not the “norma culta”, and how the assumptions that we 

have about a certain language (in this case, Spanish), can shape people’s identities.  

 Bourdieu’s (1991) discusses the notion of “symbolic power” and the analogy 

between language with wealth and authority which relates to the assumptions we have of 

different languages. The author speaks of language as a product subject to supply and 

demand and related to money, market and price. To have worth in society, language has 

to be evaluated, valued, and appreciated.  

 Unfortunately, Spanish has often been seen as inferior to English, and not very 

appreciated in the American context. As Potowski (2012) states, “In the United States, 

the language with valued capital is English. Other languages are not only not assigned as 

much value, they are often stigmatized and suppressed.” (p. 183) She is also careful to 

note that discrimination can come from within the Latino community itself: “Typically 

those individuals with  a higher socioeconomic status, documented legal status, 

knowledge of English, and lighter skin usually seek to distance themselves from other 

Latinos without these qualities.” (p. 186)  This concept of diglossia is also discussed by 

Lynch (2012). Adapting from the French diglossie, Lynch cites Ferguson who says that 

diglossia is a model for societies in which “two or more varieties of the same language 

are used by some speakers under different conditions (…) with each having a different 

role to play.” (p. 80) 
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 But the reality, as noted earlier, is that the Hispanic population continues to 

grow, and there is a large need to address heritage language learners, especially since 

they have different needs than English learners or other second language learners. As He 

(2006) argues, studying a heritage language “means not merely to inherit one’s heritage 

language and maintain one’s heritage cultural identity but also to transform the heritage 

language…and recreate one’s identity.” (p.7)  

 
b. Heritage Language Learners’ Needs 

 
Potowski (2013) argues that Spanish heritage language learners and second 

language learners are different linguistically, affectively and academically. She claims 

that linguistically heritage language learners tend to come with more fluent speaking and 

listening abilities, a larger vocabulary, and native or native-like pronunciation, but they 

may also bring a set of stigmatized words or expressions, borrowings, Spanglish, literal 

translations, etc., which are viewed – most of the time – from a deficit perspective (Flores 

2005, 2013, 2015).  

Affectively, heritage language learners generally want to learn their target 

language to better communicate with family members or to find their identity. They often 

feel embarrassed when speaking and are aware of their limitations with the target 

language. They might feel low self-esteem for thinking they are not speaking properly. 

Heritage language learners might also have a different educational level from their 

parents and lack reading and writing skills in their heritage language. We also need to 

take into consideration the socio-economic factors that might affect their academic 

achievements.  
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Lynch (2003) discusses the different needs of heritage language learners. He 

argues that heritage learners need acquisition opportunities with a purpose, implicit and 

naturalistic input, and teachers who promote linguistic and dialectical variability. 

Instruction should be practical, and the teacher should instill a sense of identity and pride 

in each heritage language learner. Making Spanish more relevant and prestigious on a 

national scale, and the importance of re-contact (visiting the heritage country, family 

members, utilizing the language in work and other settings, etc.) were also discussed by 

Lynch. 

 When discussing heritage language learners, it is important to keep in mind not 

only the differences between heritage language learners and other L2 learners, but also 

the different sub-groups of heritage language learners. Kondo-Brown (2005) used 

proficiency tests and self-assessment measures to investigate whether three sub-groups of 

Japanese heritage language learners (descendent group, grandparent group and parent 

group) would demonstrate language behaviors distinctively different from those of 

traditional Japanese as foreign language learners and which domains of language use and 

skills would specifically identify such differentiation.  

The author defines the three-subgroups of Japanese heritage learners as: the 

descendent group (born in the US of Japanese descent but not having a Japanese speaking 

parent or grandparent and having never lived in Japan), the grandparent group (born in 

the US, no Japanese speaking parent, but at least one Japan-born grandparent, never lived 

in Japan), and the parent group (born in the U.S or Japan with at least one Japanese 

speaking parent). She then describes learners from the parent group as “competent 

group”, and the grandparent and descendent groups as “identity groups”. 
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Kondo-Brown found that the general hypothesis that heritage language learners 

have greater grammatical knowledge and listening skills than other foreign language 

learners, who – on the other hand – have greater ability to read and write, was not 

confirmed.  We, therefore, cannot assume that all heritage language learners are the same. 

According to Kondo-Brown, it is important to make a distinction between heritage and 

second language learners but also between the different types of heritage language 

learners. This study found that the Japanese heritage learner parental group had more 

advanced Japanese skills than the Japanese foreign language group. These more advanced 

skills were found not only in grammatical knowledge and listening skills but also in 

reading proficiency. These results indicate that, from a pedagogical perspective, it is 

crucial to make a distinction between the competent group who demonstrated higher 

competency in Japanese and the identity groups who demonstrated similar competency as 

typical L2 learners. Kondo-Brown’s classification of the different heritage language 

learners’ groups probably can be applied to the Spanish heritage learners in the U.S.  

Different types of heritage language learners are also discussed in Said-Mohand’s 

(2010) article, The teaching of Spanish as a heritage language: overview of what we need 

to know as educators. The author states that for professors to deliver the best heritage 

language methodology, they must take into account the following central issues: “the 

social identity of heritage speakers and the use of labels in academia, the wide range of 

language proficiency among heritage language learners, the ‘undeveloped’ academic 

register of heritage learners, and the all-important measurement of bilingual skills.” (p. 

89)  
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The motivations of students to learn the heritage language must also be 

considered. Yanguas (2010) presents a quantitative study investigating Spanish heritage 

language speakers’ characteristics and motivations. The author used the 

Attitude/Motivation Test Battery (AMBT) developed by Gardner (1985) which measures 

integrativeness, instrumental support, attitudes toward the learning situation, and 

motivation. Yanguas concluded that “The results support the idea that stronger 

attachment to the community is indeed related to participants’ motivation to master the 

language.” (p. 661) 
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II – Programs and Support for Spanish Heritage Language Learners in the U.S. 
 

Beaudrie, Ducar & Potowski (2014) argue that the goals of heritage language 

programs are: language maintenance, acquisition of a standard language variety, transfer 

of literacy skills, expansion of the bilingual range, development of academic skills in the 

heritage language, promotion of positive attitudes about the heritage language, and 

development of cultural awareness. In this section, I will describe some of the programs 

and support that heritage language learners are currently receiving in elementary, 

secondary and post-secondary education in the United States. 

 

c. Elementary & Secondary Education 

Montrul (2011) in her article Introduction: Spanish heritage speakers: Bridging 

formal linguistics, psycholinguistics and pedagogy discusses how normal children 

acquire their language at age appropriate levels and how that competence will most likely 

remain stable if the child receives the right amount of input to trigger full development. 

From this perspective, errors seen in early childhood are believed to be overcome by 

kindergarten.  

According to the author, “Changes observed in bilingual grammar are seen as a 

result of the process of acquiring two grammars in response to differential amounts of 

input.” (p. ii) She claims that although complete acquisition of language is the most 

natural outcome of monolingual acquisition during childhood, heritage language learners 

usually have one language that lags behind the other, whether in phonology, morphology 

or syntax. She defines “an individual’s grammar as incomplete when it fails to reach age-

appropriate linguistic levels of proficiency as compared with the grammar of 
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monolingual or fluent bilingual speakers of the same age, cognitive development, and 

social group.” (p. ii) 

 Montrul is careful to note that other scholars, such as Carreira and Potowski, do 

not agree with the term “incomplete acquisition” because of the negative connotation 

often leading to a “deficient” perspective. Carreira and Potowski prefer the term 

“different”, as they see heritage learners’ language as representing different regional 

varieties. Montrul, in contrast, argues that “from the perspective of language acquisition, 

there is a beginning and an end in the process of language development at the level of 

grammatical structures, and it is possible for a bilingual child not to reach full 

development in one of the languages in some linguistic area (morphology, syntax, 

semantics, and pragmatics).” (p. iii) 

 In a previous article titled Current Issues in Heritage Language Acquisition, 

Montrul (2010) makes a connection between formal education in the heritage language 

and heritage language mastery. She says that heritage language learners normally master 

phonology, but struggle in other components of the language, such as morphosyntax. 

Heritage language learners may have a limited language proficiency because of their 

“restricted daily access to the language (in terms of frequency of exposure and use), in 

limited contexts (primarily home and possibly church) during the age of primary 

linguistic development (from birth to puberty, according to the critical period 

hypothesis).” (p. 11) 

 I struggled with this idea of limited language proficiency when working as a 

bilingual teacher in an early exit bilingual elementary school. When I started teaching in 

the bilingual program, the argument for promoting bilingual education was that students 
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who have a strong knowledge of their first language (Spanish) will build up the second 

language (English) easily. So, in this program, the students would be taught in Spanish 

from pre-kindergarten to second grade, then transition to English by grade three. 

Unfortunately, my students’ Spanish was still very limited by the end of the second 

grade. They didn’t have sufficient vocabulary, and/or metalinguistic knowledge of their 

first language (Spanish) to be able to transfer to English. But, ready or not, they would be 

transitioned to English instruction. My observations agreed with Montrul (2010) who 

maintained that “as children, heritage speakers miss the chance to learn formal registers 

along with vocabulary and complex structures that are typical of written language.” 

(p.11)  

 The introduction of dual language programs in elementary schools across the 

states seems to begin to address these issues, as the focus of these programs is not simply 

on language transfer, but also on language maintenance. According to Baker (2011) the 

main goals of dual language programs is to promote bilingualism, biliteracy and 

biculturalism with some schools aiming for multilingualism, multiliteracies and 

multiculturalism. There are two main types of dual language programs: one-way and two-

way. One-way programs only only language minority students, whereas two-way 

programs have approximately equal numbers of language minority and language majority 

students in the same classroom. Baker states that there has been a variety of terms used to 

describe these programs, such as “Two Way schools, Two Way immersion, Two Way 

bilingual education, developmental education, Dual Language education, bilingual 

immersion, Spanish immersion, double immersion and interlocking education.” (p. 222) 
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 The growth of dual language programs has been significant in the last decade, but 

the oldest dual language program, which was developed by a Cuban-American 

community, dates back to 1963 in Dade County, Florida. According to Baker, as of 2011, 

there were about 350 dual language programs in the U.S. He says that the American dual 

language programs tend to share the following features: 1) A non-English language (i.e. a 

minority language) is used for at least 50% of instruction that lasts for up to six years; 2) 

Only one language is normally used during a single period of instruction. According to 

Baker, instruction must be adjusted to the students’ language level, but must also be 

challenging, empowering and enabling. He believes that language is learned primarily 

through content; 3) Both English and non-English speakers are present in approximately 

balanced numbers and integrated for most content instruction. The English and non-

English speakers are integrated in all lessons. (Baker, 2011) 

 Austin ISD (AISD), the largest school district in the Austin (Texas) metropolitan 

area started offering dual language programs in 2011. At that time, the district started 

transitioning its early and late bilingual programs to one-way or two-way dual language 

programs. For the first five years, AISD followed the Gómez & Gómez model, which 

was originally developed in 1995 and first implemented in 1996 in the Pharr-San Juan-

Alamo ISD in South Texas. According to the Dual Language Training Institute (DLTI) 

website, this model has since expanded to 143 school districts across 11 states (Texas, 

Washington, Alaska, New Mexico, New York, California, Illinois, Oklahoma, Colorado 

and Oregon).  

Currently the Gómez & Gómez dual language model, also known as the 50/50 

model, has been implemented in 671 elementary schools, 16 middle schools, and 6 high 
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schools across the U.S. According to the Gómez & Gómez website, the main components 

of this dual language model are: 1) math is taught in English, 2) science & social studies 

are taught in Spanish, and 3) language arts are taught in in both languages starting in 

second grade. (In pre-K to first grade, Language Arts are taught in English for English 

speakers and in Spanish for Spanish speakers.) This model also includes “the language of 

the day” for all non-academic conversations. Spanish is used on Mondays, Wednesdays 

and Fridays and English on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Students also participate in 

Bilingual Centers in Pre-K to second grade, and Bilingual Research Centers in grades 3 

to 5. Finally, this model calls for everything in Spanish to be colored “red” and 

everything in English in “blue”.  

 For 2016-17, AISD decided not to implement the Gómez & Gómez dual language 

model anymore. Since then, the district is developing its own way of providing dual 

language instruction. According to Claudia Santamaria, the Assistant Director of AISD’s 

Multilingual Education Team, the purpose of AISD’s dual language program is for 

students to participate in a rigorous academic program that accelerates their learning, 

develops a high linguistic and academic proficiency in two languages, and develops 

positive cross-cultural attitudes. Santamaria says that each school is able to choose how 

to implement their own dual language program as long as at least 50% of the instructional 

time is taught in the non-English (partner) language, there is a strategic separation of the 

two languages for instruction, and a commitment to implement the program from P-K-5, 

6-8, and 9-12. 

The strategic language separation and compartmentalization is one of the central 

ideas of the dual language programs. Only one language is used in each period of 
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instruction, and language boundaries are established in terms of time, curriculum content, 

and teaching. Baker (2011) also calls attention to language balance. He says that “a 

language balance among students close to 50%-50% is attempted because if one language 

becomes dominant (…), the aim of bilingualism and biliteracy may be at risk.” (p. 223) 

Another common dual language program used in elementary schools is the 90/10 model. 

In this model, the minority language (in this case Spanish) is used 90% of the time in the 

early grades, and instruction in English gradually increases until 6th grade, when both of 

the languages are used in equal amounts for instruction. 

There is not much data available regarding the number of school districts and 

states that are currently using dual language programs. This is due in part to the rapid 

growth of these programs in the last 15 years. It’s assumed, though, that California, 

Florida and Texas are the states with the highest number of dual language programs in 

elementary schools due to their high number of Hispanic residents.  

The Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) offers a Dual Language Program 

Directory with the objective to capture and quantify the number and types of dual 

language programs currently implemented in K-12 classes in the U.S. As of May 2017, 

there were 794 dual language programs listed on the CAL website. Since this is a self-

report directory, it only shows the number of programs that have been entered by the 

program leaders themselves. According to Barbara Kennedy, the Director of Dual 

Language and Bilingual Education Services for CAL, it is important to note that the 

Directory defines a program at the school district level, not at the school level, and “each 

program entry in this directory represents a school district that offers dual language 
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programing at one or more school. Some districts in the Directory have only one DL 

school, while other districts may have a dozen of more DL schools.” 

 Criticism of dual language programs comes from a number of scholars including 

Guadalupe Valdés, Deborah Palmer and Claudia Cervantes-Soon who question which 

students are actually being served in the dual language programs: the minority heritage 

learners who need to keep their native language and develop English or the more affluent 

English speakers whose parents see the dual language programs as an opportunity for 

their children to get ahead of others by learning to speak Spanish? As Crawford (2004) 

argues “There is a fine line between treating Spanish, say, as a valuable resource and 

treating Spanish-speaking students as a resource who are there to ‘service’ the needs of 

English-speaking classmates. While two-way programs are never consciously organized 

in this way, the potential for inequity is something they must constantly guard against.” 

(p. 306)  

Despite these criticisms, I believe that compared to the options of early or late exit 

bilingual education, dual language programs do support heritage language learners 

because they help these learners not only to acquire English but also to maintain their 

heritage language.  

The article Migration, ethnic identity and heritage language maintenance of 

Spanish-speaking youth in English-speaking societies by Carol Klee (2011) discusses the 

monolingual English policies that predominate in public education and how dual 

language and two-way immersion programs have opened spaces to resist the dominant 

monolingual policy.  Still, Klee recognizes that there are limited options of courses and 

programs at the high school level that support heritage language learners. “Clearly more 
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sustained sequences of language instruction are needed; dual immersion should not stop 

at the end of the fifth grade if heritage language maintenance and L2 acquisition in non-

Spanish speaking children are to be supported.” (p. 359) While Klee praises dual 

language and two-way immersion programs for language maintenance, she also 

acknowledges that language maintenance is the exception rather than the rule when 

looking at the U.S. context. She also discusses the issue of sequencing. When dual 

language immersion classes end, students must go into the regular track of Spanish for L2 

learners.  

To help students who were in dual language programs in elementary school to 

excel academically while becoming bilingual, biliterate and bicultural, AISD started 

offering dual language at the middle school level. AISD’s middle school programs are 

currently implemented in eight middle schools offering heritage students at least two 

content courses taught in Spanish each school year. These courses include Spanish for 

Spanish Speakers and a core content class (science, social studies, or math).  

Another incentive for the students to keep pursuing bilingualism, biliteracy and 

biculturalism through the secondary level is the Seal of Biliteracy.  The Seal is an award 

given by a school, school district, or state in recognition of students who have studied and 

attained proficiency in two or more languages by high school graduation. According to 

the sealofbiliteracy.org website, an organization called Californians Together developed 

the concept of a Seal of Biliteracy in 2008 and worked through their state to help schools 

adopt and implement the Seal. Legislation creating a California State Seal of Biliteracy 

was passed in 2011, and since then other states are now pursuing similar policies. 

Currently, 23 states including Texas have an approved state Seal of Biliteracy. 
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d. Post-Secondary Education 
 

Regarding foreign language teaching at the university level, Lee and Wright 

(2014) mention the National Security Act of 1991 which promotes the study of 70 critical 

languages that are less commonly taught in the U.S. such as Arabic, Mandarin, Russian, 

Vietnamese. According to these authors, the Department of Education funds 15 Language 

Resource Centers to promote foreign language teaching at the university level including 

the National Heritage Language Resource Center at the University of California, Los 

Angeles (UCLA). 

When discussing heritage language learners in post-secondary education, Montrul 

(2010) points out that “Heritage language learners are speakers of ethnolinguistically 

minority languages who were exposed to the language in their family since childhood and 

as adults wish to learn, relearn, or improve their current level of linguistic proficiency in 

their family language.” (p. 3) She states that while the presence of heritage language 

learners in universities’ language classes is not new, “what is new is the recognition that 

heritage language learners are a different breed of language learners whose partial 

knowledge of the language presents a unique set of challenges to language practitioners.” 

(p. 3) Finally, she notes the importance of maintaining and preserving minority 

languages.  

Montrul (2010) also discusses the development of linguistic knowledge of 

heritage language learners and the conditions under which language learning occurs or 

not.  She maintains that under reduced input and output conditions “heritage speakers 

seem to develop some core aspects of their family language, but their grammatical 

systems show a marked tendency toward simplification and over regularization of 
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complex morphological patterns and restricted word order.” (p. 9) To Montrul “there is 

no doubt that heritage language learners have high levels of communicative competence 

in the heritage language, but need to expand vocabulary, develop literacy skills in 

different genres, and improve grammatical accuracy.” (p. 18) 

Colombi’s (2009) article A systemic functional approach to teaching Spanish for 

heritage speakers in the United States, examines a curriculum based on the idea of a 

genre-based literacy, a framework within Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL). She 

proposes the use of a cluster of texts based on a given theme but in different modalities 

(oral, written, movies, etc.) and genres, in order to develop advanced literacy in Spanish 

heritage speakers. Following SFL, students would get the range of the field (subject 

matter), the tenor (participants and their relationship to each other), and the mode (oral to 

written). The goal would be to have students understand the fundamentally social nature 

of language practices. As Colombi states “SFL educational practices focus on language 

as a ‘meaning-making resource’, always taking into consideration how language means in 

different contexts.” (p. 48) She also examines the importance of taking into consideration 

the different sociolinguistic varieties of Spanish and the different regions of the Spanish-

speaking world especially the varieties of Spanish spoken in the U.S. 

Fairclough (2016) also discusses the importance of incorporating dialectal 

varieties in classes for heritage language learners. She argues that heritage languages in 

the U.S. have multiple standards, and that what needs to be studied is second dialect 

acquisition (SDA).   While second language acquisition is always additive, SDA can be 

either subtractive or additive since it involves learning features of the standard dialect 

that don’t always match the variety of Spanish that the students speak at home.  
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According to Fairclough, from a critical pedagogy perspective, teaching students 

about linguistic variation “raises students’ awareness of the relationship between 

language and power within the dominant society and offers them some agency in their 

learning.” (p. 155) She also offers suggestions for professors to incorporate additional 

language varieties into students’ linguistic repertoires through multidialectal models, i.e. 

contrastive techniques: “Contrasts help students learn about the rule-governed nature and 

linguistic characteristics of their own variety and see how it differs from the varieties of 

other students and from the standard.” (p. 156) 

Zyzik (2016) proposes a model of heritage language learners’ language 

proficiency that includes implicit knowledge. According to Zyzik, “Understanding the 

HL learner from the perspective of implicit knowledge can also clarify why certain 

pedagogical methods and materials originally designed for the L2 classroom may not be 

easily transferable to the HL context.” (p. 20) She concludes that grammar instruction for 

heritage language learners must be re-conceptualized to focus on meaning and proposes a 

content-based approach for teaching this population of students. 

A similar content-based approach is suggested by Potowski & Carreira (2004), 

who believe that heritage language courses should follow the National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) standards instead of standards designed for L2 learners, 

since heritage language classes share many important characteristics with native language 

arts classes. “The NTCE standards assume a population of learners who are not beginners 

in their language of study, but who are capable of communicating in his language. In this 

regard, they line up better with the profile of SNS students than do the foreign language 

standards.” (p. 433) 
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Potowski & Carreira also discuss goals for Spanish for native speakers. They refer 

to Valdés (1997) who offers four goals for well-structured heritage language courses: 

Spanish language maintenance, acquisition of the prestige variety of Spanish, expansion 

of the bilingual range, and the transfer of literacy skills. The authors also refer to Garcia 

& Blanco’s (2000) list of necessary competencies for teaching native speakers of 

Spanish. These competencies are: a minimum of advanced language proficiency, 

knowledge of appropriate pedagogical principles in language expansion and enrichment, 

theories of cognitive processes that underlie bilingualism, theories of social and linguistic 

processes that underline bilingualism and languages in contact, knowledge of the 

sociolinguistic dynamics of Spanish as a world language and as a viable system of 

communication in the U.S., and knowledge and understanding of the interdependence of 

the students’ home culture with Hispanic cultures in general. (p. 431) 

Schwarzer & Petrón’s (2005) article Heritage Language Instruction at the 

College Level: Reality and Possibilities describes the findings of a qualitative study of 

three Spanish heritage language learners’ perceptions of their heritage language 

classroom. These learners stated that they were bored with grammar and wanted to learn 

more vocabulary but in context not in lists. They wanted to learn Spanish to maintain 

family ties and self-identity. Learning Spanish for cultural ties with other Hispanic 

groups and for jobs was also discussed by these students. 

Schwarzer & Petrón suggest a pedagogy built on talking about students’ 

experiences within a sociocultural framework. They suggest discussing and researching 

language policy (such as bilingualism), choosing readings and bilingual literature that 

reflect the community, and using multiple ways of assessing performance. They posit 
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eight principles for foreign language mainstream classrooms: 1) Students use authentic 

materials, for authentic purposes, and with authentic audiences; 2) Students and teachers 

negotiate the curriculum; 3) The whole is taught first and the parts are understood later; 

4) Language is developmentally constructed; 5) Alternative methods of assessment are 

used to evaluate students’ progress; 6) A community of learners which extends beyond 

the classroom is created; 7) Different cultures and dialects are explored throughout the 

curriculum; and 8) Critical pedagogy provides the framework for language learning. (pp. 

575-577) 

Martínez (2016) maintains that heritage language teaching should reflect the 

community orientation of Hispanic (and other) cultures. According to the author, this 

orientation needs to be incorporated into the goals of heritage language program. 

Martínez argues for Leeman’s (2011) idea that instead of seeing the local community just 

as a resource in which to practice the target language, the student should be encouraged 

to develop those aspects of his or her identity vis-à-vis the community. 
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IV – Discussion 
 

When looking at the literature about heritage language learners and some of the 

programs that are offered in elementary, secondary and post-secondary education, it is 

clear that there is a lot of research on second language acquisition, bilingual education 

and dual language programs, but these papers primarily address early heritage language 

learners. At the same time, dual language programs have been expanding into secondary 

education with an increasing number of middle and high schools offering some content 

courses in Spanish.  

When reviewing the literature on heritage language leaners at the post-secondary 

level, I found that there were a number of papers related to heritage identity, learners’ 

characteristics and skills, linguistic features of heritage language acquisition, classroom 

interactions, and suggestions for instruction. A question that comes to mind, however, is 

how heritage language learners are placed in these different programs.  At the elementary 

level, dual language programs are the default programs for many English language 

learners, and within the two-way model, schools normally decide the criteria for the 

language majority students to participate. As of secondary schools, dual language 

programs are typically offered to students who participated in dual language programs 

when attending elementary school.  

At the post-secondary level, there are few options for placement exams, and most 

students self-place themselves into heritage tracks. Fairclough (2006) argues that student 

admission into heritage language programs is usually determined by locally designed 

placement exams. Other placement tools include demographic questionnaires, self-
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placement, and interviews. UT’s Spanish heritage track uses self-placement and 

interviews.  The university also offers information sessions for advisors that explain the 

Spanish heritage track, so that they are able to recommend heritage Spanish courses for 

appropriate students.  

When Fairclough was writing, the placement test that was used by several 

universities was a 140-item multiple-choice test developed by Parisi & Teschner (1983) 

at the University of Texas, El Paso.  According to Fairclough, some universities at the 

time also used the ACTFL/ILR Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). It must be noted 

however that the OPI is the native speaker norm. 

 Due to the lack of an appropriate placement exam, Fairclough created a placement 

test for the University of Houston. The original test consisted of two basic parts: a test of 

verb morphology knowledge with fill-in-the-blank questions that focused on potential 

problem areas and four short guided essays that elicited basic types of discourse (i.e. 

descriptive, narrative, argumentative, hypothetical). This second section allowed for a 

more holistic and functional assessment of the students’ language abilities. The results 

showed that 60% of the test takers were placed at the intermediate level. Interestingly, all 

of the students who placed at the advanced level were born and raised outside of the U.S. 

Spanish problems that were identified on the test included incorrect spellings, dialectal 

forms, simplifications, and semantic nuances. 

 A second issue with respect to heritage learners that must be addressed is course 

assessment, since heritage language learners and ordinary L2 learners have different 

academic needs. Just as instruction should be different for this group of learners, so must 

assessment. Schwarzer & Petrón (2005) discuss alternative ways of assessment including 
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portfolio projects. They propose using different means of assessment according to each 

student’s needs and strengths. They also propose involving family members in assigned 

activities and showing students the ramifications of power in languages. 

Some other challenges that face heritage language courses and programs are the 

lack of resources and specialized teacher training. Fairclough (2016) argues that without 

administrative support, especially funding, the creation and maintenance of heritage 

language courses can be very challenging. Some of the necessary resources cited by the 

author are “teaching materials that support the different pedagogical approaches and 

techniques needed to teach heritage language students, such as sociolinguistic knowledge, 

contrastive techniques to differentiate among language varieties, and guides to create 

flipped classroom assignments.” (p. 230) 

 Regarding specialized teacher training, Fairclough maintains that the 

professionalization of the heritage language field is a top priority. She argues that there is 

a lack of comprehensive programs dedicated to training teachers in heritage language 

education and that most of the training given to teachers about heritage language learning 

consists of workshops or presentations by guest speakers during in-service training at the 

beginning of the school year. According to Fairclough, a comprehensive program would 

incorporate several courses that could be offered at the undergraduate, post-

baccalaureate, or graduate levels. “A semester-long course in HL pedagogy would 

familiarize current and future instructors with key concepts and advances in HL training, 

such as differentiated instruction, micro-approaches to teaching, and critical language 

pedagogy.” (p. 230) Fairclough adds that this type of program should also include course-

work that would discuss sociolinguistic issues related to U.S. Spanish and the different 
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characteristics of the U.S. Spanish varieties.  U.S. Hispanic literature and culture would 

also be included.  
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V- Conclusion 

It can be argued that heritage language learners are currently being supported at 

the elementary level through dual language programs since these programs aim to 

promote bilingualism, biliteracy and biculturalism and support language maintenance. 

There are also a number of programs for heritage Spanish learners at the post-secondary 

level. These programs take into account heritage language learners’ identity, linguistic 

features, skills, and characteristics. More work is needed, however, in the areas of 

placement exams and course assessment.  

Even though the number of dual language programs is growing on the secondary 

level in the U.S., there still seems to be a gap in support for heritage language learners in 

middle and high schools. Most of the students who have been supported through dual 

language programs at the elementary level only have English as a Second Language 

(ESL) content area classes in middle and high school.  Unfortunately, these students end 

up taking regular Spanish as a Second Language classes for their language class 

requirement and must deal with a curriculum that is designed for non-heritage language 

learners. 

Parental information about dual language programs is fundamental in elementary 

and middle schools, as the parents have the power to decide if they want their children in 

dual language programs or not. Many parents do not understand the research behind 

bilingual education and are afraid that if their children are not in mainstream English 

classes they will not perform as well as language majority students. Therefore, it is very 

important that school districts and school administrators promote dual language programs 

for language minority students and inform parents about the long term benefits of these 
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programs. The same holds true for parents of secondary students. Parents should be 

informed of the Spanish classes their children can take in middle and high school that 

will promote bilingualism, biliteracy, and biculturalism.  

As for post-secondary education, I suggest that language departments make sure 

that undergraduate advisors know about the heritage language tracks offered at their 

institutions so that they can better advise heritage language students. As noted in the 

introduction of this paper, I have always had several heritage language learners in my 

regular language classes at the University of Texas. When I asked them why they were 

taking the regular Spanish track instead of the heritage track, the majority would say that 

they didn’t know about the heritage tack or that they thought the regular courses would 

be easier than the heritage courses.  

The Spanish and Portuguese Department at UT Austin is trying to assess this 

issue and has held meetings with the undergraduate advisors to inform them about the 

Spanish heritage track for heritage language learners. According to Jocelly Meiners, 

lecturer of Hispanic Linguistics at UT who is involved in the curriculum design of the 

Spanish heritage track, the goal of these meetings is to explain to the undergraduate 

advisors that the heritage track at UT offers a macro-based, inductive approach to 

grammar learning (start with the real language, then focus on the forms; learner-centered 

methodology; focus on academic writing and speaking; strong emphasis on culture; 

authentic materials; students exposed to varieties of Spanish and culture in the U.S. and 

around the world; making implicit knowledge explicit through contrastive instruction) 

and that this approach is particularly appropriate for heritage learners.  
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Although a lot of research has been done in the area of heritage language learners 

in the last decade, there is a lot do be done. Spanish heritage language learners are a 

growing and diverse population in the U.S., and we as researchers and language teachers 

need to better understand the issues related to heritage language learners. Heritage 

language learners have different linguistic, affective, cultural and academic needs than 

regular L2 learners, and there is still a lot to be done to address the needs of these 

learners.  In addition, current sociolinguistic and second language acquisition theories 

need to be revisited to better understand heritage language learners and more broadly 

examine the social impact of these issues in our society. 
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