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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In recent years increasing attention in research has been given to the maintenance 

and shift of heritage languages among ethnic minorities in the United States, with 

Chicanos being no exception.    Krashen (1998) defined a person’s heritage language as 

that which is spoken “not by the dominant culture, but is spoken in the family or 

associated with the heritage culture” (p. 3). Therefore, to the Chicanos who are the 

subject of this study, Spanish is considered their heritage language.  

Although complete consensus does not exist concerning the terminology by which 

to refer to the larger group labeled by the United States government as Hispanics, and 

even less so by those who may be referred to as Mexican-Americans or Chicanos, it is 

necessary to establish some consistency within this study as to which term will be used.  

Throughout this investigation, the researcher will use the term “Chicano” to refer to 

people of Mexican descent who live in the United States, as Meir and Ribera (1993) 

define the term.  Although once a derogatory term used for unskilled Mexican laborers 

(Novas, 2003), the term was reclaimed by those most active in the Chicano Civil Rights 

Movement of the 1960s (Magaña, 2005).  De la Garza (1982) made a distinction between 

the terms Chicano and Mexican American, stating, “Whatever the origin of Chicano, 

today this term refers to Mexican Americans who are no longer willing to be treated as 

second-class citizens” (p. 101).  He also declared that although both Mexican Americans 

and Chicanos had great pride in their cultural heritage, Chicanos, unlike Mexican 

Americans, recognized and were willing to challenge structural inequalities affecting 

them.  When Corky Gonzales revived the term Chicano in the late 1960s, the word 
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“captured the unique position of mexicanos living in the United States, who had opted to 

identify neither as Mexican or American” (Mirandé, 1985, p. 3).  Furthermore, Mirandé 

contended, terms like Mexican-American or Hispanic were often preferred over Chicano 

because they did not have the militant undertones often associated with Chicano.  

However, these terms served only to relegate Chicanos to the status of simply another 

hyphenated group, assuming them to be an immigrant group like those previously arrived 

from Europe, faced with the same problems of acculturation and assimilation, and 

therefore needing to be understood within the same paradigms as other immigrant groups.  

Mirandé (1985) argued for the word Chicano because it placed them in a group distinct 

from these immigrant groups and worthy of understanding on an inimitable level from 

them.  Although drawing from previous understanding regarding language maintenance 

and shift among other ethnic or immigrant groups, this study aims to treat Chicanos as the 

unique group that they are.  It is for this reason that the researcher has opted for the use of 

the word Chicano throughout the study.  

Statement of the Problem

United States born persons of Mexican descent, or Chicanos, are a group that has 

often been overlooked with respect to their language patterns.  While studies have 

increasingly focused on the topic of heritage language maintenance and shift among 

minorities, there has been a failure to include Chicanos, or to distinguish between 

Chicanos and Mexican-born immigrants.  Furthermore, while research over heritage 

language has varied in terms of geographical location, the language patterns of those 

residing in the area known as the South Plains of Texas have never been studied.  This 

study investigated the topic of heritage language with regard to Chicano families in the 
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South Plains of Texas, and researched the effect that family, ethnic identity and education 

have had on the maintenance and shift of the Spanish language over generations of this 

ethnic group.    

Because Chicanos are a subgroup of what is typically referred to as Hispanics or 

Latinos (Meier & Ribera, 1993), it is worthwhile to examine recent trends and projections 

for the future involving this population.  The United States Census has seen the Hispanic 

population in the United States go through some major changes in recent years.  The 

2000 Census counted 35.3 million Hispanics in the United States, or 12.5 percent of the 

total population.  Of these, 18.9 percent were in Texas.  Although the total population of 

the United States increased by 13.2 percent since 1990, the Hispanic population increased 

by 57.9 percent during that time.  (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).  In August 2005, the 

Census Bureau announced that the latest estimates revealed that Texas had become the 

fifth majority-minority state in the nation, with 50.2 percent of the population being 

Hispanic (Bernstein, 2005). Murdock (2003), who made projections regarding the Texas 

population, contended that based on current and past demographic patterns, Hispanics 

would become the overwhelming majority of the population in the state by the year 2040.  

Murdock projected the population of Texas, divided into various groups, based on birth 

rates and on three possible scenarios with regard to migration into Texas.  The first 

scenario assumed that no migration into Texas would occur; the second assumed that 

rates of migration would be half of what they were between 1990 and 2000; and the third 

scenario assumed rates of migration equal to those that occurred between 1990 and 2000.  

Even in the scenario assuming the lowest amount of movement into Texas, the Hispanic 

population is expected to reach 44.6% of the population of Texas by the year 2040.  



4

Following are three tables showing the rate of increase for the various ethnic groups 

under these scenarios.  

Table 1.

Population in Texas by Race/Ethnicity in 2000 and Projections to 2040 Assuming Alternative Projection 

Scenarios

Year Anglo Black Hispanic Other Total

2000 11,074,716 2,421,653 6,669,666 685,785 20,851,820

Assuming Rates of Zero Net Migration (0.0 Scenario)

2010 11,292,858 2,604,162 7,986,640 776,088 22,659,748

2020 11,320,857 2,727,365 9,220,971 828,786 24,097,979

2030 11,086,475 2,756,470 10,406,060 856,437 25,105,442

2040 10,599,190 2,697,888 11,408,456 856,047 25,561,581

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to One-Half of 1990-2000 (0.5 Scenario)

2010 11,494,673 2,730,659 8,999,827 953,348 24,178,507

2020 11,735,043 3,004,173 11,742,820 1,256,342 27,738,378

2030 11,701,065 3,191,230 14,900,692 1,596,578 31,389,565

2040 11,382,992 3,283,413 18,391,333 1,954,592 35,012,330

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to 1990-2000 (1.0 Scenario)

2010 11,700,471 2,863,397 10,164,378 1,168,772 25,897,018

2020 12,165,004 3,309,068 15,056,028 1,897,182 32,427,282

2030 12,350,427 3,694,283 21,533,219 2,960,361 40,538,290

2040 12,225,486 3,995,349 29,926,210 4,435,916 50,582,961

(Source:  Murdock, 2003, p. 24)
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Table 2.

Percent Change in Projected Population in Texas by Race/Ethnicity Assuming Alternative Projection 

Scenario, 2000-2040

Time Period Anglo Black Hispanic Other Total

Assuming Rates of Zero Net Migration (0.0 Scenario) 

2000-10 2.0 7.5 19.7 13.2 8.7

2010-2020 0.2 4.7 15.5 6.8 6.3

2020-30 -2.1 1.1 12.9 3.3 4.2

2030-40 -4.4 -2.1 9.6 0.0 1.8

2000-40 -4.3 11.4 71.0 24.8 22.6

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to One-Half of 1990-2000 (0.5 Scenario) 

2000-10 3.8 12.8 34.9 39.0 16.0

2010-20 2.1 10.0 30.5 31.8 14.7

2020-30 -0.3 6.2 26.9 27.1 13.2

2030-40 -2.7 2.9 23.4 22.4 11.5

2000-40 2.8 35.6 175.7 185.0 67.9

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to 1990-2000 (1.0 Scenario) 

2000-10 5.7 18.2 52.4 70.4 24.2

2010-20 4.0 15.6 48.1 62.3 25.2

2020-30 1.5 11.6 43.0 56.0 25.0

2030-40 -1.0 8.1 39.0 49.8 24.8

2000-40 10.4 65.0 348.7 546.8 142.6

(Source:  Murdock, 2003, p. 25)
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Table 3.

Percent of Population in Texas by Race/Ethnicity in 2000 and Projection to 2040 Assuming Alternative 

Projection Scenarios

Year Anglo Black Hispanic Other

2000 53.1 11.6 32.0 3.3

Assuming Rates of Zero Net Migration (0.0 Scenario)

2010 49.9 11.5 35.2 3.4

2020 47.0 11.3 38.3 3.4

2030 44.2 11.0 41.4 3.4

2040 41.5 10.6 44.6 3.3

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to One-Half of 1990-2000 (0.5 Scenario)

2010 47.6 11.3 37.2 3.9

2020 42.4 10.8 42.3 4.5

2030 37.2 10.2 47.5 5.1

2040 32.5 9.4 52.5 5.6

Assuming Rates of Net Migration Equal to 1990-2000 (1.0 Scenario)

2010 45.2 11.1 39.2 4.5

2020 37.5 10.2 46.4 5.9

2030 30.5 9.1 53.1 7.3

2040 24.2 7.9 59.1 8.8

(Source:  Murdock, 2003, p. 27)

Having examined the demographic data on Hispanics in the United States, the 

next step is to investigate what the language situation is for Hispanics in this country.   

Almost twenty years ago, Nicolau & Valdivieso (1988) predicted, “bilingualism may 

persist longer among Hispanics than it did among other immigrant groups, particularly in 

certain geographical areas” (p. 60).   This expectation was due mostly to the patterns of 
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immigration that were observed then and that continue today.  Also, in a study examining 

language assimilation trends among Hispanics, Katz (1992) distinguished between first 

and second generation immigrants, stating that the first generation often tried to retain 

their ties to their homeland, thus continuing to speak Spanish, whereas the second 

generation often rejected these ties, only to seek to regain them in adulthood and revert 

back to trying to teach their heritage language to their children.  While these were very 

optimistic predictions with regard to maintenance of Spanish among Hispanics at the 

time, more recent studies have depicted a different reality.  According to Meier and 

Ribera (1993), the use of Spanish has been shown to sharply decrease over time, so that 

the third generation of United States born Mexican Americans speaks very little, if any, 

Spanish. This loss of heritage language, they asserted, occurs over generations due to 

time, inattention and the decreasing value that American society places on minority 

cultures and languages.

According to Cho and Krashen (1998) heritage languages are not usually 

maintained and developed by immigrants, who focus their attention on acquiring English 

upon arriving in the United States, often leading to a loss of heritage language.    A recent 

study showing the shift from Spanish to English among Mexican Americans over 

generations was Alba’s (2004) analysis of various groups’ home languages using Census 

data from the year 2000.  Alba tracked the language patterns over three generations of 

Mexican Americans and found that among the first generation, five percent spoke only 

English at home.  In the second generation eleven percent of Mexican Americans spoke 

only English at home.  By the third generation, the number of Mexican Americans who 

spoke only English at home increased to 71 percent.  Alba also compared the data in 
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2000 to those of ten years earlier and found the language trends of Mexican Americans 

had remained consistent over time.  In 1990, 12 percent of Mexican Americans in the 

second generation spoke only English at home, while 64 percent of the third generation 

Mexican-American population did so.  Alba also stated that close to the U.S.-Mexico 

border, bilingualism tends to be maintained to a greater extent, but away from the border, 

the third generation of Mexican Americans is unlikely to speak any Spanish.  From this 

study, Alba concluded that by the third generation, English monolingualism continued to 

be the prevailing pattern for Mexican Americans as well as for other groups.  The graph 

below illustrates the results of Alba’s study.  

Figure 1. 

(Source:  Alba, 2004) 

Percent of Hispanics Speaking Only English at Home by Generation
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A study conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center revealed similar results.  

Recognizing that the year 2000 Census data showing a 142 percent increase in the 

Hispanic population 1980 was “one of the most important demographic trends shaping 

the future of the United States” (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004, p.1), the Pew Hispanic 

Center and Kaiser Family Foundation conducted the 2002 National Survey of Latinos, a 

comprehensive national survey of the Hispanic population, in order to research 

assimilation in terms of both attitudes and language trends.  The survey included a battery 

of questions regarding language preferences and abilities, and the results displayed a 

range of language use in the adult Hispanic population.  Among the first generation, the 

survey found that four percent were English dominant, 24 percent were bilingual, and 72 

percent were Spanish dominant. In the second generation group, 46 percent were English 

dominant, 47 percent were bilingual, and only seven percent were Spanish dominant.   

Finally, in the third generation of Hispanics surveyed, 78 percent were English dominant 

and the other 22 percent were bilingual.  The results of this study support the claims that 

the Hispanic population is shifting from the Spanish language to English, and that a great 

deal of change in terms of language preference is taking place in just a matter of a few 

generations. The figures showed that altogether there were more Spanish speaking 

Latinos in the adult population than there were bilingual or English dominant, but English 

was gaining ground quickly (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004).  The graphs below illustrate 

the results of the Pew Hispanic Center study.  
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Figure 2.  

1st Generation 

(Source:  Assimilation and Language, 2004)

Figure 3.  

2nd Generation 

(Source:  Assimilation and Language, 2004)
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Figure 4.  

3rd Generation 

(Source:  Assimilation and Language, 2004)

Another study by Portes and Hao (1998) sought to determine the degree of 

language shift that was occurring among children of immigrants from various 

nationalities.  This study found that although Latin American students, who were the 

most likely to maintain their heritage languages, less than half of them were found to be 

fluent bilinguals.  Rivera-Mills (2000) conducted a study of a Hispanics of diverse 

backgrounds in a rural community in California.  The study was conducted in order to 

investigate patterns of Spanish language use, proficiency, and attitudes with regard to 

maintenance and loss over generations. The findings of the research in this community 

were consistent with what has most recently been reported on a national level.  Among 

the residents of the community, there was a sharp decline in Spanish language 
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proficiency over time, and in some cases, as early as in the first generation of residence in 

the United States.  

With specific regard to the Mexican American population, in an earlier study, 

Hakuta and D’Andrea (1992) researched 308 high school students of Mexican descent.  

The researchers utilized questionnaires and language proficiency tests to investigate the 

maintenance and loss of the Spanish language over generations among this population.  

The study revealed that the shift to English over generations was a common pattern 

among these Mexican background students, with the most marked difference in loss 

occurring between students whose parents were born in Mexico, and those whose parents 

were born in the United States.  

Considering how rapidly these studies suggest that the Spanish language in the 

United States is being lost by Hispanics, it is important to examine the benefits of 

maintaining the heritage language for people of all ethnic groups, as well as the 

consequences of shifting to English only.  A number of advantages to an individual of 

developing his or her heritage language in addition to the dominant language have been 

addressed in previous research.  Among these are increased cognitive development and 

academic achievement (Portes & Hao, 1998), more occupational opportunities (Garcia, 

1995; Krashen, 1998), a strong sense of one’s own cultural identity (Tse, 1998 ), a more 

positive self-concept (Gibbons & Ramirez, 2004),  and stronger ties with family and 

community through the sharing of values (Fishman, 1996; Gibbons & Ramirez, 2004).  

The heritage language of a group provides speakers with a connection to their cultures 

and their pasts, and allows for stronger relationships with older members of their 

communities and families (Baez, 2002; Cho, 2000; Fishman 1996; Tse, 1997).  Reyhner 
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and Tennant (1995) expressed the necessity of native languages for cultural integrity as a 

response to much of the concern in society about crime and the breakdown of the family.  

Reyhner and Tennant further contended that learning their heritage language allows 

speakers to “recognize the hidden network of cultural values that permeates the 

language” and allows them to “add to the knowledge and skills required to ‘walk in two 

worlds’” (p. 280).   

On the other hand, aside from forfeiting the aforementioned benefits that come 

with bilingualism, loss of heritage language can have some negative consequences in the 

social and familial spheres.  One of the results of heritage language loss over as little as 

one generation is often conflict of the younger generations with older family members 

due to a lack of linguistic ability or understanding of the heritage language (Baez, 2001; 

Thomas & Cao, 1999).  Heritage language loss also affects relationships within the 

language community outside the family, due to misunderstandings between speakers 

(Cho, 2000; Krashen, et al, 1998). An example of this type of misunderstanding or 

conflict between generations in a linguistic community was exemplified by Smolkin and 

Suina (1996) in an anecdote regarding a Native American elder who was delivering a 

traditional speech, and stopped abruptly, saying in his native language, “‘Who do we 

think we are kidding?  These young people don’t understand a damn thing I’m saying’” 

(p. 169).  In a study by Cho (2000), Korean students who had experienced loss of their 

heritage language reported exclusion from their own ethnic group due to their lack of 

linguistic skills in Korean.  From phone interactions to business transactions, the 

participants of the study reported that they had had negative experiences because of their 
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inability to communicate in Korean, and in many cases went to great lengths to avoid 

contact with other Koreans.  

Fishman (1996) also expressed what is lost in the disappearance of one’s mother 

tongue over time.  He linked language to culture, stating that a large part of what makes 

up a culture is expressed in the language of that culture, making the language the only 

vehicle by which the components of a culture can be passed on to subsequent 

generations.  He further maintained that the three main components of positive 

ethnolinguistic consciousness are the sense of sanctity, kinship and moral imperative.  

“That is what they would lose if they lost the language.  They would lose a member of 

the family, an article of faith, and a commitment in life.  Those are not little things for 

people to lose or a culture to lose”.   

Consideration of some of the benefits of maintaining a heritage language for 

Hispanics as well as other groups implies a need for a greater effort to further understand 

the occurrence of language maintenance and shift among minority groups.  With regard 

to Chicanos on the South Plains, it indicates a need to recognize the effects of certain 

factors on the linguistic patterns of this particular group in order to yield the most 

benefits to forthcoming generations. This research attempts to shed light on the issue of 

language maintenance and shift as it occurs among this particular population.  

Background of the Study

This study investigates the loss and maintenance of heritage language among 

Chicano adolescents in the South Plains region of Texas.   The South Plains is the 

geographical area around Lubbock, Texas, consisting of Lubbock County and the 

nineteen counties surrounding it (Graves, 1962) and is located in West Texas, extending 
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from the area north of the Caprock Escarpment of the Llano Estacado into the Texas 

Panhandle (South Plains, n.d.).  The South Plains is a predominantly agricultural region, 

producing cotton, oil and cattle, among other goods.  

The city of Lubbock is considered the center of the South Plains, and is located 

between the Permian Basin to the south and the Texas Panhandle to the north (Lubbock, 

Texas, n.d.), 327 miles from Dallas, Texas, and 122 miles from Amarillo, Texas (Graves, 

2001).   It is the largest city on the South Plains, the ninth largest city in Texas, and is 

home to Texas Tech University (Lubbock, Texas, n.d.).  Founded in 1890 by ranchers 

and farmers moving west to the High Plains of Texas, Lubbock was the result of a 

compromise between the two communities known as Old Lubbock and Monterey 

(Graves, 2001).   Due to the growth of agriculture, Lubbock grew into the marketing 

center of the region, and became popularly known as the “Hub of the South Plains” 

(Lubbock, n.d.).               

Although the city of Lubbock is 344 miles from the border of Mexico (Lubbock, 

Texas Economic Development, n.d.), there is a considerable Hispanic influence in the 

South Plains region.  Much of this stems from the history of the area.  It is believed that 

the Spanish explorer Francisco Vásquez de Coronado explored what is now Lubbock in 

his search for gold in the year 1541 (Lewis, 1984).  In a letter to the king of Spain dated 

October 20, 1541, Coronado described the Llano Estacado as “’plains so vast, that I did 

not find their limit anywhere I went. . .with no more land marks than if we had been 

swallowed up by the sea. . .’” (Leatherwood, 2001). Coronado’s exploration became the 

basis of Spain’s claim to present-day Texas. It was the search for gold that brought the 

Spanish explorers to this area and to other parts of Texas, but upon failing to find any, 
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they turned their exploration efforts elsewhere.   They ignored the South Plains for a 

number of years, and future expeditions to the Llano Estacado were made primarily for 

religious purposes (Calvert & De León, 1990).  Today evidence of Spanish influence in 

the region is still apparent in the naming of several places in the area (Almaraz, 1992), 

including Monterey, Estacado, and Coronado, all high schools in the city of Lubbock, as 

well as in the Spanish architecture found throughout the city (Community Introduction 

and History, n.d.).  

Prior to World War II, Hispanics had only a limited role in the South Plains due to 

a small number of Hispanics in the area, little economic power, and discrimination. Until 

this time, the Hispanic population was largely migratory, and the spread of the cotton 

culture throughout the South Plains resulted in greater demand for laborers.  An 

increasing number of Hispanics came to the South Plains to work on farms, in gins and in 

compresses.  Over time, many of these Hispanic laborers remained to make the area their 

permanent homes (Abbe, et al, 1989).      

The counties which comprise the South Plains are also the counties served by the 

Region 17 Education Service Center (Texas Education Agency, n.d.), one of twenty non-

regulatory regional service centers created by the state of Texas in 1967 to provide 

services and support to school administration and instruction (Region 17 Education 

Service Center, n.d.).  The maps below illustrate the geographic area that is the focus of 

this study.  The first map shows Region 17, the second northernmost region in Texas 

(source: Texas Education Agency), and the second map shows the twenty counties that 

make up Region 17, or the South Plains (source:  Region 17 Education Service Center).  



17

Figure 5.  

                 

Figure 6.  
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The twenty counties vary in terms of population and demographics.  It is 

necessary before embarking on this research to gain an understanding of the demographic 

and linguistic situation on the South Plains as it pertains to Hispanics and the Spanish 

language, as well as to the education system.  Therefore, tables are included below 

containing information for each county on the South Plains.  The first table includes 

information on the population, percent of the population claiming Hispanic or Latino 

origin, and the percent of the population claiming the language spoken at home as 

Spanish (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).  

Table 4:   Census Information Regarding Population, Ethnicity, and Spanish Language Use in Counties of 

the South Plains

County Population Percent claiming 

Hispanic or Latino 

Origin

Percent claiming 

Spanish as Language 

Spoken at Home

Bailey 6,662 47.3% 41.0%

Borden 683 11.9% 15.9%

Cochran 3,340 44.1% 18.0%

Cottle 1,748 18.9% 15.7%

Crosby 6,645 48.9% 41.2%

Dawson 14,383 48.2% 41.4%

Dickens 2,711 23.9% 21.6%

Floyd 7,330 45.9% 40.0%

Gaines 14,563 35.8% 30.7%

Garza 5,094 37.2% 30.1%

Hale 36,029 47.9% 38.4%

Hockley 22,781 37.2% 28.6%
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Table 4:   Census Information Regarding Population, Ethnicity, and Spanish Language Use in Counties of 

the South Plains (continued) 

County Population Percent claiming 

Hispanic or Latino 

Origin

Percent claiming 

Spanish as Language 

Spoken at Home

Kent 744 9.1% 11.4%

King 323 9.6% 4.8%

Lamb 14,520 43.5% 34.8%

Lubbock 251,018 27.5% 20.3%

Lynn 6,156 44.6% 36.6%

Motley 1,307 12.1% 10.7%

Terry 12,576 44.1% 37.0%

Yoakum 7,348 45.9% 38.0%

(Source:  U.S. Census Bureau)

Aside from an overview of the general Hispanic population on the South Plains, it 

is necessary to also consider the number of Hispanics enrolled in schools throughout the 

South Plains.  Thus, the next table displays the Hispanic population of schools in Texas, 

in Region 17, and in each county in the region (Texas Education Agency, n.d.).  
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Table 5:  Hispanic Enrollment in Schools:  State of Texas, Region 17, and Counties of Region 17

Number of Hispanics Enrolled in 

K-12

Percent Hispanics in Total School 

Population

Texas 1,961,097 45%

Region 17 39,415 50%

Counties in Region 17:  

Bailey 1064 69%

Borden 26 15%

Cochran 479 53%

Cottle 76 31%

Crosby 979 70%

Dawson 1736 66%

Dickens 138 33%

Floyd 1149 69%

Gaines 1298 45%

Garza 498 44%

Hale 5393 67%

Hockley 2508 51%

Kent 20 16%

King 16 17%

Lamb 2013 61%

Lubbock 18600 43%

Lynn 784 55%

Motley 37 23%

Terry 1519 62%

Yoakum 1112 62%

(Source:  Texas Education Agency)



21

A study investigating the extent to which the Spanish language has been lost or 

maintained across generations of Mexican Americans has never been done in the 

geographical area on which this research study focuses.  Therefore, it is difficult to gauge 

the true linguistic situation across generations with the limited data available. However, 

measuring the amount of generational language loss for the entire South Plains is beyond 

the scope of this study.   Instead, the aim of this research is to further inform educators 

and families about the factors that affect both loss and maintenance of Spanish among 

Chicanos in the region, the relationship of those factors to language maintenance and 

loss, and the extent to which families’ experiences in their schools and communities have 

impacted the linguistic socialization of Chicano adolescents.  

Importance of the Study

It has only been in recent years that research has been aimed at the study of 

heritage language maintenance and loss.  Studies have been done at both a large national 

level and with regard to specific communities. Because this study is unique to a certain 

geographical area, it will contribute to the body of knowledge available regarding 

heritage language maintenance and shift. Furthermore, this study examines language 

patterns across generations within the same family.  While much attention has been paid 

to language shift over generations (Alba, 2004; Hakuta & D’Andrea, 1992; Portes & Hao, 

1998; Pratt, 2004; Rivera-Mills, 2000), none thus far has examined that shift as it occurs 

within a family.  The constructs of family, ethnic identity and education on which this 

study focuses will provide answers regarding the relationship between Spanish language 

maintenance and shift in relation to the forces at work in our everyday lives, and will 

make us more aware of the consequences of our daily practices and policies.  
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Research Questions

  In examining the phenomenon of heritage language maintenance and loss among 

Chicanos in the South Plains, the questions that this research attempts to answer are:  

1. What relationship exists between education and heritage language maintenance 

and loss among Chicanos of the South Plains?  

2. How is ethnic identity linked to the maintenance or loss of heritage language of 

Chicanos of the South Plains?

3. What role does the family play in the maintenance or loss of Spanish among 

Chicanos of the South Plains?

4. How do the experiences (regarding family, education, identity and language) of 

adolescent Chicanos of the South Plains differ from those of their parents and 

grandparents?  

5. How do the past and present experiences of Chicanos on the South Plains with 

regard to family, education, identity and language differ from those previously 

studied in other geographical areas?  

Definitions

An understanding of the terminology used in prior research, as well as in this 

study, is necessary for creating a foundation of knowledge regarding heritage language 

maintenance and loss among Chicanos and will allow us to move forward in our 

understanding this phenomenon and adding to the existing research on this topic.  For the 

purposes of this research study, the researcher will define the following terms.  In some 

cases, the same terms may be used in a slightly different manner in the literature.  
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However, this distinction will be explicitly stated in such cases in order to avoid any 

misunderstanding.  

Heritage Language-A heritage language is spoken by one’s family or the cultural 

group with which he or she is associated (Krashen, 1998).

 Language Maintenance-This is defined as the degree of stability of language 

patterns when large populations acquire a new language (Fishman, 1972).  In the case of 

this study, language maintenance will be used to refer to the degree to which Spanish has 

remained stable over generations.  

Language Shift-This refers to a situation in which habitual use of a language by a 

group is replaced by habitual use of another one (Rivera-Mills, 2000).  In the case of this 

study, language shift refers to the replacement of Spanish by English.  

Language Loss-This term refers to the disappearance of a language either in an 

individual or among a group of people, as a result of movement to an area in which the 

language is not spoken; entering a school and adopting the majority language; no longer 

needing or studying a second language; a local language dropping out of use, causing its 

speakers to adopt the dominant language (Pan & Gleason, 1986). 

Chicano/Chicana-A Chicano is a person of Mexican origin born in the United 

States.  The term comes from “mexicano” formed by dropping the first syllable and 

pronouncing the X as CH.  The term was popularized by the Chicano movement of the 

1960s, and is often viewed negatively by older, more conservative Mexican Americans 

(Meier & Ribera, 1993).  It was originally a pejorative term that was used to refer to 

unskilled, Mexican-born laborers in America.  The labor revolt led by Cesar Chavez in 

the 1960s caused Mexican Americans to establish a positive identity and fight for justice, 
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and in the process they adopted racial slurs such as Chicano as their own to rid them of 

their previously negative connotations (Novas, 2003).  

Hispanic- This term is used to include anyone of Spanish cultural background.  It

is especially used by the government and other agencies (Meier & Ribera, 1993).  

Hispanics include people from Spanish-speaking Latin America, as well as all citizens 

and residents of the United States who originated from these places or whose ancestors 

did.  Although the U.S. Bureau of the Census includes people whose ancestors came 

directly from Spain, most scholars limit this definition to people of Spanish Latin 

American origin (Novas, 2003).  

Latino/Latina-This, like Hispanic, is also a term created to include people of 

Latin-derived cultural background (Meier & Ribera, 1993). The term is used to include a 

multitude of people who cam to the United States from all parts of Spanish-speaking 

Latin America, or whose ancestors did (Novas, 2003).  

Mexican-American-This term refers to a United States born person of Mexican 

descent (Meier & Ribera, 1993). 

First, second and third generation- In using these terms to determine how long a 

family has resided in the United States, Lopez (1978) defined first generation as those 

who were born and raised in Mexico, second generation as those who were born and 

raised in the United States, but whose parents were Mexican-born, and third generation as 

those born in the United States, whose parents were also born in the United States.  

For the purposes of this study, and as it pertains to those families who came from 

Mexico, this is the definition that will be used.  In citing studies in which a different 

definition is used to make generational distinctions, such a variation will be clearly noted.  
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Tejano; Texas-Mexican-This is defined by Calvert and De Leon (1990) as a 

Texas-born person of Mexican descent.  It is necessary to make a distinction between 

those whose families emigrated from Mexico, and those whose ancestors have always 

resided in what is now the United States.  “The first Mexicans to become part of the 

United States never crossed any border.  Instead, the border crossed them” (Library of 

Congress, 2005). In 1846, war broke out between the U.S. and Mexico over the U.S. 

annexation of Texas. The United States defeated Mexico, and as a result, the two nations 

signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, awarding the United States an 

enormous amount of land that had once belonged to Mexico, including much of present-

day Texas (Library of Congress, 2005; Calvert & De Leon, 1990).  In their account of the 

history of Texas, Calvert and De Leon (1990) refer to those Mexicans who were residing 

in Texas when the land changed hands as “Tejanos” or “Texas-Mexicans,” and described 

them as a people who remained true to their ancestral Mexican roots, but who adopted 

many of the new customs and habits that came with living in the United States.  There are 

many people today who consider themselves Mexican-American, but whose families 

have resided in much the same place in the United States for as long as they can trace 

their ancestral roots.  Because research of the past has focused on Mexican-born 

immigrants and their descendants, a term defining the United States born Mexican-

American or Chicano population as a distinct group has yet to be considered. Thus, for 

the purposes of making a distinction between those whose ancestors emigrated from 

Mexico and those whose ancestors were always in Texas, the term Tejanos will be used 

for the latter group.  
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Conclusion

The background information provided, the definition of terms, and the 

demographic situation of Texas and the United States with regard to Hispanics offer a 

foundation in beginning to understand the experiences of those Chicanos who are the 

focus of this study.  Understanding the linguistic experiences of this group, as well as the 

social and historical context of these experiences will enable us as educators, parents and 

community members to consider the possible effects of our policies and daily practices 

on the language of the coming generations.  

The issue addressed by this research is not only one of language.  It is a complex 

intermingling of language, ethnic identity, and institutions such as the school and family 

that have had some role in either maintaining or eliminating the Spanish language in 

Mexican American families. This study sought answers regarding the concepts of family, 

education, and ethnic identity, and the relationship of each one of these to heritage 

language among Chicano adolescents and their families on the South Plains.  The purpose 

of this study was to further inform educators, parents, and community members about the 

effects of past and current policies and practices on the maintenance or shift of the 

Spanish language among Chicanos over generations in this geographical area, that they 

may make educated decisions on language policy and socialization according to their 

long-term goals in the linguistic development of future generations.  By helping to 

achieve a greater understanding of the forces at work in the daily lives of Chicanos that 

contribute to either the maintenance or shift of the Spanish language, this research can 

add to the knowledge that has been acquired thus far regarding minority language 

patterns.  
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The study of heritage language is not limited to the Chicano population, or even 

to the United States.  Following is a review of the literature as it pertains to the three 

constructs-- family, ethnic identity, and education-- investigated in this study in 

connection to the maintenance and shift of heritage language.  The variation between 

studies in the methodology, the subjects of the research, the location of the research and 

the results suggests the intricacy of the issue of heritage language as it relates to these 

three factors.   

Heritage Language and the Family

In much of the available research previously conducted on heritage language, the 

family has been noted as a strong contributing factor of language maintenance or loss.  

Different research studies have shown the family influence in various ways and in 

differing degrees in the language socialization of children.  However, the importance of 

the family remains a consistent factor in the study of language maintenance and shift.   

Family Language Use 

The language choice of a family, as well as how that family uses the language, 

has a great impact on whether a heritage language is lost or maintained over generations.  

One example of research in which the language choice of the family was found to be a 

strong factor in heritage language maintenance and shift was a study of over 300 high 

school students of Mexican background (Hakuta & D’Andrea, 1992).  The subjects for 

this study were recruited from a single four-year high school, and were all enrolled either 

in a Spanish as a foreign language class, or in a Spanish for Spanish speakers class at this 
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school.  Various assessments measuring language proficiency, as well as a questionnaire, 

were utilized to determine language attitudes and experiences of these students that 

related to their use of the Spanish language.  Aside from revealing that language choice 

among this group was shifting rapidly toward English, this study further revealed that the 

greatest contributing factor to language shift in these students was language choice of 

their families, rather than the language attitudes or language choice of the students.

Another instance that cited the impact of family language and its use in parenting

methods was a case study involving four Hispanic families in Vancouver.  The four 

families for this study were selected using both purposive and snowball sampling 

methods.  Each of the families had a child over age six.  Two of the families had a child 

who had some deficiency in the Spanish language, and the other two families each had a 

child who was a proficient Spanish speaker, in order to provide the researcher with 

perspectives of both  Spanish language maintenance and Spanish language loss.  The 

study’s purpose was to determine parents’ perceptions on the factors affecting Spanish 

language loss and maintenance, and their views on this loss or maintenance.  Guardado 

(2002) found that the family was the main driving force in whether or not a child retained 

his or her native language in spite of having little access to a Spanish speaking 

community outside the home.  The author found differences between those families who 

had maintained the language and those who had lost it, with regard to the way in which 

the Spanish language was used to relate to the children.  In the families in which the 

children retained their first language, the parents used creative and positive ways to 

encourage them to speak Spanish, whereas in the families in which the language had been 

lost, the approach of the parents tended to be more authoritative.  All four of the families 



29

agreed, however, that literacy in Spanish was an important goal, and they also expressed 

optimism about their children’s Spanish language development, regardless of their 

current level of proficiency.  Ultimately, the author found that “(a)lthough there is 

agreement among some researchers, theorists and intellectuals that language maintenance 

should be the responsibility of home, school, and community, all of the participating 

families in this study firmly placed most of the responsibility on the parents” (p. 360).

In a study by Hinton (1999) the researcher used a set of autobiographies written 

by her students at the University of California at Berkeley to examine the language shift 

toward English only that occured among first and second generation students.  This study 

regarded family as a main driving force in the linguistic socialization of the students.  

Many students stated in their autobiographies the important role that their families played 

in the effort to maintain their home languages.  In some cases, the introduction of English 

into the home tended to stop the development of the heritage language, and those students 

who had parents who spoke little or no English and continued to communicate with them 

in the home language fared better in terms of maintaining and developing their heritage 

languages.  Other students reported the use of the “one parent, one language” technique 

for heritage language maintenance. Consistency in the parents’ approach and availability 

of multiple settings for the use of the language have been found, according to Hinton, to 

be two crucial factors if children are to learn their heritage language.  However, “when 

school support for bilingual development is lacking, maintenance and development of the 

heritage language are up to the family, and success is rare” (p. 5).  

A study also naming families as a major contributing factor was that of Gibbons 

and Ramirez (2004), in which the researchers utilized questionnaires and interviews to 
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study bilingualism and biliteracy of 106 Hispanic teenagers in a Spanish speaking 

community in Sydney, Australia.  The researchers found evidence that quality and 

quantity of interaction in Spanish with family members was a significant influence on 

maintenance of the Spanish language.  Furthermore, the research found that speaking to 

children and adolescents in Spanish about serious topics such as history, politics, and 

science served a major function in this maintenance.  Also, encouragement to continue 

contact with family in the respondents’ countries of origin had a positive effect on 

Spanish language maintenance among this population.  

A study of Armenian, Vietnamese and Mexican background adolescents revealed 

a strong tie between parents’ cultural maintenance behaviors and ethnic identity (Phinney 

et al, 2001), and revealed the ways in which families within various groups helped their 

children maintain the heritage languages.    Among the Armenians, the researchers found 

that many parents utilized ethnic language schools, rather than rely solely on their efforts 

at home, in order to maintain their cultural heritage. Vietnamese parents, due to the 

lessened influence of peers, tended to have a greater influence on language, and thus, on 

ethnic identity.  In the Mexican American group, parents’ efforts to maintain culture and 

language were linked to socioeconomic status; in families with higher socioeconomic 

status the researchers found less effort by parents to maintain their culture, and thus less 

proficiency in Spanish among the adolescents.  

The Role of Family Structure

The structure of the family has also been shown to be a contributing factor in the 

maintenance and shift of the heritage language in some groups.  Changing expectations of 

family members in society have also impacted socialization in the heritage language.  
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According to a study by Pease-Alvarez (1993, 2002), second generation Americans who 

became parents tended to view their responsibilities outside the home as a major reason 

that they were unable to contribute to the Spanish language socialization of their children.  

“From their vantage point, the need to work outside the home has contributed to changes 

in language choice and socialization practiced as well as possibly complicating and 

intensifying cultural expectations regarding their role in child raising” (p. 134).  

The changes in roles of the parents were not the only ones cited as having an 

effect on heritage language.  Rather, the role of the children in the family also had an 

influence on the language in some cases.  For example, in study examining Korean 

Americans’ perspectives on and experiences with heritage language, Cho (2000) found 

that some of the respondents who were strong heritage language speakers tended to serve 

as language brokers for their families, allowing them to elicit positive results for 

themselves, their families and society.  Assisting in interpretation with less proficient 

members of the family also allowed those who had stronger heritage language 

proficiency to strengthen emotional ties with family members.  

The result encountered by Thomas and Cao (1999) regarding the role that children 

assumed when acquiring English was somewhat different, however.  In some cases, the 

authors found, the child suddenly took on an authority role.  This occurrence sometimes 

caused parents to feel as if they had lost authority because of their dependence on their 

children to translate.  Furthermore, they expressed that there may have been additional 

tensions due to their failure to develop the languages they shared with their children well 

enough to engage in meaningful communication.  
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Another study mentioning familial structure compared the degree of language 

shift over generations of contemporary immigrant families to the earlier language shift of 

European immigrants (Alba et al, 2002). This study found that the shift to English was 

occurring at the same rate for Asians as it did for the Europeans, but was occurring at a 

much slower rate for those of Spanish speaking immigrant groups.  With regard to 

family, the research also found that the greatest effect on language shift came from the 

language spoken by adults in the home. This effect was further intensified by the 

occurrence of intermarriage to a non-speaker of the ethnic tongue.  Another factor related 

to family structure to language shift was the presence of other ethnic language speaking 

adults in the home, as is common in some extended families in which grandparents, aunts 

or uncles live in the home along with the nuclear family.  The presence of these other 

heritage language speakers in the home increased the frequency of interaction in the 

ethnic language within the home.  

Finally, parents in all of the studies cited tended to see the importance of the 

heritage language development, even in those cases in which children had not developed 

their heritage language.  Schecter et al (1996) conducted interviews with ten Hispanic 

families in order to determine why parents made the choice to teach their children 

Spanish, and to explore parental views on several topics related to language socialization.  

Some of the reasons cited by parents for teaching Spanish to their children were to aid 

them academically, economically, personally and socially.  They also believed that 

teaching their children Spanish would help them achieve a greater sense of their Latino 

identity.    
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The research on heritage language maintenance and loss aids our understanding 

ofsome of the forces at work in shaping the linguistic socialization of children, not only 

of Hispanic background, but from other ethnic groups as well.  

Heritage Language and Ethnic Identity

The second construct to examine in relation to heritage language is that of ethnic 

identity.  Lima and Lima (1998) defined identity as “the symbolic, significant structuring 

of social relations which define the appurtenance to group, granting access to collective 

symbolic codes and assigning participation in the web of relations of a given community” 

(p. 323), and posited that a sense of this identity serves to locate a person in the groups to 

which they belong, ethnic group being among them.  

Tse (1998) proposed a four-stage model of ethnic identity development focusing 

on attitudes toward the heritage and majority languages.  The four stages in Tse’s model 

included Unawareness; Ethnic Ambivalence/Evasion; Ethnic Emergence; and Ethnic 

Identity Incorporation.  Tse discussed the model in relation to development of heritage 

languages and included comprehensible input and “club” or group membership as 

important factors in heritage language development.  

Utilizing various qualitative studies, Tse considered the possibility of heritage 

language acquisition during each stage of ethnic identity development.  She found that 

during the first stage, Unawareness, comprehensible input would be sufficient for a 

learner to acquire the heritage language, since the learner’s unawareness about being part 

of an ethnic group makes membership in a group a non-issue.  In the second stage, Ethnic 

Ambivalence/Evasion, Tse stated that a person might receive the comprehensible input, 

but would probably not achieve membership in an ethnic group necessary to acquire the 
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heritage language.  During the third stage, Ethnic Emergence, the ethnic minority is likely 

to become more interested in his or her ethnic language and culture.  Therefore, if 

comprehensible input is available, then it is likely that heritage language acquisition can 

occur at this stage.  Finally, in the fourth stage, Ethnic Identity Incorporation, Tse 

maintained that a strong determining factor of heritage language development was the 

value placed by the ethnic minority group on proficiency in the heritage language.  

Baez (2002) used his personal experiences as a Puerto Rican child in school to 

relate the connection between identity and language.  He explained how learning English 

in school caused him to forget his Spanish, and to lose “the intimacy associated with 

Spanish and the closeness to my family and past that it allowed.  I lost, essentially, all the 

‘sights and sounds’ associated with my native language” (p. 123).  Baez was encouraged 

to learn English in school by teachers and at home by his mother.  All of these people, 

Baez contended, taught him to forget who he truly was.  He maintained through his 

experiences that the regulatory power of language caused people to forget and to lose a 

sense of their own identity in the process. Furthermore, Baez stated that language is the 

tool that governs social existence, gives meaning to culture, and sets up conditions for 

inclusion and exclusion.  Baez’s experiences in school and in his professional life 

demonstrated the function that heritage language can have in defining who a person is.

An early study of Spanish language shift among Chicanos utilized survey data to 

examine the shift from Spanish to English in a Los Angeles community, and to determine 

some of the factors that contributed to this phenomenon (Lopez, 1978).  The author 

concluded from the data that although Spanish maintenance may have been greater in the 

past, if there were not a steady stream of immigration from Mexico, the Spanish language 



35

would disappear from the United States as quickly as European languages had 

disappeared among the descendants of European immigrants.  Lopez also concluded from 

the data that the greatest change in Spanish language shift came in the third, rather than 

the second, generation.  As part of the research, Lopez also examined factors related to 

ethnic identity, and found that “shifting to English does not imply anything about 

loosening ethnic bonds” (p. 275) and that language maintenance was not required for 

maintaining one’s ethnic identity.  

In seven-year study of bilingualism among Mexican-descent adolescents in 

California, Pease-Alvarez (1993; 2002) encountered evidence similar to that found by 

Lopez.  Pease-Alvarez found that although there was a strong link between Mexican 

identity and Spanish language use, the shift toward using English in the families’ 

households did not necessarily mean that they had abandoned their Mexican identity.  All 

of the respondents in Pease-Alvarez’s study expressed an interest in speaking and 

learning Spanish, and they cited Mexican-American heritage as one of the reasons for this

interest. However, the families also asserted that the preservation of ethnic identity was 

not solely tied to language.  The children in the study were also interested in learning or 

improving their Spanish in order to communicate with other Spanish speakers in their 

area without being embarrassed.  Pease-Alvarez also discovered how perceptions of 

language and identity change over generations.  Immigrants experiencing discrimination 

tended to view Spanish as a vehicle for combating threats to their children’s ethnic 

identity.   In the next generation, parents found it difficult to contribute to the Spanish 

language socialization of their children due to the need to work outside the home.  The 
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next generations, many with very limited or no abilities to speak Spanish, then expressed 

a commitment to recover the language of the previous generations.  

A study of Hispanic families in Vancouver (Guardado, 2002) found evidence 

conflicting with that posed by the studies of Lopez and by Pease-Alvarez.  Guardado 

discovered that the respondents’ ethnic identity played an important role in determining 

either the maintenance or loss of the Spanish language by the children.  The families in 

the study also expressed the importance of pop culture, literature and songs associated 

with their ethnic language in helping the children maintain their Spanish.  Guardado also 

found that while all four of the families had a strong ethnic identity, the families in which 

the Spanish language had been lost were much less emphatic about the ethnic identities of 

their children.  

Another study citing popular culture in relation to ethnic identity and language 

was conducted by Potowski (2004).  In a study of over 800 Latino high school and 

college students in Chicago, Potowski found that the students used Spanish 75 percent of 

the time to communicate with parents and other adults, but only 45 percent of the time 

with peers, siblings, and their own children.  When broken down by generations, the 

author found that the third generation respondents only used Spanish 34 percent of the 

time, even with parents.  These results pointed to a shift toward English among this 

population.  However, ethnic identity, often in the form of allegiance to Spanish language 

musical artists, was noted as a factor in holding back a complete shift to English.  

Potowski stated that “Personal and collective identities are intimately connected to 

language use” (p. 111).  
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Thurston (1994) investigated the cultural attitudes and language of a group of 45 

adolescents who were bilingual in Spanish and English.  These adolescents were enrolled 

in a Saturday Spanish language program in Sydney, Australia.  The study compared three 

different nationalities—Chilean, Peruvian, and Spanish—in the program in terms of 

various factors relating to language maintenance and shift.  All three groups in the study 

displayed a high level of Spanish language maintenance and demonstrated a strong 

relationship between ethnic identity and language, consistent with findings of prior 

research on ethnolinguistic vitality and ethnic identity.  

Cody (2001) examined the use of Spanish as it related to ethnic self-identification 

in a small sample of bilingual Spanish speakers in San Antonio, Texas.  The study sought 

to investigate choice of language in certain situations as a marker of ethnic identity.  

Cody used an instrument designed to measure abilities and preferences in language use, 

cultural identification, ethnic pride, and perceived discrimination.   The author researched 

three generations of Mexican-descent speakers of Spanish and English and found that the 

respondents varied in their own perceptions of the role of Spanish in maintaining ethnic 

identity, and that different aspects of identity underwent different degrees of variation.  

Cody also found that certain factors contributed to the variation in the relationship 

between ethnic identity and language.  These factors were linguistic insecurity, racial 

discrimination, and the lack of an ethnic label upon which all members could agree.  The 

variation found was indicative of the both the complexity of ethnic identity and the 

ambivalence that some ethnic group members experience about their ethnic identity in 

relation to the dominant society.  
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Cho (2000) used a questionnaire and in-depth interviews to examine the 

perspectives of Korean Americans with regard to heritage language development.  The 

results suggested that heritage language played an essential role in the interactions and 

relationships of heritage language speakers with second-generation Korean Americans.  

Competence in heritage language had a positive effect on both relationships with other 

heritage language speakers and on development of a strong ethnic identity.  “Those who 

had ‘strong HL competence’ and a strong sense of who they were, were strongly 

connected to their ethnic group, and had greater understanding and knowledge of cultural 

values, ethics and manners” (p. 338).   Heritage language competence also helped the 

respondents understand their own ethnicity and to participate fully in cultural activities.  

On the contrary, those with weaker heritage language competence tended to avoid contact 

with other Koreans and to participate less in cultural activities, often reporting feelings of 

isolation and exclusion from members of their own cultural group.  

Similar findings with respect to a Hispanic community were reported by Rivera-

Mills (2000; 2001).  Rivera-Mills conducted a sociolinguistic study to analyze language 

use among Hispanics in a small California community over three generations, and 

concluded that “(t)he results of language use across the three generations are not 

encouraging for Spanish maintenance in Fortuna” (p. 216).  Although Spanish continued 

to be spoken in the home, there was a clear decrease in its use across generations.  

Rivera-Mills stated that acculturation was significantly associated with language use.  

Those respondents who identified themselves as more American tended to use English 

more, whereas those who identified themselves as more Hispanic tended to use a 

combination of English and Spanish, or Spanish only.  
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Phinney et al (2001) examined the importance of three factors with regard to their 

influence on ethnic identity among adolescents of immigrant families.  The immigrant 

families studied belonged to three groups:  Armenian, Vietnamese, and Mexican.   The 

three factors that the researchers investigated were proficiency in the ethnic language, 

parents’ cultural maintenance, and social interaction with peers of the same ethnicity. All 

three of these were found to be strong contributors to the ethnic identity development of 

adolescent children of immigrants, and all were found to have a positive impact on ethnic 

identity in all three of the groups.  The ethnic language provided a link to their parents’ 

culture.  The authors noted that further research was needed in order to assess this 

influence across generations, as language was not the only factor identifying a person as 

the member of an ethnic group.  

Heritage Language and Education

With schools being one of the main socializing agents in a child’s life, it is 

necessary to include education as it relates to heritage language.  Studies have shown 

relationships between heritage language and education in a range of degrees and of 

various types.  All of these contribute to our knowledge of the part that schools play, 

either directly or indirectly, in aiding in the maintenance of a person’s heritage language 

or the shift over time to English.  

School Context 

Within the construct of education, the school context is an important factor to be 

considered in examining the relationship between education and heritage langauge 

maintenance and shift.  In a study of 5,266 second-generation students of Asian and Latin 

origin who were enrolled in the eighth and ninth grades, Portes and Hao (1998) found 
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that among students of Latin origin, less than half were bilingual, while in those of Asian 

descent, less than 10 percent were bilingual.  The researchers examined some of the 

factors affecting language loss among the students, and found that “the school context 

that frames the acculturation process plays a significant role in the ability of second-

generation youths to achieve and maintain bilingual fluency” (p. 270).  The factors in 

school contexts that were shown to be most relevant to language loss and maintenance 

were immigrant concentration in the areas in which the schools were located, a school’s 

ethnic composition, and the average socioeconomic status of the student body.  

A case study in which the researcher examined the distinct school experiences of 

the children in a Chinese immigrant family revealed that a variety of factors within the 

context of the school were involved in a child losing his or her heritage Cantonese 

language (Fillmore, 2000).  Two of the children were Chinese-born, and the other two 

had been born in the United States.  Of the two immigrant children, the daughter in the 

study had mostly positive school experiences and was able to adjust quickly. At home, 

she continued to speak Cantonese, often acting as an interpreter when family members 

needed to talk to one another, although she had lost quite a bit of her fluency in the 

language.  The son, however, had very different experiences in school. He was teased by 

his classmates and had great difficulty adjusting.  As soon as he learned a little English, 

he stopped speaking Cantonese altogether.  Neither of the family’s younger children who 

had been born in the United States spoke Cantonese.  
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Language Policy

Language policies in schools have also been shown to be important factors with 

regard to education and heritage language maintenance and shift.  In an effort to bring the 

school experiences of Spanish speakers to light, sociolinguistics students conducted field 

research in which they each interviewed three to five adult Spanish speakers about their 

school memories (MacGregor-Mendoza, 2000).  The respondents were asked to reflect 

on events in school that exemplified the language policies of their schools with regard to 

Spanish speakers.  Over 100 informants responded with their experiences as Spanish 

speakers in school.  Most of those who were interviewed reported having experienced 

some form of punishment for speaking Spanish, although not all of them reported 

suffering emotionally or physically as a result of speaking Spanish in school.  The 

researchers found that it was common for Spanish-speakers to suffer punishment in 

schools for speaking Spanish, and were “able to recall vivid, often painful memories of 

being mistreated for speaking Spanish.” (p. 336).  The descriptions of the respondents’ 

experiences ranged from admonishments for speaking Spanish to severe punishments that 

left the children traumatized and in some cases had long-term effects on the Spanish 

speakers.  In many of these respondents, their experiences led to forgetting the Spanish 

language because they had been taught, through their schools’ policies, that Spanish was 

inferior to English.  Most such respondents went on to teach their own children only 

English because they felt that it was what their children needed in order to be successful.  

MacGregor-Mendoza concluded that schools play an important role in the maintenance 

and loss of heritage languages, because they are one of the first places where speakers of 

a heritage language come into contact with the dominant language.  She stated that even 
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today schools discourage the use of heritage languages without taking into consideration 

the long-term effects on the children.  

In a study of speakers of a Spanish dialect in northwest Louisiana, Pratt (2004) 

found that in spite of having managed to keep their language alive in an isolated 

community for over two hundred years after Spanish rule in their region ended, the 

speakers of the dialect found that their language was diminishing rapidly as many of its 

speakers were dying off.  This loss of language was due to various factors, such as the 

need to learn English in order to meet economic needs, lack of prestige of the Spanish 

language in their geographic area, and the political situations faced by the speakers over 

time.  Of these, however, the education system was noted as one of the main factors in 

the disuse of this dialect of Spanish.  The speakers of the dialect initially did not have 

access to public education as the rest of the population did.   When the members of this 

group had the opportunity to study, they met a powerful obstacle in the form of policy 

stating that English was to be the only language used for communication in public and in 

schools.  This even further restricted the use of Spanish, and the Spanish speakers were 

forced to learn English, and then subsequently pass it on to later generations, who over 

time replaced Spanish with English.  As a result, the older population also found 

themselves being obligated to use English in places such as church and community 

centers.  

According to Hernandez-Chavez (1995), there are three principles of language 

revitalization that must be acknowledged if serious efforts to revitalize the Spanish 

language are to be made.  The first of these is to find ways to infuse the language and 

culture being revitalized with a positive image in and out of the ethnic community.  With 
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regard to education, the Hernandez-Chavez stated that because public schools have been 

largely responsible for the negativity toward the Spanish language, they should take part 

of the responsibility of attempting to undo this damage by incorporating ethnic language 

and culture into the school curriculum beyond the periodic focus on Mexican holidays 

and heroes that typically goes on.  The second principle is to ensure that full acquisition 

takes place by providing sufficient interactions in the native language.  The author 

contended that most bilingual programs in existence followed an assimilationist 

philosophy, and unless the language was used as a medium for instruction, many gaps in 

language would continue to exist for the learners.  Furthermore, the author declared that 

more opportunities for interactions would exist if schools encouraged the use of Spanish 

by students, teachers and staff outside of the classroom as well.  The third principle that 

Hernandez-Chavez set forth for language revitalization was the involvement of parents.  

While the author considered schools to be a central institution in revitalizing the Spanish 

language in Chicano communities, he also admitted that the language and culture must 

have enough vitality within a family and community in order to grow.  

Formal Language Instruction

The experiences of students in formal language instruction are also a factor that 

should be considered in examining the role of education in heritage language 

maintenance and shift.  A study by Jo (2001) investigated how second-generation 

Korean-American students’ ethnic identity and heritage language were affected by their 

participation in Korean language classes.  The researcher conducted an ethnographic 

study of Korean language classes largely populated by Korean-Americans, and concluded 

that learning to speak English does not necessarily result in a loss of ethnic identity, and 
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that learning to speak Korean does not necessarily result in homogeneous ethnic identity.  

Many of the students in Jo’s research initially believed that taking a Korean language 

class would be easier than another foreign language.  However, they found that it was 

actually more difficult than they had expected.  Having their own informal dialects of the 

language scrutinized against the standard tended to result in feelings of inferiority in their 

own language for the students.  Although the author did not state that this was necessarily 

damaging to the students’ desire to develop their heritage languages, being part of these 

classes turned out to be a complex process in both language and identity development of 

the students.  

Tse (1997) reviewed current research on ethnic language programs to investigate 

the effects of these programs on ethnic language attitudes, ethnic group opinions, and the 

students’ view of themselves.  The studies reviewed varied with regard to language and 

to the ages of the students in these programs.  Overall, the research showed positive 

relationships between enrollment in ethnic language programs and student attitudes 

toward themselves and toward other ethnic groups and their languages.  More pertinent to 

this study, however, were the findings regarding ethnic minorities in ethnic language 

programs. In the studies regarding ethnic minorities learning their own heritage 

languages, the positive effects on these students’ views of their own ethnic groups and 

languages and on their desire to learn more about their own ethnic groups were dramatic.  

From these studies, Tse concluded that although gaps still existed in the literature at the 

time, the studies suggested “that given contact with the ethnic language in an 

environment that is supportive of its development, positive attitudinal changes can be 
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effected,” (p. 723) and that ethnic language development can also benefit ethnic 

minorities.  

  Tse (2001) studied the experiences of native bilinguals who had developed 

strong bilingualism and biliteracy in English and in their heritage languages and found 

that the two factors that most helped to increase the respondents’ levels of bilingualism 

and biliteracy were language vitality stemming from support from parents, peers, and 

institutions, and access to a literacy environment, coupled with support from more literate 

peers and adults.  The education-related characteristic that the all of the participants of 

the study had in common was participation in some formal type of heritage language 

instruction, which aided in reinforcing the legitimacy and raising the prestige of the 

heritage languages for academic purposes.  The formal schooling took various forms and 

was provided by the schools or communities to which the participants belonged, but it 

always resulted in positive experiences with the language and with the institutions 

providing the instruction.  

King (2000) sought to examine the effects that the language ideologies of a 

community had on the success of heritage language programs by studying a group of 

Quichua speaking indigenous highlanders in the Ecuadorian Andes.  The respondents in 

the study were divided into two distinct communities, and the researcher found that 

factors such as the education level, socioeconomic status and level of political 

participation had a strong effect on language ideologies, and subsequently on the 

programs teaching Quichua as a heritage language in their respective schools.  The 

community that consisted of the more educated, politically active and professional group 

had more positive attitudes toward the Quichua language, and thus their efforts to 



46

revitalize Quichua through heritage language programs had gained more support.  On the 

other hand, according to the author, the members of the poorer, politically uninvolved, 

more isolated, and less educated community tended to take the Quichua language for 

granted, and thus did not support language revitalization efforts.  King stated that this 

study illustrated the importance of recognizing language ideologies when implementing 

heritage language revitalization programs.  

 Along similar lines, Jo (2001) investigated how the participation ofsecond-

generation Korean-American students in Korean language classes affected their ethnic 

identity.  The researcher conducted an ethnographic study of Korean language classes 

largely populated by Korean-Americans, and concluded that the students learning to 

speak Korean througt these classes did not necessarily result in a homogeneous ethnic 

identity.  

In a study of indigenous languages in the United States, Smolkin and Suina 

(1996) found that students who had experienced native language loss struggled with 

acquiring the content of their own culture, rendering their native language useless in 

explaining these concepts.  Krashen (2000) also provided a scenario of the academic 

struggles experienced when heritage language is lost, with regard to performance in 

foreign language classes.  According to Krashen, students who are of the background of 

the foreign language being taught are expected to succeed easily in these classes, but 

often struggle because the classes focus more on grammatical structure than on acquiring 

language, something that the students are not yet ready for at their level of linguistic 

competence.  
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Hernandez et. al. (2003) studied the heritage language development of children in 

a dual language (English and Spanish) immersion program over a three-year period.  The 

four children in this study came from bilingual families for whom English eventually 

became the language of everyday life.  These four children began the program with 

almost no productive abilities in Spanish.  The researchers addressed several findings 

with regard to education.  First, they emphasized the importance of having Spanish-

speaking classmates, enabling the learners to be exposed to many registers and dialects of 

Spanish.  Another factor that the authors found helpful in assisting students’ development 

of their heritage language was the availability of Spanish texts that reflected authentic 

Spanish.  They also found that in those classrooms where there was a clear separation 

between Spanish and English, the learners used more Spanish with both their teachers 

and their classmates.  Finally, the students involved in the research were challenged at a 

high cognitive level, and were expected to interact with complex academic material in the 

Spanish language. Over the course of the research the children in the study displayed 

increased ability in both oral and written language, as well as increased interaction in 

Spanish with both classmates and teachers.  However, the researchers contended that 

there were still challenges to be met in implementing programs to revitalize Spanish.  

These challenges included using Spanish for social, and not only academic purposes; 

program attention to local cultures and dialects; and providing linguistic resources to fit 

the particular student populations in a given setting.  

Fillmore (2000) stated that although the school experiences of the children had 

some effect on their choices of language, a school could not be expected to provide 

children what was most necessary in life.  “The family plays a crucial role in providing 



48

the basic elements for successful functioning.  These include a sense of belonging; 

knowledge of who one is and where one comes from; an understanding of how one is 

connected to the important others and events in one’s life; the ability to deal with 

adversity; and knowing one’s responsibility to self, family, community” (p. 206).  The 

author further contended that while schools are more concerned with the educational 

success of a child learning English, the loss of heritage language is something with which 

schools and families should be concerned, and something which parents and educators 

should be working together to prevent.  

Conclusion

The previous review of the literature has demonstrated the complexity of the issue 

of heritage language maintenance and loss with regard to factors of family, ethnic 

identity, and education.  Understanding the experiences of various groups in different 

parts of the world and in relation to different factors is a step toward furthering our 

understanding of the population being studied in this research.  Although no research 

regarding heritage language has been done in the geographic region of the South Plains, 

the lessons from previous research can serve to inform our current understanding of the 

linguistic experiences of Chicanos on the South Plains.  Furthermore, while the 

aforementioned studies explored the various factors associated with heritage language 

maintenance and shift, it is necessary to consider the three factors of family, ethnic 

identity, and education in the same study as they relate to this phenomenon among the 

Chicano population in the South Plains.  
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY

Methodology in Previous Research

Previous studies on heritage language maintenance and shift have utilized a 

number of methods, ranging from quantitative to qualitative, and in some cases, a mix of 

the two methodologies.   Quantitative research, according to Nunan (1997), “is obtrusive 

and controlled and is concerned with established generalizable relationships between 

variables” (p. 14).  Qualitative research, on the contrary, “is concerned with generating 

insight and understanding rather than establishing ‘truths’” (Nunan, 1997, p. 14).  Within 

the two competing methodologies, there is also variation in the specific techniques that 

researchers have employed in an attempt to find answers about heritage language. 

Following is a summary of some of the methods used in the studies referenced for this 

research.  

Qualitative Studies

A qualitative approach to the research of heritage language loss and maintenance 

is commonly found in previous studies.  At times the research has taken the form of 

personal reflection, case studies, interviews, ethnography, or any combination of them.  

One example of personal reflection with regard to language shift was that of Baez (2002).  

In his essay, the author gave a detailed personal account of what he experienced as a 

Puerto Rican growing up in the United States, and explained how certain incidents in his 

childhood caused him to forget much of his Spanish, rendering him incapable of relating 

and fully building relationships with his own family.  He used these experiences as a 

catalyst in questioning some of the practices in which Americans engage that can lead to 
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language loss, and to warn people to avoid allowing the regulatory nature of any 

language to set the stage for forgetting.  Baez defended the use of the personal narrative 

in his essay, stating, “(t)he incidents I related may illustrate the importance of the role of 

language in constituting, not merely expressing, identity” (p. 129).  Similarly, Fishman 

(1996) drew on his own experiences to elaborate on his contention equating the loss of 

heritage languages to a loss of culture.  

Case studies are also a method that researchers have used to study heritage 

language shift.  An example of this method is Fillmore (2000), in which the researcher 

followed the experiences of an immigrant Korean family, and contrasted the distinct 

experiences of each of the children.  Fillmore then used the data from her observations to 

discuss the problem of heritage language loss.  Guardado (2002) also used the case study 

method to examine Hispanic parents’ perceptions on the causes and consequences of loss 

of Spanish language skills among children. More specifically, an oral history case study 

method was used for this study, because they “provide opportunities to explore the 

participants’ views in relation to the research questions on this topic and allow themes to 

emerge from the participants’ discourse, thus facilitating an understanding of their 

experience as well as what they perceived to be the causes of L1 loss and maintenance in 

their children” (p. 345).  Hernandez, et. al. (2003) also utilized a case study approach in a 

longitudinal study of four children in two different schools’ bilingual programs.  The 

children in the study were observed and audio taped weekly over a two-year period.  The 

researchers chose to use qualitative methods in “attempting to understand the experience 

of participating students, with their teachers as they live it” (p. 130).  
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 In some studies, researchers have allowed respondents to tell their own story, 

either orally or written, about the language being researched.  One such example is by 

Hinton (1999), in which the researcher collected her students’ linguistic autobiographies 

in an effort to understand the loss of Asian languages among college students.  Another 

such example was the study by MacGregor-Mendoza (2000), in which her students were 

asked to collect oral histories of Spanish speakers’ experiences with language repression 

in schools.

Ethnographic research provides the researcher with a unique opportunity to 

observe a certain situation and record it in its “natural freshness” (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p. 

59).  Jo (2001) conducted such a study of Korean-background students enrolled in 

university level Korean language classes over the course of one year.    Through her 

observations of the Korean language classrooms, the researcher was able to focus on “the 

micro-practices of language teaching and learning in order to explore these interactions, 

and thereby take up identity formation and transformation” (p. 26).  King (2000) also 

utilized an ethnographic approach, as well as interviews, to study Quichua language 

speakers in the Ecuadorian Andes.  King’s study was conducted with some of the 

participants only after the researcher had been in the community for at least six months.  

King stated, “because the interviews were part of a broader ethnographic research project, 

the extent to which the answers can be believed is reasonably high” (p. 170).  Thomas 

and Cao (1999) also used ethnographic research to examine discourse strategies and to 

consider the effects of language loss in a Vietnamese family.  Cao, a graduate student at 

the time the research was completed, acted as both researcher and participant, as she 

recorded some of the conversations that went on within her own family.  
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In-depth interviewing is another method in qualitative research that has been used 

to obtain information about language maintenance and shift.  Schecter, et. al. (1996), who 

used this method to study bilingual parents’ rationales and approaches to teaching their 

children two languages, defended the use of this method over quantitative methods by 

stating that “parental perspectives had not been fully represented in the reports of 

findings of survey-type inquiry” (p. 264). 

Quantitative Studies

The quantitative methods that researchers have used to study the phenomenon of 

heritage language also vary.  At times, the study may use data that has been designed and 

obtained previously for another purpose.  One study that employed quantitative methods 

using Census data to find answers about heritage language shift was Alba et. al. (2002), 

in which the researchers utilized a feature of the 1990 Census known as the Integrated 

Public Use Microdata Sample, which allowed them to link children to their parents in 

order to identify third generation Hispanics.  The researchers also used the 1989 

November Current Population Survey in order to estimate the percentage of the third 

generation among the Mexican group who only spoke English.  These tools allowed the 

researchers to analyze the specific data that they needed in order to determine the extent 

of Spanish language shift in the third generation of Mexican Americans.  Crawford 

(2002) cautioned against the use of Census data in reporting language use, however, 

stating that because the Census only represents one vantage point, the results can be 

distorted and misleading.  

Lopez (1978) also used pre-obtained data in order to determine the extent of 

language loyalty among Chicanos in Los Angeles County.  The survey data he used had 
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been part of a larger study designed to gain knowledge about family size and family 

planning.  

Other quantitative studies have used instruments designed specifically for certain 

studies, and have administered the instrument only on their particular sample.  For 

example, Cody (2001) employed two different measures in investigating ethnic identity 

among Spanish speakers in Texas.  One of the instruments utilized was a 120 item self-

report questionnaire recording preferences and abilities in various aspects within the 

constructs of language use and ethnic identity, which was administered to three 

generations of Spanish speakers.  The other instrument was also a self-report 

questionnaire consisting of situations for which the respondents specified their likely 

choice of language for each.  Cody then used the two measures to analyze the relationship 

between language and ethnic identity.  Another study by Phinney et al (2001) used 

instruments designed to collect information on ethnic identity, perceived language 

proficiency, social interaction with peers, and demographic variables in order to obtain 

facts about language and ethnic identity in adolescents.  Portes and Hao (1998) used a 

survey in their study of over 5,000 eighth and ninth graders in two metropolitan areas in 

the United States.  The survey was administered to second-generation American students 

of various national origins and allowed the researchers to gain valuable data regarding the

language patterns among children of immigrants.  Thurstun (1994) used a 60 item 

questionnaire designed to measure language attitudes, attitudes toward the ethnic 

community, ethnic identity, motivation and parental support in a study investigating the 

effects of the above factors in language maintenance and loss among adolescents of 

Spanish, Peruvian, and Chilean descent in Sydney, Australia.  
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Language assessments are also among the instruments commonly used in 

studying language maintenance and shift.  Hakuta and D’Andrea (1992) explored Spanish 

language maintenance and loss in 308 Mexican-American high school students.  The 

researchers utilized various measures--including language assessments and self-reports 

on language proficiency, choice, and behavior--to gain knowledge over heritage language 

maintenance and shift in this study.  

Mixed Methodologies

Still other research studies have employed both qualitative and quantitative 

methods in their research, reaping the benefits of both types of research to ensure the 

greatest possible detail regarding the topic of heritage language.  Cho (2000) used mixed 

methodologies in a study investigating heritage language and its role in social interaction.  

The researcher included 114 participants, 98 of whom filled out a questionnaire and 16 of 

whom participated in in-depth interviews, and used the data to compare Korean students 

with strong heritage competence to those with weak or no heritage language competence.  

Pease-Alvarez (1993; 2002) also used mixed methodologies in a longitudinal 

study of heritage language maintenance and shift in 64 Mexican-American children and 

their families.  The methods employed by the researcher were interviews of the parents 

and children investigating their language attitudes, choices, and proficiency.  The 

research also used survey data to identify the effect of generation and family relationships 

to language shift, and to identify the sample for the study.  

Pratt (2004) also approached the study of language loss using mixed 

methodologies to research the linguistic patterns of three generations of Hispanic 

residents a community in northwest Louisiana, represented by 17 participants in the 
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study.  Pratt used an interview designed to obtain general information about the 

respondents and to gain some idea of their level of Spanish competence.  The interview 

consisted of open-ended questions about general themes such as language, culture, 

celebrations, and food.  Along with the interview, Pratt also used language assessments 

designed to collect information on lexical, morphological, and phonological items in the 

speech of the respondents, and to determine the degree of change over time among the 

members of this community.  

Tse (2001) also combined qualitative with quantitative methods in exploring the 

language histories of young adults who had maintained their heritage languages.  The ten 

respondents in this study completed a survey and language assessment, followed by semi-

structured interviews. 

 The array of methods used to understand heritage language maintenance and shift 

serve to illustrate the complexity of the issues being researched, and the various ways that 

can be used to make greater sense of this phenomenon.  Each of these studies has served 

to inform us not only regarding language issues, but also the many ways that we as 

educators and researchers can draw upon to come to a deeper understanding of heritage 

language maintenance and shift, and the factors that affect or are affected by them.    

Methodology of the Current Study

This research study employed mixed methodologies, using assessments and a 

survey, as well as in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and utilized a heuristic 

phenomenological approach to investigate heritage language maintenance and shift as it 

relates to family, ethnic identity, and education among Chicanos in the South Plains.  

According to Moustakas (1990), 
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Heuristic inquiry is a process that begins with a question or problem which the 

researcher seeks to illuminate or answer.  The question is one that has been a 

personal challenge and puzzlement in the search to understand one’s self and the 

world in which one lives.  The heuristic process is autobiographic yet with 

virtually every question that matters personally there is also a social—and perhaps 

universal—significance (p. 15).  

Both the Spanish language and the issues related to heritage language 

maintenance and loss are of great personal interest and significance to the researcher.  

Because the researcher investigated the heritage language of Chicanos on the South 

Plains, this question became highly important as it pertained to a certain group—the 

Chicanos in this case—as well as to society as a whole.  

Van Manen (1984) defined phenomenological research as having five 

components. First it is the study of lived experiences, aiming to achieve a deeper 

understanding of everyday experiences.  Secondly, it is the study of essences, a search for 

that which makes something what it is.  Next, phenomenological research is the attentive 

practice of thoughtfulness, “a heedful, mindful wondering about the project of life, of 

living, of what it means to live a life” (p. 38).  It is also a search for the meaning of being 

human, allowing us a fuller understanding through consideration of the sociocultural and 

historical traditions and the structures that have given meaning to our being in the world.  

Finally, phenomenological research is a “poetizing activity” (p. 39), meaning it is unlike 

any other kind of research in some ways.    

The phenomenological approach also allowed the researcher to more fully 

understand the respondents in terms of their language experiences.  Treviño (2000) 
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defended the use of phenomenological methods in studying culture in order to allow 

respondents to tell their stories on their own terms and to “maintain the true voice of 

those who have used their assets to survive in their chosen environments” (p. 19).  

Participants

The main focus of this was on Chicano families who resided in the South Plains 

area.  The adolescent members of these families served as a point of entry to identify and 

gain access to the families.  The researcher used purposive sampling to select families 

who met the following criteria:  

1. There must be an adolescent in the family who is between the ages of 14 and 

18, was born and raised on the South Plains, currently resides in one of the 

twenty counties of the South Plains, and is enrolled in a public school in the 

South Plains.  

2. Half of the adolescents selected must consider themselves bilingual in English 

and Spanish, and the other half must consider themselves monolingual 

English speakers.  

3. The parents of the adolescents must have been born in the United States, and 

must consider themselves bilingual in English and Spanish, and must have 

been in the South Plains area for at least the age of their child.   

4. Grandparents of the adolescents may or may not be U.S. born, but must 

currently reside in one of the twenty counties of the South Plains.  The 

grandparents of all respondents may consider themselves bilingual in English 

and Spanish, or monolingual in Spanish.  
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Participants were sought and selected using various sources.  First, the researcher 

enlisted the aid of high school Spanish teachers who were members of the South Plains 

Foreign Language Teachers Collaborative, of which the research is an active member, in 

identifying students who met the criteria for the study.  Letters were also sent out to the 

Spanish teachers of all Region 17 schools in order to reach those who were not active in 

the Collaborative.  This made it possible to identify possible participants based on the 

teachers’ observations of the students’ Spanish language skills. State requirements in 

languages other than English mandate that students who are graduating on the 

“Recommended High School Program” plan or the “Distinguished Achievement 

Program” earn two or three years, respectively, of credit in the same language (Texas 

Education Agency, 2005).  Because few schools in Region 17 offer any language other 

than Spanish as a foreign language, the researcher believed it would be likely that most 

students of the age needed for the study were either involved in a Spanish class, or had 

been in the past.  Therefore, teachers of Spanish as a foreign language would be helpful 

not only in assisting the researcher in making initial contact, but also in identifying the 

students who were Spanish speakers and non-Spanish speakers.  Once some contacts 

were made with potential respondents, the snowball method, in which participants will 

suggested others whom they believed fit the criteria and might participate in the study as 

well, were also used in contacting other participants.  The fact that the researcher is of the 

same ethnic and linguistic background as the respondents in the study served to facilitate 

processes of both contacting respondents and conducting the necessary assessments and 

interviews.  
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Initially, the researcher intended to recruit eight to twelve families who met the 

aforementioned criteria.  However, with the assistance of both the Spanish teachers and 

of the snowball method stated above, thirteen families were recruited and used in the 

study.  Twelve of the thirteen families included three generations of family members, and 

one of the families only included two generations due to the grandfather in the family 

having to go to Mexico unexpectedly.  In most of the families, all members were 

interviewed at the same time.  There were two families in which the parent and child 

were interviewed together, and later the grandparent or grandparents were interviewed.  

Procedure

Once the participants of the study were identified and contacted, the adolescents, 

at least one parent of each, and at least one grandparent of each were assessed and 

interviewed.  During the meeting, the researcher explained the study in detail, and gained 

general information about the respondents.   The researcher then administered to each 

respondent the Language Assessment Scales.  Often, this was done while the other 

respondents filled out a questionnaire.  In cases in which the respondent did not wish to 

fill out their own questionnaire, the researcher read it to them and filled it out on their 

behalf.   Interviews were conducted in English and Spanish as needed, in order to allow 

each person to express his or her story in the language in which he or she felt the most 

comfortable.  Adolescents and their families took part in the interviews, allowing each 

member of each family to tell his or her own story.  Subsequent interviews in person and 

by phone were scheduled as necessary to clarify or emphasize points.   

After each interview was conducted, the researcher transcribed the interviews.  

Because the researcher is bilingual, the interviews were transcribed verbatim in the 
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language in which they were spoken.  In most cases, the interviews were in both Spanish 

and English, as the researcher used Spanish to communicate with the grandparents, 

English to communicate with the adolescents, and both languages to communicate with 

the parents.  The language used in the interviews was determined at times by the 

respondents explicitly stating their language preference, and at other times by simply 

gauging the level of comfort of the respondents in each of the two languages as the 

interviews went on.  The interviews transcrips were not translated, but were left in their 

original form, because the researcher is bilingual and would be the one re-reading them to 

identify themes related to family, ethnic identity and education.  

In reading the transcripts of the interviews, various aspects of the three constructs 

that were the focus of this research were explored. The researcher read the transcripts at 

least three times.  The first reading served as a general overview, and no notes were taken 

as the researcher read them.  The second reading of the interview transcripts involved 

making notes when certain things were mentioned that were related to the constructs of 

family, ethnic identity and education.  The third reading, and any done thereafter, served 

to connect the interviews with each other and to examine repeated patterns as they came 

up in different families.  If a certain point or concept occurred in at least three families, 

the researcher noted this and regarded it as a theme relating to the three constructs.  

Within family, the researcher observed such themes as time spent with family, family 

members in a household, family structure and intercultural marriage.  Within the 

construct of ethnic identity, the researcher observed such things as cultural practices, self-

identification, connection to others of the same ethnic group and choice of music, 

television, literature and other forms of entertainment.  Finally, regarding education, 
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themes that were observed included policies, general school experiences and  language 

classes. 

Assessments, Questionnaire and Interview

The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)

Phinney (1992) developed the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) for 

the purpose of measuring ethnic identity of individuals from diverse backgrounds based 

on components that are common to ethnic identity across diverse ethnic groups.  The 

MEIM is in the format of a Likert scale, consisting of 15 statements to which the subject 

responds on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).  The scores for all 

questions are then averaged, with the highest possible score being a 4, and signifying the 

strongest ethnic identity.  The questionnaire has items that are designed to assess self-

identification, ethnic practices, affirmation and belonging, and ethnic identity 

achievement.  Self-identification refers to the ethnic label that a person uses for oneself.  

This, Phinney warned, should not be confused with ethnicity, and should be assessed 

independent from ethnicity.  Ethnic behavior and practice refer to involvement in 

activities with one’s ethnic group, and participation in traditions of one’s cultural group.  

Affirmation signifies ethnic pride, feeling good about one’s ethnic background, being 

content with one’s membership in an ethnic group, and feelings of attachment to the 

group.  Finally, ethnic identity achievement is the “secure sense of self that is the optimal 

outcome of the identity formation process” (p. 160).  (See Appendix A for the complete 

MEIM scale).  

 The MEIM was used to assess each participant’s level of ethnic identity. The 

information gained about the participants from the MEIM was supplemented by an in-



62

depth interview.  Phinney stated that “interviews allow in-depth expression of identity 

themes” (p. 160), but tend to be costly and time-consuming.  Because the sample in this 

study was of a small size, the use of both the MEIM scale and interviews were feasible 

for this research project.  

Language Assessment Scales (LAS)

The Language Assessment Scales (LAS) (DeAvila and Duncan, 1996) were 

designed to provide comprehensive information about a person’s language proficiency.  

For this study, the Spanish Language Assessment Scales-Oral (LAS-O) was used to 

obtain information about the Spanish language proficiency of all respondents in the 

study.  The test measures vocabulary, comprehension, production, aural discrimination 

and pronunciation.  Form 2B of the LAS-O, which was designed to test the language 

skills of students in seventh through twelfth grades, was used for all respondents, 

including parents and grandparents of the adolescents who are the focus of the study.  

The LAS-O has several components, and it combines these to assign a rating of 1 to 5, 

labeled Non-Spanish Speaker (1), Limited Spanish Speaker (2 and 3), and Fluent Spanish 

Speaker (4 and 5).    The purpose of the language assessment in this study was to 

determine actual Spanish language ability.  Although a self-report question regarding 

Spanish ability was included in the questionnaire, the LAS-O served to supplement that 

in order to obtain a more accurate measure of each respondent’s true level of proficiency.  

Questionnaire

The questionnaire that was used in this investigation was adapted from Rivera-

Mills’ (2000) Fortuna Sociolinguistic Study to suit the population being researched in this 

study. The questionnaire contains items related to respondents’ background, family, 
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language use and self-reported proficiency, and attitudes regarding language, ethnic 

relations, and living in the United States.  The questionnaire was administered 

immediately before the interview, as some of the interview questions related back to 

some of the items therein (See Appendix B for complete questionnaire for this study).  

Interview

The interviews were open-ended, to allow for “more freedom in the types of 

questions, in the wording of the questions, and in the choice of setting, all of which adds 

to the naturalness (and) in turn facilitates cooperation” (Books, 1997), beginning with 

guiding questions created by the researcher based on the research questions and on the 

three constructs of family, ethnic identity, and education, and the concepts that fall within 

each of those.  Questions differed slightly for the Spanish speaking and non-Spanish 

speaking adolescents, and also for the adolescents and adult respondents.  Some of the 

questions were general, others probed for greater detail than that which was obtained in 

the questionnaire, and others were general questions about experiences in school, with 

their families, and regarding the type of entertainment and activities in which they 

participated.  The use of the interview as a supplement to the questionnaire and 

assessments allowed the respondents to articulate their experiences in as much detail as 

possible.  

By allowing the Chicanos who were the focus of this research to tell their own 

stories, the researcher hoped to come to a greater understanding about maintenance and 

shift of Chicano language and culture in the South Plains, and how they relate to some of 

the powerful forces and institutions we encounter in our daily lives.  The interviews were 

done to aid our understanding of the three constructs of family, ethnic identity, and 
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education and provide some insight into their relationship with the maintenance and shift 

of the heritage language over generations of Chicanos on the South Plains.  

The use of multiple tools to assess the respondents’ language proficiency and to 

gain some insight into their experiences and how those have impacted their maintenance 

of Spanish or their shift to English allowed the researcher to consider the issue of Spanish 

language among Chicanos from many different angles, and to add to the growing body of 

knowledge on heritage language maintenance and shift.

Pilot Study

Two families meeting the stated criteria were selected for participation in the pilot 

study.  The first family, known the Aguilar Family, consisted of fourteen year old Adrian, 

his thirty-four year old father Adam, and Adrian’s sixty-seven year old grandfather 

Adolfo.  The adolescent in the Aguilar family initially self-identified as bilingual, 

although he said that his skills were limited.  The second family, the Balderas, consisted 

of Blanca, a fourteen year old female, Beto, her fifty-four year old father and Bartolo, 

Blanca’s eighty year old grandfather.  Blanca Balderas self-identified as a monolingual 

English speaker.  

The Aguilar Family

Adolfo Aguilar, the grandfather, came to Lubbock from Mexico in the late 1960s 

with his wife.  Adolfo’s son was the youngest of eight children and was born and raised 

in Lubbock. Adolfo, who said he had no formal education, was employed for many years 

as a maintenance worker on the university campus.  Adam was employed as a nurse, had 

a bachelor’s degree, and at the time of the study was currently pursuing a degree as a 

registered nurse.  Adrian was a student at a junior high school in Lubbock.  
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On the Language Assessment Scales, Adrian Aguilar scored a 1, non-Spanish 

speaker level.  Adam Aguilar scored a 3, at the level of limited Spanish speaker, and his 

father Adolfo Aguilar scored a 5, native speaker.  On the Multigroup Ethnic Identity 

Measure (MEIM), Adrian, the adolescent, scored an average of 3.25, Adam, the father, 

scored a 3.4, and Adolfo, the grandfather, scored a 3.6.

Heritage Language and Family

It was clear in the conversations that the Aguilar family valued the Spanish 

language.  Adolfo and Adam Aguilar, the grandfather and father of this family, reported 

that they spoke only Spanish to each other.  Adolfo said that he spoke to his grandson in 

Spanish, and that Adrian responded in Spanish or English.  The interaction between the 

Adrian and Adam, the adolescent and his father, took place mostly in English, Adam 

stated, in order to facilitate understanding between the two.  

Heritage Language and Ethnic Identity

As shown by both the scores on the MEIM and the statements made by the three 

members of the Aguilar family, all of them have a strong ethnic identity.  Adolfo’s 

identity as a Mexican, however, is much stronger than that of his son and grandson.  

Although they stated that it was difficult to offer concrete examples, both Adolfo, the 

grandfather, and Adam, the father, stated that they had experienced discrimination to 

different degrees because of being Mexican.  Adrian, the adolescent, identifies with the 

Mexican culture, but stated that he tended to avoid many Chicanos in school, describing 

them as “thuggish.”  
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Heritage Language and Education

Because the grandfather in the Aguilar family has no formal education, he could 

not offer any experiences that may have impacted the linguistic socialization of his 

family.  However, Adam, the father, who reported being academically strong, claimed 

that he had negative experiences in school, mainly in his Spanish classes because of the 

type of Spanish being taught.  Adolescent Adrian, however, reported having positive 

experiences in school, and described himself as the smartest student in Spanish class 

aside from the Mexican-born students. 

  The Balderas Family 

Bartolo Balderas, the grandfather in this family, identified himself as Tejano, 

stating that he was born in a small town in South Texas, and that his parents and 

grandparents were also born in Texas.  Beto, the father, spent his early years in South 

Texas, but his family moved to Lubbock when Beto was five years old.  Bartolo, who 

said he had only a third-grade education, was employed for most of his life as a farm 

laborer.  Like many other rural Chicanos, Bartolo came to Lubbock in search of farm 

work.  Beto has a high school diploma and was employed as a civil servant at the time of 

the study.  Blanca was enrolled in middle school in a rural school in Lubbock County 

when the interview was completed.   

On the Language Assessment scales, Blanca, the adolescent, scored a 1, non-

Spanish speaker, while both her father and grandfather received a score of 5, fluent 

Spanish speaker. On the MEIM, Blanca scored a 3.25, while Beto and Bartolo both 

scored 3.5.  
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Heritage Language and Family

Like the Aguilar family, it was clear that the Balderas family also valued the 

Spanish language.  Bartolo the grandfather and Beto the father said that they always 

spoke to each other entirely in Spanish.  Bartolo reported that he spoke to his 

granddaughter mostly in Spanish, and she responded entirely in English.  Beto Balderas 

and his daughter Blanca said they communicated entirely in English. 

Heritage Language and Ethnic Identity

As noted by the MEIM scores, all three members of the Balderas family were 

shown to have a strong ethnic identity.  Bartolo, the grandfather, self-identified as 

Tejano, while both Beto and Blanca self-identifed as Hispanic.  Bartolo was openly 

critical of those Hispanics who did not speak Spanish, stating that they had left their own 

culture behind.  Blanca stated that she wishes she were “more Hispanic,” elaborating by 

explaining that her lack of Spanish made her feel that she was not fully part of the group.  

Heritage Language and Education

Bartolo Balderas, the grandfather, had very little formal education, and like the 

Adolfo Aguilar, had little to say about education as a factor in whether his family 

continued to speak Spanish over generations.  Beto, the father in this family, stated that 

he spoke no English when he began school in the 1960s.  He was punished both verbally 

and physically for what his teachers viewed as a linguistic deficit, and as a result, made a 

conscious choice to teach his daughters only English, a decision which he now regrets.  

Blanca, who reported that she was a high academic achiever, stated that she was 

disappointed in her first-year Spanish class, because she had hoped to learn more than she 

did, but was planning to continue her efforts to learn the language in the future.  
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The two families who participated in the pilot study offered a useful illustration of 

the relationship between family, ethnic identity, and education to the maintenance and 

shift of Spanish over generations.  All three factors seemed to have some importance in 

the linguistic socialization of the adolescents in these families.  The link between 

language use patterns in the family and the language that is used with the adolescents and 

that the adolescents are expected to use demonstrate the importance of the factor of 

family.  Also, the fact that the higher scores on the MEIM tended to coincide with higher 

scores on the LAS is worth noting in examining the construct of ethnic identity.  Finally, 

the negative school experiences of the fathers in both studies suggest that this, too, may 

have played a role in the linguistic socialization of their children, either consciously or 

subconsciously.  

Aside from beginning to shed some light on the factors being explored in this 

investigation, the pilot study also brought into question the tools being utilized to study 

language maintenance and shift, both in the proposed study and in previous studies.  For 

example, the fact that one of the respondents self-reported as bilingual, yet yielded results 

on the LAS that contradicted this is cause to question some of the prior studies relating to 

language maintenance and shift that have relied on self-reported data.  The 

aforementioned constructs, as well as the methods and instruments used in conducting 

this type of research were further proposed in the research presented herein.  

Conclusion

This chapter has provided some insight on the methodology used in other studies 

of heritage language, has explained the tools used in the current study and the rationale 

for using them.  The pilot study discussed herein offered a chance to utilize the 
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questionnaires, assessment and interview questions on two families, and also to begin 

gaining information about the constructs of family, ethnic identity and education as they 

relate to the maintenance of Spanish or the shift to English over generations of Chicanos 

on the South Plains.  
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

Introduction

This research study investigated thirteen Chicano families on the South Plains 

with regard to the maintenance and loss of their heritage language over generations.  The 

research questions that this study sought to answer were as follows:  

1.  What relationship exists between education and heritage language maintenance 

and loss among Chicanos of the South Plains?  

2. How is ethnic identity linked to the maintenance or loss of heritage language of 

Chicanos of the South Plains?

3. What role does the family play in the maintenance or loss of Spanish among 

Chicanos of the South Plains?

4. How do the experiences (regarding family, education, identity and language) of 

adolescent Chicanos of the South Plains differ from those of their parents and 

grandparents?  

5. How do the past and present experiences of Chicanos on the South Plains with 

regard to family, education, identity and language differ from those previously 

studied in other geographical areas?  

The thirteen families who participated in the research included twelve complete 

(all three generations) families, and one in which the grandparent did not participate.  

Adolescents were the point of entry for the study, and were recruited through public 

school teachers and references from acquaintances.  The participating members of the 



71

families took a language test, answered a questionnaire, and participated in a semi-

structured interview.  

The first section of this chapter recounts the stories told by the families during 

their interviews.  Each of the family narratives is preceded by a chart displaying the 

results of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) and the Language Assessment 

Scales (LAS) for the respondents in that family, as well as basic information concerning 

age, birthplace and education level.  The second section of this chapter includes the same 

information from these tables for all of the respondents, separated into groups based on 

specific characteristics.  

In the tables displayed in both of these sections, the MEIM scores came from an 

instrument designed by Phinney (1992) to use with members of any ethnic group to 

measure the level of their ethnic identity.  The score from the MEIM is an average 

derived from a Likert scale requiring respondents to agree or disagree with statements 

about general cultural practices and attitudes toward their own ethnic groups.   The LAS 

score was determined by an exam testing respondents’ language proficiency on various 

linguistic tasks, including listening comprehension, vocabulary recognition and use, and 

oral proficiency.    The tables presented in this chapter that include this information use 

the following abbreviations to indicate details about the respondents’ birthplace and level 

of education.  



72

Birthplace:

SP= South Plains
SOTX= South Texas

CNTX= Central Texas
WEST=West Texas

MX= Mexico

Education Level:

HS=High School
ASSOC= Associate’s Degree
BACH=Bachelor’s Degree
MAST= Master’s Degree

CE(number)= Currently Enrolled (grade level at time of study)
Number= Highest Grade Level Completed

The third part of this chapter discusses the findings in terms of the concepts of 

family, ethnic identity and education, examining common characteristics among some of 

the respondents, and how these characteristics have related to the maintenance and loss of 

the Spanish language over generations among the families interviewed.  The last section 

of the chapter discusses other themes that emerged in the analysis of the data, and how 

those themes possibly related to heritage language maintenance and shift among these 

families. 

The names of the families and all participating members have been changed. The 

families are referred to by a common surname for purposes of clarity in presentation.  

The following narratives are presented in the order in which the families were 

interviewed during the summer of 2006.  



73

Part 1:  Family Narratives

The Alvarado Family: Catarina, Hector, and Lola

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
CATARINA 16 SP CE11 3.67 3 A
HECTOR 40 SP HS 3.42 4 P
LOLA 55 MX 8 2.0 5 G

Catarina was sixteen years old at the time of the study, and was preparing to begin 

her eleventh grade year in high school.  She was living in Lubbock with her parents and 

her older brother, who was a college student at the time.  She was a student at a medium 

sized rural school approximately ten miles outside of the city, and was active in the 

powerlifting team there.  Her father, Hector, was a produce manager at a local grocery 

store.  Hector was forty years old at the time of the study, and had been with the company 

for over twenty years, since he was in high school.  Lola, the grandmother in the 

Alvarado familiy, who married Hector’s father when Hector was ten years old, also 

participated in the interview.  She was a stay-at-home mother at the time, but 

occasionally worked cleaning houses.  Both Catarina and Hector were born in Lubbock, 

but Lola was born in Mexico and came to live in the United States at the age of twenty-

three.  The interview took place in the home of Catarina and her family.  

Before Lola came to the United States, she only spoke Spanish, but had been 

learning English since she began living here.  She took English courses through South 

Plains College for some time, and stated that she enjoyed reading the newspaper to 

continue learning on her own.  She spoke to her family only in Spanish, but used English 

when needed.  She mentioned that what had helped her the most in learning English was 

reading the obituaries, because she understood the format and the content, and could 
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decipher the language in that particular context and learn new words in the meantime.  

Lola also noted a clear difference between the Spanish that she grew up speaking in 

Mexico and the Spanish spoken here in Lubbock, and admitted that she struggled to read 

the Spanish written in the local bilingual newspapers, but felt very confident reading 

things written in Mexico.  At the time of the study, Lola had two children of her own in 

school, one in the twelfth grade, and one in  third grade.  Lola mentioned that the school 

where her own children and Catarina attended often sent home notes in Spanish that dud 

not make any sense, because they were produced through an electronic translation 

program on computer.  

Hector Alvarado, Catarina’s father, considered himself bilingual, and stated that 

he used his Spanish and his English equally.  He spoke to his children in English, but to 

his parents in Spanish.  His wife was also bilingual.  Among themselves they tended to 

use both languages equally. Hector attributed much of his Spanish learning to several 

factors.  One of these was Lola, who had been married to Hector’s father for thirty years 

at this time.  Being around her as a child, Hector said, forced him to develop his Spanish 

more fully in order to communicate with her.  Another factor was Hector’s high school 

Spanish teacher, who was Anglo, but was married to a Mexican man, and spoke Spanish 

fluently.  Hector recalled her dedication to teaching Spanish, especially to the Mexican-

American students.  He said that he regretted not taking her class more seriously early in 

his studies, but he said that by the time he was a junior in high school, he was spending 

more time with his stepmother Lola, and as a result found himself taking a deeper interest 

in the Spanish language. 
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The third factor to which Hector attributed his Spanish learning was his job at the 

grocery store.  His interest in helping customers who did not speak English began at an 

early age, when he initially began his job at the store.  Back then, he worked at a store on 

the east side of Lubbock, which was predominantly composed of ethnic minorities.  The 

store in which he was currently working is on the opposite side of town, and although he 

said that he did not tend to see as many non-English speaking Mexican-Americans there, 

he felt good when someone who preferred to speak Spanish came into the store, and he 

was the one who was able to help them.  Hector stated that he still struggled with not 

knowing how to say certain words at times, but did not have a problem with asking a 

customer how to say it, and the non-English speaking customers always seemed to 

appreciate the effort he put into helping them.  

When he was younger, Hector took part in League of United Latin American 

Citizens (LULAC).  He said that he was proud to be a Mexican-American, and felt that 

the plight suffered by Mexican-Americans in the past had not been documented as fully 

as that of other ethnic minorities, and he would like to see that changed in schools.   He 

also said that he had run into some discrimination both in school (which was the same 

school from which his son graduated and that his daughter was currently attending) and at 

his job.  Hector recalled that while he was in high school his football coach would not 

allow him and his teammates to speak Spanish during games or during athletics.  Most of 

the team was comprised of Mexican-Americans, while often the other schools tended to 

have mostly Anglo team members.  Hector and his friends thought that to use Spanish on 

the field would be to their advantage, since most of the other team would be unlikely to 

understand them.  They tried to explain their rationale to the coach, but he would still not 
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allow it, until another coach came in and ordered him to let the students speak Spanish 

during football.  At work, the discrimination he  faced simply came from customers 

coming into the store and referring to him as “hey boy” or “hey Mexican” when they 

needed help.  When Hector decided not to acknowledge them when they referred to him 

in this manner, he was called into the office by the manager.  Hector recalled that he was 

not reprimanded for this incident; rather, he was called in to explain the situation, and 

once he did, the managers were supportive of his choice not to help a customer who 

showed disrespect toward him. 

Catarina, the adolescent in the Alvarado family, remembered speaking much more 

Spanish as a child, and her grandmother Lola confirmed this information about Catarina, 

as well as Catarina’s brother and their cousins.  Catarina attributed this shift in her own 

life to the death of her great aunt, who spoke very little English and lived with the 

Alvarado family until Catarina was eleven years old.  Catarina said that because her great 

aunt lived with them, she spoke more Spanish in order to communicate with her great 

aunt, but now that she was around her parents and grandparents, who were bilingual, she 

tended to use English more because she knew that they understood it.  Catarina took 

Spanish classes in high school, and said that she did not learn anything in her Spanish I 

class, but really enjoyed Spanish II, where her teacher used songs to teach the students 

grammatical concepts and vocabulary.  She hoped to take Spanish 3 during the coming 

school year, and Spanish 4 during her senior year  if her school offered it.  Catarina felt 

that Spanish teachers could help students learn more by allowing more interaction among 

themselves in class activities, where they could practice the language in a safe 

environment with someone at a similar level of proficiency as themselves.  
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Catarina Alvarado also claimed to have experienced discrimination, but in more 

subtle ways than her father Hector related.  She saw discrimination against minorities at 

her school in terms of the teachers and administrators enforcing rules such as dress code, 

and also complained that although there were many Mexican-American students at her 

school, there were almost no Hispanic teachers.  The principal at this time was Hispanic, 

she said, but in her opinion, he did nothing for Hispanic students, and simply practiced 

the same kind of discrimination against the minority students that the other authority 

figures at her school did.  

The Alvarado family stated that in their spare time, they enjoyed spending time 

together, usually at the home of the grandparents.  They also enjoyed listening to music 

and watching television.  Lola, the grandmother, enjoyed all of her television viewing and 

music in Spanish, while Hector said that about 75% of his television viewing was in 

English, and the rest was in Spanish.  As far as music was concerned, Hector preferred 

Tejano music, but also listened to classic rock and the recent genre of music known as 

Reggaeton.  Hector said that he really did not like most Reggaeton, but because the 

musical artists were Hispanic, he wanted to support them by listening to their music some 

of the time.  Catarina liked most of her television and music in English, but when she was 

around her parents or grandparents she would watch or listen in Spanish.  The Alvarado 

family also attended Mass together at the largest Catholic church in the city.  There, they 

preferred to attend the Spanish Mass, in order for the children to hear the language, and 

because the adults in the family enjoyed hearing the Mass in Spanish more than in 

English, because, as Lola maintained,  “lo sientes más adentro de tu corazón” (you feel it 

more deeply in your heart).  
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Hector recalled that when the children were younger, he and his wife would take 

an hour out of every day in which the family was only allowed to speak in Spanish.  He 

said he enjoyed this practice, but different circumstances as the children grew older 

prevented them from continuing this.  He also said that he felt that the Spanish that he 

and his family spoke was “mocho” or Tex-Mex, a blend of Spanish and English, and 

admitted that it needed some improvement.  However, they believed that if the Mexican-

American population would communicate to their children the importance of Spanish, 

and if the young people would try to make a difference by learning the language, 

speaking it, and even teaching it, this would greatly help the situation that the youngest 

generations faced in losing the language of their parents.

  The Barrera Family:  Susana, Silvia, and Geraldo

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
SUSANA 16 SP CE11 3.58 5 A
SILVIA 31 WEST 6 3.67 5 P
GERALDO 36 SP 11 3.0 4 P

Susana Barrera was sixteen years old at the time of the study. She was preparing 

to begin her junior year in high school in a medium sized town about thirty miles from 

the city.  She had attended school in Lubbock for most of her life, but had been at her 

current residence and school for about a year.  Her mother, Silvia Barrera, who was 

thirty-nine years old when the study was conducted, was born and raised in El Paso.  She 

had lived on the South Plains for sixteen years and was currently working as a 

homemaker.   Geraldo Barrera, who is Silvia’s husband, was born in the town where the 

family was residing, and had been married to Silvia for three years.   He was working in 

the oil fields at this time.  The interview took place in the family’s home.  During the 
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time that respondents were recruited for participation in this study, Susana’s grandfather 

had agreed to be part of the interview.  However, he had to leave town to go to Mexico 

before the interview, and at the time that the data collection was completed, had still not 

returned.  However, the data obtained from the Barrera family will still be included. 

Silvia, Susana’s mother, grew up in El Paso, but attended school across the border 

in Juarez, Mexico, as a young girl.  She said that this was where she learned to read and 

write in Spanish.  Silvia understood and spoke English, but was much more comfortable 

with Spanish, and spoke to her husband and children only in Spanish.   Geraldo, Silvia’s 

husband, was born and raised in the town where the family was living at the time, and 

said that most of his Spanish learning had come from Silvia and her children.  The 

Barrera family stated that they engaged in dinnertime discussions about the Spanish 

language, debating different ways to say certain things and making comparisons between 

Silvia’s language from El Paso and Mexico and the Spanish that Geraldo learned on the 

South Plains.  Silvia says that Geraldo sometimes thought that she was correcting or 

criticizing him because of the way he spoke Spanish, but she held that it was a learning 

experience for all of them.    

Susana, the adolescent in the Barrera family, was the student who scored highest 

on the Language Assessment Scales, and had no struggles at all with the test.  She also 

switched from English to Spanish with ease throughout the interview.  The Spanish 

language came just as naturally to Susana as the English language did, and she said that 

knowing both had helped her considerably in school. She said that although she was born 

and raised on the South Plains, people at school often had the misconception that she was 

from Mexico because of her high level of proficiency in Spanish.  Susana knew how to 
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read and write in both languages as well, but said that most of her writing in Spanish was 

learned in Spanish classes at her school, and in spite of being comfortable speaking the 

language, she tended to struggle somewhat with spelling and written accents in Spanish.  

Although Susana mostly enjoyed her Spanish class, she did note that her teacher tended 

to be harder on her in terms of her spelling and accents because Susana was a native 

speaker.  She sometimes helped the other students when they had trouble in class, and 

commented that her teacher, who was Anglo, was not very good at pronouncing in 

Spanish.  Susana stated that she was not very involved in school activities, but did study 

to keep her grades up, because she was hoping to become a surgeon.  She found that 

being bilingual had helped her in her other classes as well, because when she had to study 

or review information on her own, she found that if she translated it in her head to 

Spanish, memorized it, and repeated it in English, it helped her remember it better.  When 

she took tests, if she forgot a piece of information in one language, she could revert to the 

other language, and could usually recall it then. 

Neither Geraldo nor Silvia Barrera stated that they had noticed or experienced any 

discrimination during their lives, but Susana recalled one teacher whom she noticed 

treated the Anglo students different from the minority students when she was in junior 

high.  She recalled that no matter how hard a Black or Hispanic student worked, they 

could never earn as high a grade as the White students.  Nothing ever came of this 

situation, except that Susana and the other students did notice the inequity in the way they 

were treated in this class.  Aside from that, she had not seen such problems in or out of 

school.  
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In their spare time, the family stated that they attended church both in English and 

Spanish, and that they spent lots of time with one another.  They did not watch very much 

television, although both Geraldo and Silvia enjoyed watching the news in both English 

and Spanish.  Susana also said she watched a little bit of television, about half the time in 

English and the other part of the time in Spanish.  The family also enjoyed music in 

Spanish, and while Geraldo and Silvia listen to music only in Spanish, Susana said that 

she also liked to hear some in English.  As far as friends outside of the family, Silvia, the 

mother, said that she did not tend to associate with anyone besides her family, and 

Geraldo said that his friends were mostly from work.  All of these friends were Hispanic, 

and they tended to speak mostly in Spanish when they were together, since many of them 

were from Mexico and knew very little English.  Most of Susana’s friends were also 

Hispanic, and they spoke Spanish and English at school.  

The Barrera family noted that it was mostly the parents’ responsibility to teach 

their children Spanish, but that they would like to see schools help more by offering 

Spanish for those students whose parents wanted them to develop their language at a 

younger age.  Susana noted that such change in schools would not be possible without 

parents, teachers, administrators, and political leaders all seeing the importance of 

Spanish, and making an effort to make some serious adjustments in how the system is 

structured in terms of teaching language to children.  She saw a great importance in 

learning Spanish, because aside from helping her in in high school and in her chosen 

future career, she believed that Spanish was 
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part of who you are, and that’s part of your culture, and there’s no way we can do 

anything more, be anything more than what we already are.  We can’t make 

advances in medicine or science or anything unless we come to terms with who 

we are and accept it, and we have to build on that, and we can’t forget that, we 

can’t ignore it.

The Canales Family: Antonia, Paula, and Reina

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
ANTONIA 15 SP CE10 3.33 1 A
PAULA 40 SP HS 3.58 4 P
REINA 64 SOTX 1 3.67 5 G

At the time of the interviews Antonia Canales was fifteen years old and getting 

ready to begin her sophomore year at a high school just outside of Lubbock.  She had 

attended school in this district for most of her life, except for one year, during which she 

attended Catholic school in the city.  Her mother, Paula, was forty years old at the time of 

the study, and also attended elementary and secondary school in the same district as her 

daughter.  Paula was currently working as a secretary in one of their district’s elementary

schools.  Reina,  Paula’s mother, was born in South Texas, but had lived on the South 

Plains since 1968.  She was retired when the study was done, but formerly worked in the 

high school cafeteria in the same district in which Paula worked and Antonia attended 

school.  The interview took place in the principal’s office at the school where Paula was 

working.  

Reina Canales recalled a happy childhood with seven brothers and sisters.  She 

only remembered attending school for a total of nine months over a span of a few years 

early in her childhood.  She was proficient in English, and stated that she had picked up 
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most of what she learned from her own children and grandchildren.  Working in the 

school cafeteria, Reina said that she had used both Spanish and English at work, 

depending on the situation and the person to whom she was speaking, but recalled an 

incident in which her supervisors tried to ban the use of Spanish on the job.  She tried to 

explain to the supervisor that she and her co-workers were not talking about her, but 

rather, that they felt more comfortable speaking Spanish, and when they were engaging in 

conversation at work, simply did not think about it before switching the conversation to 

Spanish.  Eventually, Reina said, the conflict was resolved and everything went back to 

normal, but she and her co-workers were offended at the implication that they were using 

Spanish to be disrespectful toward others.  

Paula, the mother in the Canales family, grew up in Lubbock with three brothers 

and one sister.  She was a Spanish speaker, but did not learn Spanish as a child. She 

believed that this was because her parents moved away from their birthplace, and thus her 

grandparents, giving her and her siblings fewer opportunities to interact with uncles, 

aunts and grandparents.  She also did not recall her parents speaking Spanish to her when 

she was young.  Reina, the grandmother, said that her children grew up mostly speaking 

English because they played with Anglo children on the farm where her husband worked.

Paula called herself a Tejana.  She said that at her church, she jokingly argued 

with the priest, who was from Mexico.  He told her that she was a Mexican, and she 

corrected him, reminding him that her parents and grandparents were all Texas born; 

therefore, she was not a Mexican, but a Tejana.  Although most of Paula’s friends outside 

the family were Hispanic, they spoke English to each other most of the time.  She also 

noted that her husband, whose parents came from Mexico, did not know either English or 
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Spanish well.  She said that when he spoke to others, he switched from one language to 

the other, and did not realize what language he was speaking or that he had changed 

languages.  Paula Canales recalled positive experiences in school, in spite of her Hispanic 

classmates ridiculing her because she did not know how to speak Spanish.  Paula grew up 

understanding Spanish because her parents spoke to one another in Spanish, but said that 

she did not learn to speak it as a child because her parents never spoke Spanish directly to 

her.  A few years ago, however, when Paula began her current job as the secretary at the 

elementary school, she began learning to speak Spanish in order to help non-English 

speaking parents who were enrolling their children in school.  She said that she also 

learned a great deal by helping English language learners as a teacher’s aide. She felt 

comfortable helping the students learn English while they helped her with her Spanish in 

a non-threatening environment.  She attributed almost all of her current knowledge of 

Spanish to parents and children with whom she has worked at her job.  

Antonia Canales, the adolescent, said she could understand some Spanish, but had 

a difficult time speaking   it.  The family attended church every Sunday, sometimes in 

English and other times in Spanish. Antonia said that when they attended the Spanish 

Mass, she could “pick up little words and put them together.”  She spent much of her 

spare time with Reina, her grandmother, who spoke to her mostly in English.  School was 

mostly positive experience for Antonia.  However, she took a Spanish class in the seventh 

grade and failed it, because she had difficulties recalling all of the new vocabulary 

presented.  She was enrolled in Spanish I for the coming school year, and said she was 

looking forward to learning the language.    
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DeLeon Family: Veronica, Melinda, Alberto, Olivia, and Hilario

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
VERONICA 16 SP CE11 3.25 3 A
MELINDA 32 SP 10 2.58 3 P
ALBERTO 36 SP 8 2.83 5 P
OLIVIA 58 SP 1 2.08 5 G
HILARIO 63 SOTX 2 2.17 5 G

The members of the DeLeon family who participated in the study were Veronica, 

the adolescent, both of her parents, Alberto and Melinda, and both of her paternal 

grandparents, Olivia and Hilario.  At the time of the study, Veronica was sixteen years 

old and was about to begin the eleventh grade.  She was living on a horse ranch outside 

of a small town approximately 30 miles from the city, where her father, Alberto DeLeon, 

was employed at the time.  Her mother, Melinda DeLeon, was 33 years old and worked 

as a custodian at the post office in this small town.  Olivia DeLeon, Alberto’s mother, 

was 59 years old and was working as a custodian in the school in another small town, 

about twenty miles from where Veronica’s family lived.  Hilario DeLeon, age 63, spent 

most of his life working on farms and ranches on the South Plains, and was working only 

part time when the interview was completed.  He was born in a small town in south 

Texas, along the Texas-Mexico border.  His family, consisting of his parents, two 

brothers, and one sister, came to the South Plains in the 1960s in search of work in 

agriculture, and settled in the area, where Hilario, his brothers, and their families continue 

to live.  Olivia was born in a neighboring small town, and when she married Hilario, they 

moved to the town where she continues to work.  

Hilario, the grandfather, recalled attending elementary school in his hometown, 

which lay on the Texas-Mexican border.  The elementary school was the only school in 
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the town, and to attend a grade higher than sixth grade, one had to be bused to a town 

about twenty miles away.  Hilario only attended this school until the age of eight, then his 

family moved to the South Plains.  He did not attend school after that, because he worked 

in the fields. Hilario said that he spoke very little English, and only used it when it was 

absolutely necessary.  He would speak to his family only in Spanish, and his 

grandchildren would answer him in Spanish and English.  

Olivia, Veronica’s grandmother, remembered a difficult childhood on the South 

Plains, growing up in a family with no father, and having to work in the fields to survive.  

When she married Hilario, they had six children and adopted two others.  One of their 

adopted children was half Hispanic and half Anglo, and the other was Anglo.  According 

to Olivia, both were fluent in Spanish. Both Olivia and Hilario referred to the language 

they speak not as Spanish, but as “Mexicano.”  

Alberto, who was Veronica’s father and the son of Olivia and Hilario, grew up in 

a town close to the one where they were currently residing at this time.  He said he felt 

more comfortable speaking Spanish than English, and spoke Spanish not only to his 

parents, but every day at work.  He said that he wished that he and his wife had spoken 

more Spanish to their children, so that the children would not struggle with the Spanish 

language as much as they did.  He also recalled going to school in his home town and not 

being allowed to speak Spanish.  

Melinda grew up with three sisters in a small town north of Lubbock, and said 

that she felt far more comfortable speaking English than Spanish.  She learned more 

Spanish from being around Alberto’s family, but still preferred to speak English.  
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Veronica was involved in cross-country running, basketball and track and field, 

and also worked hard to maintain her good grades.  Most of her friends from school were 

Mexican-American, and she said that they spoke both Spanish and English to each other, 

but noted that it was a different Spanish than what was in her Spanish textbooks. Both of 

her grandparents noted that there was a difference not only between the Spanish that they 

spoke and the Spanish spoken by Mexicans, but also between their Spanish and what they 

saw in their grandchildren’s Spanish language textbooks.  The DeLeon grandparents did 

not understand why the school did not teach the students the language that was actually 

spoken where they lived.  Veronica also observed this difference, but said that her 

Spanish teacher, when teaching new vocabulary, made sure that she asked the students 

for the words that they knew for that object or that concept, and would write the word on 

the board for the class to see.  Veronica says that doing this not only made the class more 

relevant, but also made it easier to remember when she was tested on vocabulary.  

As far as discrimination, grandparents Hilario and Olivia recalled the days when 

Mexican-Americans were not served in restaurants, but said that they personally did not 

experience this.  Alberto noted that the only discrimination he saw was in the form of not 

being allowed to speak Spanish in school, and Melinda did not recall any discrimination 

at all. Veronica said that she also had not experienced any discrimination, but stated that 

this could be because almost everyone in her school was Mexican-American.  

Hilario, Olivia and Alberto all believed that to be Hispanic, a person must speak 

Spanish.  Olivia recalled an incident in a restaurant in Lubbock, in which they tried to 

speak Spanish to a young Hispanic woman, and she could not understand them.  They 

admonished her for her lack of Spanish, and said that they felt it to be an embarrassment 
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for a person of Hispanic descent to not know his or her language.  Melinda did not feel 

that it mattered whether a person spoke Spanish, and Veronica said that to not at least try 

to speak the language made a person less Hispanic.   

Esquivel Family: Nicholas, Ramon, Pablo, and Mariluz

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
NICHOLAS 14 SP CE9 3.42 1 A
RAMON 46 SP HS 3.08 5 P
PABLO 75 SOTX 2 3.33 5 G
MARILUZ 70 SP 0 3.08 5 G

Nicholas was fourteen years old and was to begin the ninth grade in the 2006-

2007 school year.  He attended a rural school near Lubbock, and lived a few miles from 

the school with his older brother and his parents.  His father, Ramon Esquivel, was 45 

years old at the time and worked for the city water department as a mechanic.  Pablo 

Esquivel was Nicholas’ maternal grandfather, and his wife, Mariluz, had been married to 

him since Pablo’s six children were young.  Pablo was born in the Rio Grande Valley and 

moved to the South Plains at a young age.  Mariluz was born in Lubbock and had spent 

her whole life here.  The interview took place in the home of Pablo and Mariluz. 

Pablo Esquivel, the grandfather in the study, spoke very little English, and 

attended school for only a short time as a child.  He grew up with four brothers and three 

sisters, and his parents are originally from Mexico.  He was retired at the time of the 

study, but has had various jobs in several different industries, including agriculture.  

Pablo had lived in Lubbock since 1963.  As a child, Pablo and his siblings helped his 

parents work in the fields on farms in South Texas.  Several of the siblings, including 

Pablo, moved to the South Plains and raised their families here.  All of Pablo’s children 

spoke Spanish as well as English, but only a few of his grandchildren could speak 
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Spanish.  He said that he enjoyed hearing people speak Spanish in public, because it 

showed that they were holding on to their culture.  He saw the loss of the Spanish 

language as a great misfortune to the Mexican-American people.  

Es como una mata que no le hechas agua y se va quedando, y se va quedando, 

hasta que se muere.  Así es el mexicano, va a dejarlo, y va a dejarlo hasta que ya 

no va a haber quien hable el español.  (It is like a plant that you do not water, and 

it stays, and it stays, until it dies.  Such is the Mexican, he leaves it and he leaves 

it, until there is no one left who speaks Spanish).  

Mariluz Esquivel had been married to Pablo for twenty-eight years.  She did not 

go to school at all, because she was helping her parents work in the fields and take care of 

her fourteen brothers and sisters.  Before Mariluz was born, her parents came from 

central Texas, and settled on the South Plains, where agricultural work was abundant.  

She recalled experiencing some discrimination as both a child and as an adult.  As a

child, she recalled that the neighbors, who were Anglo, would not allow their children to 

play with her because she was a Mexican-American.  Also, she remembered that at one 

of the jobs she had, her supervisors did not allow her to speak Spanish. Mariluz and Pablo 

said they enjoyed attending Mass on Sunday in Spanish.  They also said that all of the 

music they listened to and the television they watched was in Spanish.  

Ramon, the parent in the Esquivel family, was a Lubbock native, and spoke only 

Spanish when he began attending a small rural school on the South Plains.  He came from 

a large family and grew up working on a farm, but said that he enjoyed a happy 

childhood in spite of the poverty in which his family lived.  He graduated from the same 

high school that Nicholas and his other son attended, and said that he faced much 
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discrimination then, and still saw it in both school and work now. Ramon believed that 

the teachers who were prejudiced against Hispanics tended to hide it more as the students 

grew older and more intelligent, but that he knew it was still there.  At work, he had some 

experiences in which his supervisors told him not to speak Spanish, but he spoke it 

anyway, until they gave up trying to make him stop. Ramon Esquivel still saw what he 

believed was a large amount of inequity in the way that ethnic minorities were treated as 

compared to whites.  

Nosotros no somos nada para ellos.  Somos mexicanos y estamos acá abajo.  Es 

como si nos estuvieran diciendo, yo soy la cabeza y tú eres la cola.  Y es como 

nos hacen ver a nosotros las cosas. (We are nothing to them.  We are Mexicans 

and we are here at the bottom.  It’s as if they were telling us, “I am the head and 

you are the tail.”  And that is how they make us see things).  

Neither of Ramon’s two sons spoke Spanish, but Ramon said that his older son 

understood the language a little bit more than Nicholas.  Ramon spoke to his wife and his 

siblings in both English and Spanish, but to his boys, he spoke mostly in English, 

especially in situations where he wanted to be sure that they did not misunderstand.  

Ramon also recalled his experiences in high school Spanish class.  Although he 

was already fluent in Spanish, he considered it a great learning experience.  He said that 

he was always baffled that his teacher, who was Anglo, not only spoke Spanish like a 

native speaker, but also that she worked very hard on behalf of the Mexican-American 

students. It was in his high school Spanish class that he began to understand his cultural 

roots, and where he was also given an opportunity to participate in Spanish conferences 

and contests on a yearly trip to San Antonio. 
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Nicholas Esquivel, the adolescent, enjoyed playing basketball, reading, and 

playing music on the keyboard.  He said that his childhood and his school experiences 

had been very positive.  Although most of his friends from school were Hispanic, they 

only tried to speak Spanish to each other when required to do so in Spanish class.  At the 

time, Nicholas had taken two years of Spanish in junior high, and was hoping to be in 

third year Spanish in the coming school year.  Nicholas said that he enjoyed his Spanish 

classes because he liked learning about other cultures.  They also did lots of vocabulary 

and grammar practice, which Nicholas enjoyed because he found it fairly easy.  From 

both his parents and his Spanish teacher, Nicholas said that he developed the ability to 

understand bits and pieces of Spanish being spoken around him.  

The Fuentes Family: Brandon, Debbie, and Juliana

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
BRANDON 15 SP CE10 1.83 1 A
DEBBIE 40 WEST BACH 3.08 4 P
JULIANA 63 WEST HS 3.45 5 G

Brandon was fifteen years old at the time of the interviews and was of mixed 

ethnicity.  His mother, Debbie, was 40 years old and was married to Brandon’s father, 

who was Anglo.  Brandon attended a private Christian school in Lubbock and was 

preparing to enter the tenth grade in the 2006-2007 school year.  Debbie was employed as 

an MRI technician and was finishing her Bachelor’s degree in nursing.  Juliana Fuentes, 

who was Debbie’s mother, lived in Lubbock, but was from the Big Bend area of Texas.  

She had lived on the South Plains for twenty years.  She was retired, but was formerly an 

insurance agent in her home town.  The interview took place in the home where Brandon 

was living with his parents and a younger sister.  
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Juliana Fuentes, Brandon’s grandmother, was sixty three years old at the time of 

the study.  She had a high school education, and also took a number of courses beyond 

high school in her training to become an insurance agent.  Her mother died when Juliana 

was nine years old, and she was raised by her father, along with 1 sister and two brothers.  

She remembered only speaking Spanish in her home as a child.  However, she had 

several aunts who were teachers, and they taught her to read and write in English before 

she began elementary school.  From the first through the eighth grade, Juliana Fuentes 

attended a Catholic school in her hometown.  She did not struggle with language, and in 

fact preferred to read English over Spanish, although she was fluent in both.  She also did 

not recall struggling with any form of racism or discrimination in school, but she said that 

was because all of the children in the Catholic school were Hispanic.  

Debbie Fuentes, the parent, also attended the same Catholic school as her mother 

until the sixth grade.  She then went to the public school in their home town, where she 

eventually graduated in a class of fifty students.  Debbie’s school was a mix of Hispanic 

and Anglo students, and Debbie recalled lots of discrimination against the Hispanic 

students on the part of the teachers.  However, because this was considered commonplace 

in their school, the Hispanic students simply accepted and tolerated this.  Another issue 

that Debbie remembered arising in her youth was that of dating someone of another 

ethnicity.  She said that for a Hispanic to date a white person in her home town proved to 

be difficult, and was looked upon unfavorably by others.  At school, Debbie spoke mostly 

English to her friends and classmates, even though many of them were Hispanic.  At 

home, she spoke to her parents and grandparents in Spanish.  Once she left Marfa to go to 

college, she did not observe as much prejudice against Hispanics.  When she attended 
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college, she took one Spanish course, and found it to be very difficult, because she 

struggled with the grammar.  She said that her Spanish class, in which she received a 

grade of B, ruined her A average, and she was disappointed that her grade point average 

would be brought down by something that she felt she should know well.  Later, she 

married an Anglo, and they had two children, Brandon and a younger daughter.  When 

the children were younger, Debbie made a conscious effort to try to teach them words in 

Spanish.  Both she and her mother recalled the coloring pages with pictures and Spanish 

words that Debbie would use to teach her children.  However, neither of the children had 

learned how to speak Spanish.  

Brandon Fuentes, the adolescent, described his childhood as “great,” and said that 

he enjoyed playing basketball and soccer and spending time with his friends from the 

private school that he attended.  After finishing high school, he was planning to join the 

military and later pursue a degree in engineering so that he could go work for his father.  

He remembers his mother and grandmother speaking Spanish around him when he was 

small, but also recalled that he did not understand any of it.  At his school, Brandon’s 

friends, who were all Anglo, jokingly referred to him as a Mexican, and it was known 

that he was the only Hispanic student in his class.  Brandon said that he also played along 

with this, and these references did not offend him at all.  The only other Hispanics he 

knew outside of his family were some of his soccer teammates, but his closest friends 

were all Anglo. At his school, he was beginning his second year of Spanish class, which 

he said he enjoyed.  Brandon said that his Spanish class had helped him begin to 

understand bits and pieces of the language when he hears it spoken.  Brandon’s Spanish 
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teacher, who was from Puerto Rico, taught lots of grammar in her Spanish class, in which 

Brandon always receives good grades.  

Although Brandon’s mother and grandmother were raised Catholic, neither of 

them continued to attend a Catholic church in their adulthood.  Juliana attends a 

Methodist church, and Brandon and his parents attended a non-denominational service.  

The family enjoyed spending time together either at home or vacationing, and Brandon’s 

grandmother also spent lots of time at their house.  Although Juliana enjoyed both 

television and music in Spanish, neither Debbie nor Brandon watched or listened in 

Spanish.  Brandon did note that some of the rap that he listened to has Spanish in it, but 

most of what he listened to was in English.  

The Gonzales Family: Victoria, Raquel, and Natalia

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
VICTORIA 18 SP CEBACH 2.67 1 A
RAQUEL 45 SOTX MED 3.58 5 P
NATALIA 70 SOTX HS 3.33 5 G

Victoria was enrolled in school at the time that respondents for this research were 

recruited, but had since graduated from a public school a few miles outside the city and is 

preparing to begin her studies at a private university in the city.  She was working part-

time as a grocery store clerk, and was planning to study to become a history teacher.  Her 

mother, Raquel Gonzales, was 45 years old and was an administrator at a local school.  

Raquel was formerly an English teacher, but her main area of study was Spanish.  Raquel 

was born in South Texas, but moved to Lubbock with her family when she was very 

young.  Victoria’s father was Hispanic, but her mother had been married to an Anglo 

since Victoria was four years old.  Raquel’s mother, Natalia, was a 67 year old widow 
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and was retired, but worked part-time translating documents from English to Spanish for 

the school at which her daughter was working.  She was born in South Texas, but after 

she married, came to Lubbock with her husband and children.  Natalia was one of very 

few people in her hometown who received a high school diploma at the time, and she 

spent much of her life on the South Plains working as a teaching assistant in a rural 

school.  The interview took place in Natalia’s home.

Natalia’s mother was born in Nuevo Leon, Mexico, but her father was a native 

Texan, as were her grandparents.  When she began school as a child, Natalia already 

knew how to write in Spanish.  She learned to speak, read, and write English at school.  

She did not have a difficult time, because all of the students were Hispanic, as was their 

teacher, and she recalled learning in a very patient and supportive environment.  When 

Natalia was twenty-eight years old, she and her husband and children moved to Lubbock 

in search of work.  Natalia’s husband worked as a farm hand, and she obtained a job at a 

rural school as a teacher’s aide.  She recalled that her English improved greatly when she 

moved to Lubbock; however, her husband never learned English, and therefore, their four 

children all became fluent in Spanish.  

Raquel, Victoria’s mother, remembered learning English in the first grade at the 

age of six.  She recalled getting in trouble at school for being off task, because she did not 

understand the instructions that the teacher gave.  However, Raquel was able to pick up 

the language fairly quickly, and experienced much academic success after that.  Raquel 

said that she was strongly opposed to the mixing of English and Spanish.  “We don’t mix 

the two languages.  If we are speaking in English, we speak English, and if we’re 

speaking Spanish, we don’t speak Tex-Mex or Spanglish; we speak Spanish all the way 



96

through.”  Raquel joked that this may seem arrogant on her part, but that she became 

accustomed to speaking only Spanish with her parents and siblings, because her father 

never learned English.  As a courtesy to her father, the family avoided code-switching 

when they were around him.  When Raquel would hear Spanish spoken in public, she 

admitted that because of her background in Spanish, she found herself assessing whether 

it was being spoken correctly.  Raquel’s first husband, Victoria’s father, was Hispanic, 

but did not speak Spanish.  Raquel divorced him when Victoria was young, and later 

married an Anglo.  Therefore, English was always the language spoken in her home.  

Victoria Gonzales was involved in a myriad of activities in high school, ranging 

from sports to student council and the art club.  She took her Spanish classes in junior 

high and in her first year of high school.  Victoria said that she did not learn very much in 

her junior high Spanish class, but in high school, her teacher allowed them to interact 

more in the language.  She did not enjoy learning from a book, but preferred the 

communicative activities that were more the style of her teacher in high school.  Victoria 

said that at her job at the grocery store, there had been some occasions in which people 

asked her if she spoke Spanish, but when she told them that she did not know very much, 

they seemed to understand, and did not tend to force the issue.  Victoria’s family spent 

most of their time together.  Natalia, the grandmother, spoke mostly Spanish to her 

children, and English to her grandchildren.  
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The Herrera Family: Mike, Miguel, Vicente, and Cristina

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
MIKE 17 SP CE12 3.08 1 A
MIGUEL 41 SP HS 2.8 5 P
VICENTE 73 SP 5,GED 3.5 5 G
CRISTINA 68 CNTX 5 3.17 5 G

 Mike Herrera was 16 years old and was beginning his junior year in high school 

at the time of the study.  He attended one of the four city schools in Lubbock.  His father 

Miguel was employed by the city of Lubbock in the codes enforcement department.  

Vicente and Cristina were Miguel’s parents.  They both came from central Texas, and 

lived in the state of Indiana for some time before settling on the South Plains.  The 

interview took place in the Vicente and Cristina’s home.  

Vicente was seventy-three years old at the time, and had lived in Lubbock for 

forty four years.  When he began school as a child, he did not speak or understand 

English, but he recollected that once he was exposed to the language, he quickly adapted.  

Language, Vicente said, always came naturally to him, and he enjoyed learning new 

words in both English and Spanish, as well as continuing his learning by reading 

extensively in both languages.  Vicente Herrera only went to school until the fifth grade, 

then had to quit in order to help his family work in the fields.  During the 1970s, 

however, Vicente attended an adult education program in the city, where they helped him 

earn his GED.  Vicente also played guitar and was active at the bilingual church where 

his eldest son was the pastor.  Cristina Herrera, the grandmother, was sixty eight years 

old at the time of the interview and was a retired nurse’s aide at one of the city’s 

hospitals.  Like her husband, Cristina only went to school until the fifth grade, and also 

had to quit in order to work.  She grew up in a family with two brothers and one sister.  
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She remembered struggling to learn the English language in the central Texas town 

where she grew up.

Miguel Herrera, Mike’s father, could speak both English and Spanish when he 

began school, and attended bilingual classes throughout elementary school.  He said that 

by the fifth grade, he was reading and writing in both English and Spanish.  His parents 

chose to place him and his sister in bilingual classes because they wanted them to 

continue to build on the Spanish they had acquired at home.  Like his father, Miguel 

Herrera played guitar and was active in the church where his brother was the pastor. 

Aside from that, Miguel had a group of friends with whom he played in a Tejano band 

during his leisure time.  He recalled that as a child, he spoke a lot of Spanish, but found

that now, he did not have as much opportunity to use the language.  On occasion, Miguel 

spoke Spanish at work, and was considering taking an exam to qualify him to receive 

incentive pay for being bilingual.  

Mike Herrera, the adolescent, said that he could understand at times when his 

parents and grandparents spoke Spanish among themselves.  He observed that they 

tended to speak more Spanish when they were trying to keep something from him.  Mike 

also said that when he heard Spanish, he has to take out certain words and put them 

together in order to be able to understand what was being said.  In kindergarten, Mike 

began learning basic Spanish in school, but quickly forgot the language because he did 

not use it.  In high school he had taken two years of Spanish and was preparing for a third 

year.  During his first year, he said, his teacher did not explain much, and he did not feel 

as if he learned anything, but his second year experience was better, because the teacher 

allowed the students to interact more in their learning.  
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As far as discrimination, the Herrera family has had varying experiences.  Vicente 

believed that if a person did what he or she was supposed to do, people would notice and 

respect him or her for it, regardless of race or ethnicity.  Cristina, the grandmother, 

recalled one experience in which one of her children took a piece of candy from a store, 

and when she made him return it, the clerk assumed that it was because they had no 

money, and offered to pay for it herself.  Cristina explained that she did have the money, 

but wanted her child to learn not to take what was not his.  In an experience told by 

Miguel, the parent in the Herrera family, he recounted that at about the age of five, he 

was in a store with his mother, and an elderly man came up to him and made him empty 

his pockets because he thought he had stolen something.  He had not taken anything, but 

at a young age, Miguel recognized the reason that he had accused him was because of the 

color of his skin.  As for Mike, he said that if discrimination existed, he did not know 

about it. 

Mike’s father and grandparents all believed that all Mexican Americans should 

speak Spanish.  Vicente took great pride in his language, and in the fact that when people 

heard him, they tended to think that he was born in Mexico, even though he was a native 

Texan.  Miguel also believed that Mexican Americans should speak Spanish, for fear of 

the language going away completely if people stopped using it.  When Mike was asked 

whether he believed that all Mexican Americans should speak Spanish, he did not 

answer.  Instead, he smiled and looked at his grandfather, who playfully pretended to put 

his hands around Mike’s neck in a chokehold.  
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The Iglesias Family: James, George, and Elizabeth

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
JAMES 16 SP CE11 2.08 1 A
GEORGE 44 SP BS 2.42 4 P
ELIZABETH 59 SP BS 3.92 5 G

James Iglesias was sixteen years old at the time of the interview, and would begin 

his eleventh grade year in one of the city’s larger high schools. He was employed part-

time in food service, and was active in his school’s mathematics team.  James’ father, 

George Iglesias, was 44 years old when the study took place and worksed as a salesman 

for a large corporation. George was born in Lubbock, but lived in other parts of Texas, 

including the Rio Grande Valley and the Dallas-Fort Worth area, for several years during 

his childhood.  James’ mother was Anglo, but she and George divorced when James was 

very young, and he had lived with George for most of his life.  However, his mother also 

lived in the city, and James consistently maintained contact with her.  George’s mother, 

Elizabeth Iglesias, was 59 years old.  She was born in South Texas, only a few hours after 

her parents came to the United States from Mexico, but had lived on the South Plains 

since she was fifteen years old. Elizabeth formerly worked as a hairdresser, but later 

earned a degree in family studies and now works for Mental Health Mental Retardation 

(MHMR) as a caseworker.  George and James were interviewed first, and a few days 

later, Elizabeth was interviewed.  Both interviews took place in the home shared by 

James and George.  

Elizabeth, the grandmother in the Iglesias family, did not know English when she 

began school as a child.  Because there were not many other Mexican Americans in 

school, she did not receive any help in the form of English as a Second Language (ESL) 
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classes, and was expected to quickly adapt to the English-speaking classroom.  During 

her first few years in school, the teachers thought that Elizabeth and her sister were 

mentally retarded, because they did not speak, but Elizabeth said that this was only 

because they did not know English and could not interact with other children.  Elizabeth 

remembered that it took at least three years before she began understanding English when 

it was spoken around her, and it was in the sixth grade that she finally began to feel 

comfortable communicating with others in English.  Elizabeth went to junior high for a 

few years, but did not attend school beyond that until later, when she went back and 

earned her GED.  She then went on to Texas Tech where she majored in family studies 

and minored in bilingual education.  It was in college that Elizabeth Iglesias learned 

Spanish in a formal setting for the first time.  She recalled that it was a positive 

experience, because her professors were very knowledgeable, and she enjoyed the 

classes.  Elizabeth did not speak much Spanish to her children, who were all adults at the 

time of the study.  She recalled that she spoke mostly in Spanish to them when they were 

young children, but when they started school, the Spanish they spoke at home became 

less and less.  

George Iglesias, the father, recalls that during the time he was growing up, he was 

always discouraged from speaking Spanish in public, whether at school or elsewhere.  

George stated that if a person spoke Spanish publicly, they were often mocked by others 

and made to feel dumb.  When he started school, George could already read and write 

English, so he did not experience having to learn English while in school.  George 

attended school in Lubbock, and then went on to earn a degree in business management 

from Texas Tech.  He said that he spoke both Spanish and English with his mother and 
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his siblings, but noted that when they were out in public, they all tended to use more 

English, while when they were speaking to each other in a more private setting, they used 

more Spanish.  This practice, George believed, stemmed from years of being mocked for 

speaking Spanish in public by those who could not understand it.  George spent much of 

his leisure time playing volleyball, and aside from his family, this was the only other 

place where he sometimes spoke Spanish.  With his children, he spoke only English, and 

in the business world, it was very rare that he spoke Spanish.  

As a child, James Iglesias, the adolescent, attended an elementary school in which 

he was enrolled in Spanish classes from kindergarten to sixth grade.  He was preparing to 

begin his second year of Spanish in the 2006-2007 school year.  James said that he 

learned a lot in first year Spanish, and it helped him build on many of the basics that he 

recalled from elementary school.  James said that he could understand some Spanish if it 

was spoken slowly and in person, rather than on the phone.  He observed that when two 

people spoke to one another in person, it was easier for them to gauge one another’s 

understanding and make adjustments as necessary to clarify.   

Elizabeth Iglesias, the grandmother, remembered experiencing discrimination on 

various occasions.  She recalled that as a child, she and her parents were not allowed to 

eat in the same area as Anglos in restaurants, but rather, they had to go in through the 

back of the restaurant and be served in the kitchen.  Elizabeth said that this confused her, 

because when she went to Mexico with her parents to visit family, everybody was 

allowed to eat together, and she did not understand what made her different from Anglos 

here.  On another occasion, Elizabeth recalled her third-grade teacher telling the children 

to line up and hold hands.  The boy who was next to her in line refused to hold her hand 
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because her skin was brown.  As an adult, Elizabeth Iglesias remembered a job she had as 

a hairdresser at J.C. Penney, where they did not allow the employees to speak Spanish for 

fear of offending the Anglos clientele.  Aside from being mocked for speaking Spanish in 

public places, George Iglesias said that much of the discrimination he had experienced 

had been in the form of being treated differently from the rest when he travelled with a 

mostly Anglo group of people.  George said that these discriminatory practices were not 

as common as they used to be, but was still there.  James Iglesias’ experience with 

discrimination came in the form of his girlfriend’s parents not allowing her to see him 

anymore because he was Hispanic.  

In terms of ethnic identity, the members of this family also vary in their opinions.  

Elizabeth Iglesias, the grandmother, has a strong connection with Mexico because her 

parents were born there, while George Iglesias, the father, does not identify with Mexico 

as much as his mother does.  Rather, George observed that there should be a distinction 

made between those of Mexican descent born in the United States and those born in 

Mexico.  James Iglesias, the adolescent, said that he rarely thought about his ethnicity, 

and if asked, simply answered that his mother was white and his father was Hispanic.  

While James also saw the benefit of speaking Spanish, he did not believe that a person 

should be expected to speak a certain language just because of his or her ethnicity.  
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The Jaramillo Family:  Pepe, Alma, Beatriz, and Roberto

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
PEPE 17 SP CE12 2.42 1 A
ALMA 40 SP MAST 3.67 5 P
BEATRIZ 75 CNTX 0 1.42 5 G
ROBERTO 74 SOTX 2 1.25 5 G

At the time of the study, Pepe Jaramillo was seventeen years old and was 

preparing to begin his last year at one of the city’s charter schools.  He was employed 

part-time doing demolition work in the summer, and in food-service during the school 

year.  His mother, Alma Jaramillo, had a master’s degree in Bilingual Education, and had 

taught high school Spanish for nine years.  At the time of the interview, Alma had 

obtained a job out of state teaching Spanish at a distance in a college setting.  Pepe’s 

parents were divorced, but he had lived with his mother and younger siblings since the 

divorce, and was currently living with his grandmother. Beatriz and Roberto Jaramillo 

were Alma’s parents.  Beatriz was from central Texas, and Roberto was from South 

Texas.   Both of them had lived in Lubbock for over forty years.  Beatriz and Roberto 

both came to the South Plains in search of work, and they worked as farm laborers and 

obtained only a few years of formal education.  Pepe and Alma were interviewed in a 

restaurant, and Beatriz and Roberto were interviewed in their home several days later.  

Although neither Roberto nor Beatriz, the grandparents,  had much opportunity 

for education as children, both were able to speak, read and write both English and 

Spanish.  Roberto was only able to attend school for a short time before he had to quit to 

help his family work in the fields, but he had always continued to learn by reading 

various types of literature.  Roberto did not learn much English in school, but simply had 

to learn it over time in order to survive.  Roberto said that when he was young, he did not 
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want to speak English because he associated with Anglos, whom he did not like.  When a 

friend asked him why he did not like them, Roberto said that they seemed to think they 

were better than him, and they never made an effort to talk to him.  When his friend 

pointed out that he was not making an effort to talk to them, either, Roberto’s attitude 

toward them and toward the English language changed.  However, Roberto still preferred 

to speak Spanish over English, but at times found himself speaking English to his 

grandchildren so that they could understand him.  Roberto strongly believed that all 

Hispanics should speak Spanish, and said, 

Cuando una persona me habla en inglés y yo sé que es Latina, les digo ‘háblame 

en español, por favor.’ Y luego dice, ‘no entiendo.’  ¿Cómo que no entiendes, sí 

entiendes.  Es una vergüenza siendo latino y no quieres hablar tu propia idioma.  

(When a person speaks English to me and I know they are Latino, I tell them, 

‘Speak to me in Spanish, please.’  And then they say, ‘I don’t understand.’  What 

do you mean you don’t understand; you do understand.  It is a shame to be Latino, 

and you don’t want to speak your own language).  

Beatriz was in agreement with her husband in that all Hispanics should know 

Spanish, and jokingly recounted a time that she was served by a non-Spanish speaking 

Hispanic at a store, and after some struggle with communication, she asked him, 

“¿Cuánto por el español?” (How much for the Spanish?).  Beatriz says that the parents 

are to blame for their children not knowing Spanish, and she made sure that her eight 

children all learned the language. 
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Si los padres no les inculcan su idioma, ellos se agarran de un idioma extranjera, 

que es el inglés.  Porque no practican en su hogar, no practican su lenguaje que 

deben aprender.  Los padres son los que tienen la culpa, porque desde que están 

chiquitos, les comienzan a hablar inglés, y puro inglés, inglés, inglés, y se les 

olvida que hablan español.  (If the parents don’t instill in them their language, 

they grab onto a foreign language, which is English.  Because they don’t practice 

it in their homes, they don’t practice the language they should know.  The parents 

are at fault, because from the time they are little, they begin to speak to them in 

English, English, English, and they forget that they speak Spanish.)

Alma Jaramillo, the parent, recalled learning to read and write in Spanish from 

her father, and from attending church in Spanish on a regular basis as a child. She did not 

learn English until she went to school.  It was the fourth grade, Alma recalls, before she 

actually started speaking in English.  She took Spanish class in the seventh grade, but felt 

that her teacher, who was an Anglo, was not speaking it correctly, and did not take it 

again until she went to college.  There, Alma improved her Spanish by learning the rules 

of grammar, but she said that it was still difficult for her, because having grown up in a 

home where everyone spoke it fluently, she was set in her ways about speaking it.  Aside 

from using Spanish on the job, which she did as a Spanish teacher, Alma continued to use 

the language with her parents and siblings, as well as in her church.  She said that 

because her children’s father, to whom she was no longer married, only spoke English, 

she also always used English at home. Alma blamed herself for not exposing her two 

older children, Pepe and his older sister, to Spanish at a young age, and now tried to 

expose her two youngest sons to more Spanish.  However, Alma believes that schools 
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should do more to try to teach children Spanish by offering more programs to help 

children learn Spanish, and to begin teaching them at a young age rather than when they 

begin junior high or high school. 

Pepe believed that he did not speak Spanish because his parents never spoke it 

around him, and because he did not spend much time with his grandparents as a child.  

All of Pepe’s friends came from parents who were born in Mexico, and they or their 

parents occasionally tried to speak to him in Spanish, but Pepe did not understand much 

of it.  He says that many people, because he was Mexican American, expected him to 

speak Spanish, and when they found that he did not, they reacted with, “And you’re 

Mexican?  You’re not a Mexican.”  Aside from his friends and their families, Pepe said 

that the only time he heard Spanish now was when his mother was mad at him or was 

giving him commands to complete his chores at home.  

The Luna Family: Matt, Frank, and Francisco

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
MATT 14 SP CE9 2.25 1 A
FRANK 45 SP HS 3.92 5 P
FRANCISCO 67 MX 6 3.9 5 G

Matt Luna, who was fourteen years old when the study was conducted, was 

starting the ninth grade at one of the city’s high schools.  His father, Frank, worked for 

the city’s water department.  Frank’s wife was of mixed (Hispanic and Anglo) ethnicity 

and spoke very little Spanish, although Frank was fluent in the language.  Matt was the 

oldest of three children.  Francisco Luna, Matt’s grandfather and Frank’s father,  was 

born in Mexico and came to the United States at the age of fourteen.  He lived in a town 
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in southwest Texas, across the border from his birthplace, until he came to Lubbock in 

the early 1960s.   The interview took place in the home that Francisco shared with his 

wife.  

Francisco Luna, the grandfather, recalled attending school in Mexico for six 

years, and coming across the border to Texas at the age of fourteen.  Because he did not 

speak English, he was placed in the first grade, and recounted lightheartedly that he could 

drive at the age of fourteen, and that his grandchildren laughed when he told them that 

not only did he drive himself to first grade, but that he and his teacher drove the same 

model car.  Once in Texas, Francisco said that he never completed a year in school, but 

because he was the oldest in his family, he was expected to serve as interpreter for his 

parents.  Therefore, Francisco bought books to help him learn English on his own, and 

was able to do so successfully.  Francisco was more comfortable with the Spanish 

language, but could also fully function in English as well.  Francisco played the 

accordion and enjoyed listening to and playing Tejano music.  He remembered that when 

his grandson Matt was small, he would ride in the car with him, and say, “Grandpa, 

acordeón,” so that his grandfather would play Tejano music on the radio.  However, 

Franscisco said, Matt no longer enjoyed that type of music.  Francisco said that he had 

seen discrimination in his time in Lubbock, especially when he and his wife were looking 

for a place to live, only to discover that there were certain places to which they could not 

move because they were Mexican.  However, Francisco says, that is decreasing because 

people are beginning to see the value of Mexican Americans in the workplace.  

Se dan cuenta que el mexicano es útil porque habla dos idiomas.  Por ejemplo, el 

americano que tiene un negocio, si viene gente que no habla inglés, ¿Qué hace? Si 
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tiene allí un mexicano, es ayuda para él porque interpreta.  Ellos quieren el 

negocio también de los mexicanos.  (They find out that the Mexican is useful 

because he speaks two languages. For example, the American (white person) who 

has a business, if people come who don’t know English, what does he do?  If he 

has a Mexican working there, it’s helpful to him because he interprets.  He wants 

business from the Mexicans, too.) 

Frank Luna, the father, recalled repeating the first grade because he did not speak 

English.  During school, he said that he did not experience discrimination, but that 

because he was involved in sports and because most people thought he was white, this 

was not an issue he had to confront at a young age.  After he finished school, however, 

Frank began to see the difference in how minorities and Anglos were treated.  He recalled 

obtaining a job as a carpenter as a young adult.  A few weeks after he had been hired, 

Frank’s employers found out that he spoke Spanish and was Mexican American, and told 

him that they would not have hired him if they had known.  Frank said he believed that 

discrimination was becoming less common in Lubbock, but believed this to be because 

there were more Mexican Americans in the city than ever before.  Frank stated that he did 

see the loss of Spanish language as a problem of both language and culture.  

En unos diez o veinte años, ya no va a haber mucha gente que habla español, 

porque muchos de ellos prefieren hablar el inglés porque viven aquí en los 

Estados Unidos, y poquito a poquito se va perdiendo la cultura del que ya no 

habla español. (In about ten or twenty years there will not be many people who 

speak Spanish, because many of them prefer to speak English because they live 

here in the United States, and little by little the culture is being lost by those who 
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no longer speak Spanish.”).  Frank, like his father, is a musician, and takes great 

pride in playing Spanish language music in his leisure time.  

Matt Luna, the adolescent, understands very little Spanish, although he 

remembered speaking some of it when he was very young, and being able to identify 

objects in Spanish.  Matt was preparing to take his first year of high school Spanish in the 

coming year.  In terms of ethnic group, Matt Luna did not use any term to describe 

himself, and said that most people did not know he is Hispanic, and therefore did not 

have any expectations about him speaking Spanish.  Matt said, however, that he wished 

he knew more Spanish so that he could talk more to his grandfather.  

The Mora Family: Casandra, Melissa, and Humberto

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
CASANDRA 17 SP CE12 2.58 3 A
MELISSA 37 SP HS 2.42 4 P
HUMBERTO 60 CNTX 7 3.75 5 G

Casandra Mora was a seventeen-year-old senior at a high school in a small city 

about forty miles from Lubbock when the study was conducted.  She was active in the 

school band and in the school’s advanced placement (AP) academic programs.  Her 

mother, Melissa Mora, was thirty-seven years old and was born and raised in the same 

small city where they currently resided. Melissa had a high school diploma and worked 

as a machine operator for the energy company in the city.  She was divorced, and 

Casandra had always lived with her.  As a child, Melissa attended a migrant school, 

where she learned much of her Spanish.  She also claimed that because most of the 

people she worked with were Mexican, she had to work to improve her Spanish so that 

they could communicate more easily.  Melissa’s father, Humberto, was sixty years old at 
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the time, and was born central Texas.  Humberto came to the South Plains over thirty 

years ago in search of agricultural work.  He was retired at the time of the study, but 

spent most of his life working at farmer’s cooperative compress.  Humberto and his wife 

also resided in the same city as his daughter and granddaughter.  The interview took place 

in the home where Casandra lived with her mother and younger sister.  

Humberto Mora, the grandfather, began school in Ballinger at the age of seven, 

and went up to the seventh grade before he got out to help his family work, mostly doing 

farm and ranch labor.  When Humberto began school, he did not know any English, but 

did not recall having many problems picking it up.  Humberto enjoyed spending his 

leisure time watching classic Mexican movies on cable television.  All of his friends were 

Mexican Americans, and they spoke only Spanish among themselves.  Humberto Mora 

considered himself a Chicano, because he was born in the United States, and believed 

that this word most accurately described him.  

Melissa Mora, the parent, was four years old when her family moved to the South 

Plains.  She recalled her parents using both English and Spanish at home, because her 

mother was from the South Plains, and her father from central Texas.  Melissa said that 

she still spoke to her father in Spanish and to her mother in English.  Because Melissa’s 

family was considered migrant workers, Melissa was placed in a migrant school, which 

she enjoyed because she was able to learn more Spanish.  Melissa did not spend much 

time outside of home and school until the age of thirteen, when she began having to work 

in the fields over the summers in order to get clothes to wear to school.  Melissa finished 

high school, and had been working for the energy company since shortly after that, where 
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she said she had developed her Spanish the most because of the high population of native 

Mexican employees.  

Casandra Mora, the adolescent, said she wanted to go to college to either teach or 

be a lawyer.  She is involved in her school band and was taking Advanced Placement 

(AP) courses in her main subject areas.  Cassandra completed her fourth year of high 

school Spanish and took the AP exam and scored a three.  She explained to me that the 

highest score a person could get was a six, but that a three was still good.  She recalled 

her parents and grandparents speaking English and Spanish around her, but said that it 

was school that helped her the most in her Spanish language development.  

I picked up what I had to from being around them, but the deeper understanding 

came from school; like I could hear songs or I could pick up what they told me to 

go do, like go wash dishes, go do something.  But other than that, I didn’t really 

understand it until I got to school.  

Cassandra Mora said that she enjoyed music in both English and Spanish, but 

listened mostly to Spanish when she was with her mother and grandparents, or when she 

attended dances with her friends.  Recently, when there was a rally in her city in support 

of the Mexican immigrants, Cassandra chose to attend.  She said that many people 

mocked her for going, because she was not a Mexican, and it caused her to question her 

own ethnic identity.  She finally concluded that, “We come from Mexico, we just don’t 

remember.”  In spite of criticism from friends and even from her mother, Cassandra 

marched in the rally in support of her Mexican friends, and because she said she knew 

that Mexicans came to the United States for a reason, and that our nation needed to be 

more understanding of that and not be so quick to send them back.  
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Most of Casandra Mora’s friends were Mexican American, but they did not 

normally speak Spanish to each other.  Most of her friends did not know that she was in 

band or in AP classes, where she was one of just a few Hispanics.  Cassandra says that 

her teachers and classmates recognized that she was in these classes to learn, but that her 

own friends tended to criticize her for being in these classes and for wanting to go to 

college.  Cassandra stated that she wanted to continue her learning in Spanish, and also 

said that when she has children, she would like to teach them Spanish so that they would 

not be limited in their Spanish language the way she felt she had been.  Casandra’s 

mother spoke mostly English to her, unless she was angry at Casandra or was giving her 

commands.  Casandra spoke mostly English to her grandfather, but sometimes joked with 

him in Spanish, or used Spanish to clarity when he did not understand something.  

The Navarro Family:  Monica, Carol, and David

Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
MONICA 17 SP CE12 2.08 3 A
CAROL 37 SP ASSOC 2.67 4 P
DAVID 58 CNTX HS 3.8 5 G

Monica Navarro was seventeen years old and was preparing to begin her senior 

year at the city’s largest high school at the time of the interview.  Monica self-reported as 

a Spanish speaker and received a score of 3 on the LAS.  Her mother, Carol Navarro, was 

37 years old and was employed as a nurse in the city’s largest hospital.  Carol was born 

and raised in Lubbock and received her nursing degree from a local community college. 

She was divorced, and Monica lived with her, but maintained contact with her father.  

David, Monica’s grandfather, was born in central Texas to a family of migrant 

farmworkers, and moved to Lubbock permanently at the age of eight.   He was 58 years 
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old at the time of the interview, and was working as a guard in a local prison.  The 

interview took place in the home where Monica lived with her mother and her 14 year old 

brother.  

At a young age, David Navarro, the grandfather, attended school on the South 

Plains while his parents worked in the fields. Because they would work seasonally, David 

and his siblings would attend school on the South Plains for some time, then go back 

home to central Texas.  This happened until the family settled permanently in Lubbock, 

and David went on to graduate from the same high school that his granddaughter 

attended.  When he started school, David only knew Spanish, and was not allowed to 

speak it in school. By the second grade, he began to understand more when English was 

spoken around him.  David said he spoke mostly English to his grandchildren, and both 

English and Spanish to his children.  His brothers and sister all lived in Lubbock, and he 

spoke only Spanish to them.  David Navarro often used his Spanish at his job, because 

many of the inmates speak only Spanish.  

Carol Navarro, Monica’s mother, credits her ex-husband’s mother and her job 

with helping her learn most of her Spanish.  Her ex-husband came from a family in which 

mostly Spanish was spoken, and Carol recalled helping her mother-in-law learn English, 

while her mother-in-law helped her learn Spanish.  At work, she said she admitted into 

the hospital many patients who do not speak Spanish, and often had to serve as an 

interpreter for them.  Carol graduated from a high school in the city that had a program 

for nursing, and then went on to earn her associate’s degree to be a licensed vocational 

nurse. Carol had begun to study to become a registered nurse, but had to put her studies 
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on hold temporarily.  Carol Navarro never took a Spanish course at school, but had to 

learn very specific terminology in Spanish for her work.  

Monica Navarro, the adolescent, had Spanish every year in school since the first 

grade.  She recalled speaking more Spanish as a child, but felt that her learning was 

impeded by her formal education in Spanish.  In elementary school, most of her 

classmates did not know any Spanish, and Monica felt that being in a class taught at their 

level kept her from developing her own language.  Monica’s high school experiences 

with Spanish were not any better, because she said the teachers spent more time 

conjugating verbs than teaching students how to communicate.  When Monica was 

eleven years old, her grandmother, to whom Monica was very close and who spoke to her 

mostly in Spanish, passed away.  Since then, Monica found herself speaking less Spanish.  

However, when Monica’s relatives came from Mexico to attend the funeral, they took 

Monica back with them to spend a month in Mexico.  This helped Monica learn a little bit 

more Spanish.

All three members of the Navarro family said they had seen much discrimination 

over time.  David, the grandfather, recalled that when he was young, they were not 

allowed in certain places because they were Mexican Americans. He said that the 

situation had gotten better over time, but that discrimination continued to exist in more 

subtle ways.  Carol and Monica both agreed, giving examples of not being served in 

restaurants, being stared at by Anglos when they went to certain places, and having to 

tolerate racist comments from Anglos in school.  Carol also believed that when Hispanics 

tried to improve themselves, they were held back by various forces, one of which she 
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believed was a fear by Anglos of greater numbers of more educated, more powerful 

Hispanics.  

The preceding narratives have been presented as an introduction to the families 

who participated in this study.  The stories told by these families help us move forward in 

our understanding of some of the factors that have contributed to heritage language 

maintenance or shift over generations of Chicanos on the South Plains.  However, they 

provide only part of the data necessary to increase our understanding of the language 

situation.    The data in the following section is quantitative in nature, and is presented in 

various ways for the purpose of considering patterns, namely in the Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Measure (MEIM) and Language Assessment Scales (LAS) that might be present 

among the respondents with respect to other characteristics, such as age, education, 

generation, and the language ability of the adolescent in the family.  

Part 2:  Respondent Data

Following are several tables listing data about the participants of the study.  The 

data includes family name, first name, age, birthplace, education, Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Measure (MEIM) score, Language Assessment Scales (LAS) score and 

generation (GEN in table).  The data are presented in the first table for the entire sample, 

and then broken down by generation and by whether the adolescent in the family speaks 

Spanish. The tables displaying results for each of the families separately are also included 

in the next section before the family narratives.  The first table displays the participants’ 

pseudonyms, age, birthplace, highest level of education completed, MEIM scores, LAS 

scores, and generation in the family interviewed.  
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Once again, the following abbreviations are used in all of the tables in this section 

to indicate details about the respondents’ birthplace and level of education.  

Birthplace:

SP= South Plains
SOTX= South Texas

CNTX= Central Texas
WEST=West Texas

MX= Mexico

Education Level:

HS=High School
ASSOC= Associate’s Degree
BACH=Bachelor’s Degree
MAST= Master’s Degree

CE(number)= Currently Enrolled (grade level at time of study)
Number= Highest Grade Level Completed

The MEIM scores are an average of the point values assigned to fifteen 

statements structured in the form of a Likert scale.  The highest MEIM score that a 

respondent can receive is a 4, representing the strongest possible level of ethnic identity.  

The LAS scores vary from 1, being a non-Spanish speaker, to a 5, being a fluent Spanish 

speaker.  Finally, the generation is noted by A for adolescent, P for parent, and G for 

grandparent.  Several sets of tables are presented displaying the same data, but grouped 

by different characteristics. This is done for the purpose of easily seeing consistencies 

within a group.    
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Table 6:  Complete Data for All Respondents, Divided by Family  

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS GEN
ALVARADO CATARINA 16 SP CE11 3.67 3 A
ALVARADO HECTOR 40 SP HS 3.42 4 P
ALVARADO LOLA 55 MX 8 2.0 5 G
BARRERA SUSANA 16 SP CE11 3.58 5 A
BARRERA SILVIA 31 WEST 6 3.67 5 P
BARRERA GERALDO 36 SP 11 3.0 4 P
CANALES ANTONIA 15 SP CE10 3.33 1 A
CANALES PAULA 40 SP HS 3.58 4 P
CANALES REINA 64 SOTX 1 3.67 5 G
DELEON VERONICA 16 SP CE11 3.25 3 A
DELEON MELINDA 32 SP 10 2.58 3 P
DELEON ALBERTO 36 SP 8 2.83 5 P
DELEON OLIVIA 58 SP 1 2.08 5 G
DELEON HILARIO 63 SOTX 2 2.17 5 G
ESQUIVEL NICHOLAS 14 SP CE9 3.42 1 A
ESQUIVEL RAMON 46 SP HS 3.08 5 P
ESQUIVEL PABLO 75 SOTX 2 3.33 5 G
ESQUIVEL MARILUZ 70 SP 0 3.08 5 G
FUENTES BRANDON 15 SP CE10 1.83 1 A
FUENTES DEBBIE 40 WEST BACH 3.08 4 P
FUENTES JULIANA 63 WEST HS 3.45 5 G
GONZALES VICTORIA 18 SP CEBACH 2.67 1 A
GONZALES RAQUEL 45 SOTX MED 3.58 5 P
GONZALES NATALIA 70 SOTX HS 3.33 5 G
HERRERA MIKE 17 SP CE12 3.08 1 A
HERRERA MIGUEL 41 SP HS 2.8 5 P
HERRERA VICENTE 73 SP 5,GED 3.5 5 G
HERRERA CRISTINA 68 CNTX 5 3.17 5 G
IGLESIAS JAMES 16 SP CE11 2.08 1 A
IGLESIAS GEORGE 44 SP BS 2.42 4 P
IGLESIAS ELIZABETH 59 SP BS 3.92 5 G
JARAMILLO PEPE 17 SP CE12 2.42 1 A
JARAMILLO ALMA 40 SP MAST 3.67 5 P
JARAMILLO BEATRIZ 75 CNTX 0 1.42 5 G
JARAMILLO ROBERTO 74 SOTX 2 1.25 5 G
LUNA MATT 14 SP CE9 2.25 1 A
LUNA FRANK 45 SP HS 3.92 5 P
LUNA FRANCISCO 67 MX 6 3.9 5 G
MORA CASANDRA 17 SP CE12 2.58 3 A
MORA MELISSA 37 SP HS 2.42 4 P
MORA HUMBERTO 60 CNTX 7 3.75 5 G
NAVARRO MONICA 17 SP CE12 2.08 3 A
NAVARRO CAROL 37 SP ASSOC 2.67 4 P
NAVARRO DAVID 58 CNTX HS 3.8 5 G
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The preceding table displays the data for all of the respondents, and the shading 

allows us to see any consistencies that may exist within families with regard to 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) scores and Language Assessment Scales 

(LAS) scores.  While there are some consistencies within a few of the families 

concerning MEIM scores, such as the Canales and Esquivel family, both of whose MEIM 

scores came within .34 points of one another, it is difficult to see any other consistencies 

within any other families.  This indicates that the MEIM score may have more to do with 

how much the adolescent is influenced by these particular family members than it does 

with ethnic identity or language.  

There were also other factors that influenced the respondents’ MEIM scores that 

do not show up on the table.  For example, in the Jaramillo family, both grandparents 

scored very low on the MEIM, signifying that they do not have a very strong sense of 

ethnic identity.  However, in the interview with this family, the comments and the 

attitudes of this couple were not consistent with the MEIM score.  In this particular case, 

the respondents, Roberto and Beatriz, were devout members of a Jehovah’s Witness 

church, where they stated that they were taught not to create divisions between people 

based on ethnicity.  This teaching in their religion clearly accounted for their low MEIM 

scores, while the interview revealed a much stronger sense of ethnic identity for both 

respondents.  
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Table 7: Adolescent Respondent Data 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO CATARINA 16 SP CE11 3.67 3
BARRERA SUSANA 16 SP CE11 3.58 5
CANALES ANTONIA 15 SP CE10 3.33 1
DELEON VERONICA 16 SP CE11 3.25 3
ESQUIVEL NICHOLAS 14 SP CE9 3.42 1
FUENTES BRANDON 15 SP CE10 1.83 1
GONZALES VICTORIA 18 SP CECOLL 2.67 1
HERRERA MIKE 17 SP CE12 3.08 1
IGLESIAS JAMES 16 SP CE11 2.08 1
JARAMILLO PEPE 17 SP CE12 2.42 1
LUNA MATT 14 SP CE9 2.25 1
MORA CASANDRA 17 SP CE12 2.58 3
NAVARRO MONICA 17 SP CE12 2.08 3

As the above table shows, there was some variation among the adolescents with 

regard to scores on both the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) and the 

Language Assessment Scales (LAS).  There appeared to be some consistency in MEIM 

score with regard to specific characteristics shared by some of the adolescents.  The 

lowest score on the MEIM, that of Brandon Fuentes, belonged to a student who was of 

mixed ethnicity, with one Chicano parent and one Anglo parent.  The next lowest score, 

that of James Iglesias, also belonged to a student of mixed ethnicity.  However, the same 

score that James received on the MEIM was scored by Monica Navarro, who not only 

was not of mixed ethnicity, but was one of the adolescents who scored higher on the 

LAS.  The next lowest score was that of Matt Luna, whose mother is of mixed ethnicity, 

also with one Hispanic parent and one Anglo parent.  The next lowest score after that was 

of Victoria Gonzales, who is not of mixed ethnicity, but whose mother re-married an 

Anglo man.  Therefore, with the exception of Monica Navarro’s MEIM score, there 

appears to be some amount of consistency in those adolescents who had some adult 

influence in their lives that was non-Hispanic and non-Spanish speaking.  
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Table 8:  Parent Respondent Data 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO HECTOR 40 SP HS 3.42 4
BARRERA SILVIA 31 WEST 6 3.67 5
BARRERA GERALDO 36 SP 11 3.0 4
CANALES PAULA 40 SP HS 3.58 4
DELEON MELINDA 32 SP 10 2.58 3
DELEON ALBERTO 36 SP 8 2.83 5
ESQUIVEL RAMON 46 SP HS 3.08 5
FUENTES DEBBIE 40 WEST BSN 3.08 4
GONZALES RAQUEL 45 SOTX MED 3.58 5
HERRERA MIGUEL 41 SP HS 2.8 5
IGLESIAS GEORGE 44 SP BS 2.42 4
JARAMILLO ALMA 40 SP MED 3.67 5
LUNA FRANK 45 SP HS 3.92 5
MORA MELISSA 37 SP HS 2.42 4
NAVARRO CAROL 37 SP ASSOC 2.67 4

In the preceding table displaying the parents’ data, there appeared to be no 

consistencies between Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) scores and any other 

characteristics shared by the respondents.  There also did not appear to be any 

consistency between the Language Assessment Scales (LAS) score and other 

characteristics, including MEIM scores.   
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Table 9: Grandparent Respondent Data 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO LOLA 55 MEX 8 2.0 5
CANALES REINA 64 SOTX 1 3.67 5
DELEON OLIVIA 58 SP 1 2.08 5
DELEON HILARIO 63 SOTX 2 2.17 5
ESQUIVEL PABLO 75 SOTX 2 3.33 5
ESQUIVEL MARILUZ 70 SP 0 3.08 5
FUENTES JULIANA 63 WEST HS 3.45 5
GONZALES NATALIA 70 SOTX HS 3.33 5
HERRERA VICENTE 73 SOTX 5,GED 3.5 5
HERRERA CRISTINA 68 CENT 5 3.17 5
IGLESIAS ELIZABETH 59 SOTX BS 3.92 5
JARAMILLO BEATRIZ 75 CENT 0 1.42 5
JARAMILLO ROBERTO 74 SOTX 2 1.25 5
LUNA FRANCISCO 67 MEX 6 3.9 5
MORA HUMBERTO 60 SOTX 7 3.75 5
NAVARRO DAVID 58 SOTX HS 3.8 5

As in the above table displaying the grandparents’ data, there also appeared to be 

no consistency between the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) score and any 

other characteristics.  Regarding the Language Assessment Scales (LAS) scores, because 

all of the respondents belonging to the grandparent group received a score of 5, there is 

no consistency to be seen between variance in scores and other characteristics.  

Table 10: Spanish-Speaking Adolescents (Receiving a Language Assessment Scales 

Score of 3 or higher)

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO CATARINA 16 SP CE11 3.67 3
BARRERA SUSANA 16 SP CE11 3.58 5
DELEON VERONICA 16 SP CE11 3.25 3
MORA CASANDRA 17 SP CE12 2.58 3
NAVARRO MONICA 17 SP CE12 2.08 3
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Table 11:  Parents of Spanish-Speaking Adolescents 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO HECTOR 40 SP HS 3.42 4
BARRERA SILVIA 31 WEST 6 3.67 5
BARRERA GERALDO 36 SP 11 3.0 4
DELEON MELINDA 32 SP 10 2.58 3
DELEON ALBERTO 36 SP 8 2.83 5
MORA MELISSA 37 SP HS 2.42 4
NAVARRO CAROL 37 SP ASSOC 2.67 4

Table 12:  Grandparents of Spanish-Speaking Adolescents 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
ALVARADO LOLA 55 MEX 8 (MEX) 2.0 5
DELEON OLIVIA 58 SP 1 2.08 5
DELEON HILARIO 63 SOTX 2 2.17 5
MORA HUMBERTO 60 SOTX 7 3.75 5
NAVARRO DAVID 58 SOTX HS 3.8 5

When the respondents’ data are divided by whether or not the adolescent in the 

family could speak Spanish, there was also no consistency in either Multigroup Ethnic 

Identity Measure (MEIM) scores or Language Assessment Scales (LAS) scores.  

Table 13:  Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents (All received a score of 1 on the Language 

Assessment Scales)

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM
CANALES ANTONIA 15 SP CE10 3.33
ESQUIVEL NICHOLAS 14 SP CE9 3.42
FUENTES BRANDON 15 SP CE10 1.83
GONZALES VICTORIA 18 SP CECOLL 2.67
HERRERA MIKE 17 SP CE12 3.08
IGLESIAS JAMES 16 SP CE11 2.08
JARAMILLO PEPE 17 SP CE12 2.42
LUNA MATT 14 SP CE9 2.25
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Table 14:  Parents of Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
CANALES PAULA 40 SP HS 3.58 4
ESQUIVEL RAMON 46 SP HS 3.08 5
FUENTES DEBBIE 40 WEST BSN 3.08 4
GONZALES RAQUEL 45 SOTX MED 3.58 5
HERRERA MIGUEL 41 SP HS 2.8 5
IGLESIAS GEORGE 44 SP BS 2.42 4
JARAMILLO ALMA 40 SP MED 3.67 5
LUNA FRANK 45 SP HS 3.92 5

Table 15:  Grandparents of Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Family Name Age Birthplace Education MEIM LAS
CANALES REINA 64 SOTX 1 3.67 5
ESQUIVEL PABLO 75 SP 2 3.33 5
ESQUIVEL MARILUZ 70 SP 0 3.08 5
FUENTES JULIANA 63 WEST HS 3.45 5
GONZALES NATALIA 70 SOTX HS 3.33 5
HERRERA VICENTE 73 SOTX 5 (GED) 3.5 5
HERRERA CRISTINA 68 CENT 5 3.17 5
IGLESIAS ELIZABETH 59 SOTX BS 3.92 5
JARAMILLO BEATRIZ 75 SOTX 0 1.42 5
JARAMILLO ROBERTO 74 SOTX 2 1.25 5
LUNA FRANCISCO 67 MEX 6 (MEX) 3.9 5

Once again, as the preceding tables demonstrate, no consistency was found with 

respect to Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) scores and Language Assessment 

Scales (LAS) scores when the data was divided by those families with a non-Spanish 

speaking adolescent.  

The data were displayed in the above tables to investigate whether there were any 

consistencies among the respondents regarding the various characteristics of MEIM 

scores, LAS scores, age, generation, birthplace and education.  The following section 
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addresses the data with regard to the themes of family, ethnic identity and education as 

they relate to heritage language maintenance and shift.  

Part 3:  Family, Ethnic Identity and Education

In the previous sections of this chapter the families were introduced both by way 

of narratives and tables containing data about the respondents.  These were provided as 

an introduction to the research participants, and to begin to observe patterns and 

consistencies with regard to the data collected.  The following section of this chapter 

contains the topics addressed during the interviews that relate to the concepts of family, 

ethnic identity and education.  As previously mentioned, aside from using questionnaires 

and a language assessment, the researcher collected the data by way of interviews with 

three generations of members of each family.  Interviews were transcribed in English and 

Spanish by the researcher, and re-read at least three times in order to identify common 

themes related to family, ethnic identity and education.  This process led to identification 

of themes within the three concepts of family, ethnic identity and education being 

investigated in this research.  The themes that emerged from the analysis in relation to 

family, ethnic identity and education, are discussed with regard to commonalities among 

families of Spanish speaking adolescents and families of non-Spanish speaking 

adolescents.  The themes that are discussed in this section are listed in the table below.  
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Table 16.  

Family Ethnic Identity Education

 marriage

 time spent with 

family

 Spanish or non-

Spanish speaking 

family members

 Church involvement

 friends

 music 

 television  

 Experiences in 

school

 Experiences in 

language classes

 Academic 

achievement 

Common Characteristics Among Families of Spanish Speaking Adolescents  

In interviewing the families, there were certain themes that continued to arise in 

the families’ discussions about their experiences, daily practices, attitudes and beliefs and 

how they related to language use.  These characteristics are displayed in the following 

tables.  Each table is concerned with one of the concepts of family, ethnic identity and 

education, and within each table a common characteristic is listed, and a mark below each 

family name to denote that that characteristic arose in the interview with the family 

named.  A discussion of the characteristics regarding the theme follows each table.  
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Table 17. 
Common Characteristics Related to Family 

Among Families of Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Alvarado Barrera DeLeon Mora Navarro
Positive 
impact of a 
marriage on 
Spanish 
language

   

Lots of time 
spent 
together as 
family

    

Non-English 
speaking 
family 
member 

   

Attending 
church in 
Spanish or 
bilingual 
service

   

In the above table, the characteristics that were common to some of the families 

of Spanish speaking adolescents had to do with time spent together, marriage positively 

impacting the Spanish language in a family member, and having a family member who 

was a non-English speaker, or who was considerably more comfortable using Spanish on 

a daily basis.  

One of the themes that was explored was that of marriage.  In several of the 

families of Spanish speaking adolescents, there were instances in which a marriage 

tended to have a positive impact on the Spanish language of one of the family members.   

In the Alvarado family, Lola’s marriage into the family when Hector was young was a 

driving force in helping him improve his Spanish.  Along the same lines, in the Barrera 

family, Geraldo’s marriage to Silvia exposed him to more Spanish because of being 
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around her and her children.  Another instance of this was mentioned in the DeLeon 

family, in which Victoria’s mother Melinda said that she had improved her own Spanish 

learning by marrying into Alberto’s family.  Likewise, in the Navarro family, Carol 

recalled how she and her ex-husband’s mother helped each other learn Spanish and 

English, respectively.     

Another theme that was frequently encountered in the investigation was time 

spent with family.  All of the families of Spanish speaking adolescents reported that they 

spent a large amount of time together.  Some of the activities noted by the families who 

spent time together varied in level of interaction and in the language used.  For the 

Alvarado family, time together usually meant getting together for barbecues.  In the 

Barrera family time spent together involved discussions of similarities and differences 

between the Spanish spoken by Silvia, the mother, and Geraldo, her husband.  For the 

DeLeon family, spending time together also involved weekend dinners at the home of 

one of the members of the family.  For the Mora and Navarro families, their family time 

was spent on a regular basis by cooking dinner at home and eating together.  

In some of the families of the Spanish speaking adolescents, the presence of a 

family member who either did not speak English or preferred Spanish to such an extent 

that they avoided English whenever possible seemed to be a common characteristic.    

In the Alvarado family, not only did Lola, the grandmother, not speak much English, but 

there was mention of a great aunt who was very close to Catarina, the adolescent.  The 

family reported that Catarina spoke much more Spanish when her great aunt was still 

alive, but when she passed away, Catarina had less reason to speak Spanish, and began to 

shift to English.  In the Barrera family, it was clear that Silvia, the mother, was not very 
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comfortable with English, and the family reported that when the children were with her, 

they spoke only Spanish, whereas if they were with the stepfather, Geraldo, they spoke a 

mix of Spanish and English.  In the DeLeon family, neither Hilario nor Olivia, the 

grandparents, spoke much English, and when they were around them, Veronica, the 

adolescent, and her siblings tended to speak more Spanish.  Also in the DeLeon family, 

Victoria remembered her great grandmother, Hilario’s mother, who also only spoke 

Spanish.  Although her great grandmother did not live with them, she did spend a great 

amount of time with Victoria and her parents, and when the great grandmother died, 

Victoria found that she also spoke a little bit less Spanish.  Similarly, in the Navarro 

family, Monica’s grandmother, who passed away when Monica was eleven years old, 

spoke only Spanish and influenced Monica to speak more Spanish.  Since the death of her 

grandmother, much like Catarina Alvarado and Veronica DeLeon, Monica found herself 

shifting more and more to English.  

Attending church was also another activity commonly reported by the families in 

the study, and that was common among the families of Spanish speaking adolescents. 

The Alvarado family reported a deliberate effort to attend church as a family, and to 

attend the Spanish Mass for the benefit of their children’s Spanish learning.  The Barrera, 

and DeLeon families also reported attending church, but they did so in both English and 

Spanish, either in a bilingual service or occasionally switching back and forth between 

English and Spanish services.  The Navarro family also reported attending a mostly 

Hispanic church on a regular basis, but Carol, the mother, said that they had switched 

from attending a Spanish service to attending the English service so that her younger son, 

Monica’s brother would not complain that he did not understand what is going on. 
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The characteristics related to family that the families of the Spanish speaking 

adolescents shared in common begin to give us an idea of some of the practices that 

might have contributed to the adolescents’ ability to continue speaking Spanish.  

Following are some of the characteristics related to Ethnic Identity, and how they have 

played a role in the lives of these families and possibly contributed to the maintenance of 

the Spanish language.  

Table 18.
Common Characteristics Related to Ethnic Identity  
Among Families of Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Alvarado Barrera DeLeon Mora Navarro
Chicano 
friends 

    

Music in 
Spanish at 
least some of 
the time  

    

T.V. in 
Spanish at 
least some of 
the time  

   

The first theme that emerged related to ethnic identity was that of having Chicano 

friends.  In the Alvarado family, both Hector, the parent, and Catarina, the adolescent, 

reported that most of their friends were Chicano, but they did not necessarily speak to one 

another in Spanish.In the case of Victoria DeLeon, she reported that most of the people in 

her school were Chicano, and thus, so were her friends.  Victoria DeLeon also stated that 

they did sometimes speak to one another in Spanish, but quickly acknowledged that it 

was not like the Spanish in the textbook.  Susana Barrera also reported that her friends 

were all Chicanos, and spoke Spanish much of the time they spent together. Casandra 
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Mora and Monica Navarro also stated that they had mostly Chicano friends, but very 

rarely spoke Spanish to them. 

Another theme that became apparent was that of music and television, and 

whether the adolescents and their families watched television or listened to music in 

Spanish at least sometimes.  Susana Barrera stated that she liked music in Spanish half of 

the time, and in English the other half.  Catarina Alvarado, Monica Navarro, Casandra 

Mora and Veronica DeLeon all reported that they listened to music in Spanish when they 

were around their parents and grandparents.  Hector Alvarado, Catarina’s father, stated 

that if someone came over to his house during a barbecue, regardless of age or ethnicity, 

they would inevitably be exposed to the Tejano music that he enjoyed. Television was 

another topic that was discussed, and Catarina Alvarado, Susana Barrera, Veronica 

DeLeon and Casandra Mora all reported that they would watch television in Spanish 

when they were with their parents or grandparents.  

The theme of ethnic identity has many more facets which will be discussed 

independently later in this chapter.  However, this section has demonstrated the practices 

of Chicano friends, as well as enjoying music and television in Spanish, as being 

common among the families of the Spanish speaking adolescents, perhaps indicating that 

these practices have aided in the maintenance of the Spanish language in these families.  

The next theme discussed is education, and how certain related characteristics are 

common to the families of Spanish speaking adolescents.  
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Table 19. 
Common Characteristics Related to Education  

Among Families of Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Alvarado Barrera DeLeon Mora Navarro
Positive 
experiences 
in Spanish 
class 

  

High 
academic 
achiever

    

Two themes that emerged as common among families of Spanish speaking 

adolescents were positive experiences in Spanish classes, and being a high academic 

achiever.  

In the Alvarado family, both parent Hector and adolescent Catarina reported 

having had positive experiences in their high school Spanish class.  Hector had a teacher 

in high school who sparked his interest in continuing to develop his Spanish, and who 

showed a true dedication to helping her students learn, with a special interest in helping 

the Chicanos improve their Spanish.  Catarina’s teacher in her second year of Spanish 

class also gave her a positive experience.  She stated that she enjoyed his approach to 

teaching, and that she had improved her Spanish since being in his class.  Veronica, the 

adolescent in the DeLeon family, reported that her teacher allowed the students to share 

the words that they knew from home with the class.  Veronica’s teacher would write the 

words on the board for the students to see, and would tell them that this was another way 

to say it, even though it was not in the book.  Veronica reported that this not only made 

her feel good about the Spanish that her own parents and grandparents were teaching her, 

but that it helped her make connections and learn the vocabulary that was presented in the 
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book.  Finally, Casandra Mora reported how much her Advanced Placement Spanish 

class had helped her, and that it was mostly responsible for her current abilities in 

Spanish.  

Another common characteristic was that all five of the Spanish speaking 

adolescents were high academic achievers.  All of them were involved with their schools 

at different levels, but they all reported that it was a priority to work hard to maintain 

their good grades.  Although it is not clear whether this characteristic necessarily has 

helped these adolescents maintain their Spanish, it is possible that the fact that they do 

still speak Spanish has helped them in academics.  Susana Barrera reported that knowing 

Spanish helped her considerably in remembering facts and information in all of her 

classes.  Although she was the only one who explicitly stated a connection between her 

Spanish and her success in school, it is likely that knowing Spanish has helped the other 

respondents academically as well.  

The themes common to the families of Spanish speaking adolescent have shown 

that there are certain practices and experiences in the lives of these respondents that 

might have contributed to the maintenance of Spanish in their families.  Although it is 

impossible to know for certain what has occurred that has helped these families maintain 

the Spanish language to some degree, and even more so to know whether any one factor 

has been the cause of Spanish language maintenance, the characteristics are well worth 

exploring further to understand in more detail the role that they have played in the lives 

of those who continue to speak Spanish.  
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Common Characteristics Among Families of Spanish Speaking Adolescents  

Among the families of non-Spanish speaking adolescent, there were certain 

themes that emerged that were common to several of the families.   These themes are 

displayed in the following tables.  Each table focuses on one of the concepts of family, 

ethnic identity and education, and within each table a common theme is listed, and a 

mark below each family name to denote that that particular theme arose in the interview 

with the family named.  A discussion of the characteristics regarding the themes follows 

each table.  

Table 20.

Common Characteristics Related to Family

Among Families of Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Canales Esquivel Fuentes Gonzales Herrera Iglesias Jaramillo Luna 

Marriage 
negatively 
affecting 
Spanish  

   

Little time 
with 

family, or 
time spent 

did not 
involve 

adolescents

     

Attending 
church in 

English, or 
not 

including 
adolescent

     

Non-
Catholic

    

The first theme related to family that was common among the families of non-

Spanish speaking adolescents was that of marriage.  Unlike the families previously 
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discussed in which a marriage helped in maintenance of Spanish, in the cases of the non-

Spanish speaking adolescents, the common characteristic that emerged within the theme 

of marriage was that a marriage had a negative effect on Spanish in the home.  

Most of the references to marriage among these families involved inter-ethnic 

marriage, in which someone in the Chicano family had married a non-Spanish speaking 

Anglo, resulting in a detrimental effect on the Spanish of the adolescents.  First, the 

Fuentes family, in which Brandon’s mother is Hispanic and his father is white, was one 

of the families in which this issue came up.  Another instance of inter-ethnic marriage 

occurred in the Iglesias family, in which James’ father George is Hispanic, and his 

mother is white.  Neither of these children of mixed ethnicity spoke any Spanish.  In the 

Gonzales family, the mother had remarried to a white man, resulting in only English 

being spoken at home.  Another family in which the language might have been impacted 

by inter-ethnic marriage was the Luna family, in which the mother of the adolescent was 

of mixed ethnicity.  

Other references to marriage involved being married to a non-Spanish speaking 

spouse.  This was the case in the first marriage of Raquel, the mother in the Gonzales 

family.  Because Victoria’s father did not speak much Spanish, English was mostly used 

when Victoria was very young, and then even more so when her mother remarried.  In the 

Jaramillo family, Alma, Pepe’s mother, also mentioned that her ex-husband, Pepe’s 

father, did not speak Spanish.  

The next theme related to family was that of time spent together.  A common 

characteristic involving this theme was that the families either did not spend much time 

together, or the time spent together did not include the adolescents.  The Esquivel and 
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Jaramillo families reported that they did not spend time together.  In the Iglesias, Herrera, 

Luna, and Fuentes families, the time reportedly spent with family was done so between 

parents and grandparents, and did not tend to involve the adolescent.  

Attending church was also another activity commonly reported by the families in 

the study. The Gonzales and Esquivel families reported attending church only 

occasionally, and although both families reported attending a mostly Hispanic church, the 

services that they attended were in English.  . The Iglesias father and son stated that they 

attended church, but not together, and both attended service in English.  The Luna and 

Fuentes families also reported attending church with their families, but always in English.  

Finally, in the Jaramillo family, the grandparents and the mother all attended a service 

entirely in Spanish, and were all highly active in it, but Pepe, the adolescent, reported that 

he did not participate in church.    

Another common characteristic worth noting in the families of non-Spanish 

speaking adolescents were that the majority of these families were not Catholic.  Of the 

non-Spanish speaking adolescents, only the Canales, Esquivel and Gonzales families 

reported being Catholic, while the others reported belonging to either a Protestant or non-

denominational church.  Because Catholicism is a common feature of Hispanic culture, 

this characteristic could have been included under themes related to ethnic identity.  

However, in keeping with the theme of church attendance, it has been included under the 

concept of family.  Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the common characteristic of non-

Catholicism might have some implications for ethnic identity, and be indirectly 

responsible for some of the shift toward English in these families.  
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The characteristics that have been shown to be shared by the families of non-

Spanish speaking adolescents have offered some information on some of the practices 

within the family that might have negatively impacted Spanish, either directly or 

indirectly.  The next table explores common characteristics related to the themes 

regarding ethnic identity.  

Table 21. 
Common Characteristics Related to Ethnic Identity 

Among Families of Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Canales Esquivel Fuentes Gonzales Herrera Iglesias Jaramillo Luna 
All or 
Mostly 
Anglo 
friends 

   

Music 
in 

English 
only

  

Music 
in 

English 
and 

Spanish

    

T.V. in 
English 

only

    

T.V. in 
English 

and 
Spanish 

  

 One of the common themes among some of the non-Spanish speaking 

adolescents was that of having mostly Anglo friends.  This was the case for Brandon 

Fuentes, Victoria Gonzales, James Iglesias and Matt Luna.  The other respondents 

reported having a mix of friends, except Pepe Jaramillo, who reported that all of his 
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friends were children of Mexican immigrants.  Even those who reported having either a 

mix of friends or all Mexican friends, they did report that no Spanish interaction went on 

between them, except in the case of Nicholas Esquivel, who reported that they spoke 

Spanish to each other when their Spanish teacher made them.  

Another common theme regarding ethnic identity was that involving music and 

television choices.  The table makes a distinction between those who listened to music in 

English only and those who listened to a mix of English and Spanish music.  Only 

Nicholas Esquivel, Brandon Fuentes and Matt Luna reported listening to music in 

English only.  Pepe Jaramillo stated that he sometimes felt like listening to music in 

Spanish. Antonia Canales and Victoria Gonzales reported that they listened to music in 

Spanish when they were with their grandmothers, and James Iglesias and Mike Herrera 

both reported that they sometimes listened to rap, and because some of that was in 

Spanish, that was the extent of their Spanish music choices.  

With regard to television viewing, the table once again made a distinction 

between television in English only, and a mix of television in English and Spanish.  

Antonia Canales, Victoria Gonzales and Mike Herrera all reported watching television in 

Spanish only when they were with their grandparents, while the others all reported 

watching television in English only. 

The themes related to ethnic identity also offer some information on some of the 

practices common among those families in which the adolescent does not speak Spanish, 

and how these practices might have affected the shift over generations from Spanish to 

English.  Following is a table displaying themes related to education among these same 

families.  
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Table 22.  

Common Characteristics Related to Education  
Among Families of Non-Spanish Speaking Adolescents 

Canales Esquivel Fuentes Gonzales Herrera Iglesias Jaramillo Luna 

Negative 
school  

experiences, 
parents 

    

Struggles in 
school, 

adolescent

  

Academic 
Achievers

    

One of the characteristics that seemed to be common among the families of non-

Spanish speaking adolescents was that of negative school experiences.  In this table, 

negative school experiences were divided by parent and adolescent.  Although Paula, the 

parent in the Canales family, did not report an overall negative school experience, she did 

say that she was often ridiculed for not being able to speak Spanish by her peers in 

school.  Ramon, the father in the Esquivel family, reported experiences with racism in 

school.  Debbie, the mother in the Fuentes family, reported not only racism in her school, 

but also recounted the struggles she had with Spanish classes in college.  George, the 

Iglesias father, stated that he was always discouraged from speaking Spanish in school, or 

otherwise mocked when he did so.  Like Debbie Fuentes, Alma, the mother in the 

Jaramillo family, reported having negative experiences with Spanish classes in school.   

The only adolescents who reported some sort of struggle in school were Antonia Canales, 

who failed Spanish class in the seventh grade because she struggled so much with 

learning the vocabulary, Pepe Jaramillo, who was attending a charter school because of 

unspecified problems at his regular school, and Matt Luna, whose father stated that he 
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had moved Matt to a different school, also for unspecified problems that he had at his 

previous school.  

Most of the non-Spanish speaking adolescents also reported being high academic 

achievers.  This particular characteristic, although worth noting, may have more to do 

with the type of student that is willing to participate in such a study than it does with 

ethnicity and language patterns.  

This section has served to provide information over the themes related to the three 

concepts of family, ethnic identity and education, and to show how these themes might 

have had some role in the maintenance of Spanish or the shift to English over generations 

in the families interviewed.  The following section examines other themes that emerged 

that were not necessarily shared by any one set of families, but that are clearly worth 

discussing in relation to family, ethnic identity and education.  

Part 4: Other Themes

This section of the chapter discusses themes that, although not common to 

families of either Spanish speaking or non-Spanish speaking adolescents, also emerged 

from the analysis of data.  These themes surfaced throughout several of the interviews 

and are important to note in relation to the maintenance and shift of the Spanish language 

among the Chicanos investigated for this research.  The themes vary in terms of their 

relation to family, ethnic identity and education.  At times the themes overlap in their 

relationship to the three factors being studied, and at other times it is not easily 

discernable in terms of exactly where they belong.  Nevertheless, they cannot be ignored, 

nor can their possible effects on the linguistic socialization of the families being studied.   
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Ethnic Labels 

During the interviews, much discussion went on concerning the labels by which 

the participants preferred to be known.  The table below represents the ethnic labels by 

which each member of the families in the study stated that they preferred to be called.  

Table 23.  Ethnic Label Preferences by Family and Generation

Grandparent(s) Parent(s) Adolescent
Alvarado Mexicana * Latino Latina
Barrera - Mexicano Mexicana 
Canales Hispanic Hispanic/Tejana Hispanic
DeLeon Mexicano Hispanic (mother)

Mexican (father)
Mexican

Esquivel Hispanos Mexicano Hispanic
Fuentes Hispanic Hispanic No label
Gonzales Hispanic Hispanic Hispanic
Herrera Mexican-American Mexican-American Mexican-American
Iglesias Mexican American Chicano No label
Jaramillo Mexico-americano Mexican American 

or Chicana
Mexican American

Luna Mexicano* Mexican-American No label
Mora Mexicano-

americano
Mexican-American Mexican-American

Navarro Hispanic Hispanic Latina 

* Mexican-born 

As the table shows, there was considerable variance both between and within 

families in terms of how they refer to their own ethnic group.   Aside from this, there 

were differing opinions on the word Chicano, the label by which the researcher has opted 

to refer to this group.  

While many of the respondents tended to have a negative association with the 

word Chicano, several of them had a clear understanding of what the word means, and 

chose to use it for themselves.  Most commonly, the older generations of respondents did 
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not like the word.  Some gave a meaning that they associated with it, such as “wet dog,” 

“pig,” “gangster” and “pachuco.”  The Mora and Navarro families both approved of the 

term, and said that they considered themselves Chicanos, although when asked, it was not 

the first word that they chose to call themselves.  In the Iglesias family, George, the 

father, noted that the word had wrongfully picked up a negative connotation, but that as 

he had grown older, he had come to understand its meaning and preferred to use it for 

himself because of the clear distinction the term made between those born in Mexico and 

those born in the United States.  

Spanish as a Secret Language, Spanish for Purposes of Scolding

In several cases, the adolescents reported that they tended to hear Spanish from 

adults in the family when these adults were talking about something they did not want the 

children to understand.  Mike Herrera, who said that he knew when his parents and 

grandparents wanted to keep something from him because they would switch to speaking 

Spanish, reported this pattern in his family. Antonia Canales also noted that her parents 

did the same.  

Other uses for the language somewhat related to this phenomenon was in giving 

commands or in reprimanding the children when they did something wrong.   Pepe 

Jaramillo said that his mother used Spanish when she scolded him, or when she had some 

chores for him to do.  Casandra Mora also said that her mother typically spoke Spanish to 

her when she got in trouble.  

 A study previously cited in this research by Gibbons and Ramirez (2004) found 

that the Spanish language tended to survive in families who used it for meaningful 

communication, such as to talk about politics, science or other topics that involved a 
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higher level of thinking and understanding.  Another study by Guardado (2000) found 

that when parents found creative ways to teach Spanish to their children, the children 

were more likely to acquire it.  Neither of these was the case in the reports by the 

adolescents discussed above when they noted how the language was used in their 

families.  

Connection between Ethnicity and Language

Can one be Hispanic, Latino, Mexican-American, or Chicano and not speak 

Spanish?  During the interviews, this question sparked a number of diverse answers and 

reactions.  Language and culture are at the same time difficult to separate and even more 

difficult, in some cases, to articulate. 

Overall, the strength of the sentiments toward one’s ethnicity and the ability to 

speak Spanish seemed to decrease over generations.  The grandparents tended to feel very 

strongly that people of Hispanic descent should speak Spanish; the parents articulated 

that they believed it was to the benefit of Hispanics to know Spanish, but that it was not a 

requirement for being Hispanic; finally, the adolescents varied in their responses, but 

typically, those who did not speak Spanish tended to say that it was not necessary to 

speak Spanish in order to be considered Hispanic. 

The members of the eldest generation of respondents all stated that they felt that 

to be Hispanic, Mexican-American, Chicano, Latino or mexicano, one must speak 

Spanish.  Especially in the DeLeon and the Jaramillo families, in which the grandparents 

adamantly held that to not speak one’s own language was a shame, the connection 

between being Mexican American and speaking Spanish that the respondents felt existed 

was made clear.   For example, in the Gonzales family, Natalia stated that it frustrated her 
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that her grandchildren do not speak Spanish, because she believes that every Hispanic 

should take the time and make the effort to learn Spanish.  Raquel, Natalia’s daughter, 

and the mother in the Gonzales family, felt differently, however.  “I think that if I said, ‘if 

you don’t speak Spanish, then you’re not Hispanic,’ then that’s really denying the culture 

that I’ve tried to instill in [Victoria].  It is a very valuable culture, and it is an important 

culture, so it would be hypocritical if I said differently.  I think she’s still Hispanic.  Her 

circumstances have kept her from learning to speak Spanish.”  

For the adolescents, the case tended to be that those who spoke at least some 

Spanish (Alvarado, Barrera, DeLeon, Mora and Navarro) stated that to in order to be 

Hispanic, one must at least try to speak Spanish, while the ones who did not speak 

Spanish stated that they did not feel Spanish ability should be a requirement for 

belonging to an ethnic group. 

Spanish Language Classes 

The data regarding Spanish language classes was consistent for most of those 

families of Spanish speaking adolescents, and was discussed earlier in this chapter.  

However, the experiences of some of the other respondents in Spanish classes have yet to 

be discussed.  Different individuals in this study had varying experiences with regard to 

their Spanish language classes, and although there was no clear distinction between these 

experiences and whether the adolescent in the family continued to speak Spanish, they 

offer some insight into how the experiences of the respondents in a formal language 

setting have affected various parts of their lives.  

The adolescents reported varying experiences in their Spanish language classes in 

school.  James Iglesias and Monica Navarro, both adolescents in the study, reported that 
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they had been in Spanish classes since they were in kindergarten.  James’ experiences 

with these were mostly positive, and he felt that he was able to pick up some basic 

knowledge that helped him later in high school.  Monica, on the other hand, felt that her 

formal Spanish classes were to blame for some of the struggles that she has experienced 

with Spanish.  One of the reasons she reported was that although she knew Spanish as a 

child, she was placed in a class with children who did not know the language, and the 

teacher taught to their level, never allowing Monica to develop her Spanish language 

further.  Other students have had mixed experiences with Spanish classes.  Mike Herrera 

reported that his first year of Spanish was not helpful, but that he learned much more in 

his second year of Spanish, because he had a different teacher.  Victoria Gonzales, 

Catarina Alvarado and Nicholas Esquivel all reported similar experiences, stating that

they did not find the first year helpful, but learned a bit more in the second year.   All of 

these had different teachers during their first and second years of Spanish.  James Iglesias 

and Brandon Fuentes have had one year of Spanish in high school, and were planning to  

take the second year during the 2006-2007 school year.  Both of these respondents stated 

that their experiences in class had been enjoyable and beneficial. Susana Barrera had 

taken two years of Spanish, of which she did not report any negative experiences, and 

which helped her develop in her Spanish writing skills.  However, Susana stated that 

because she knew Spanish, her teacher tended to be harder on her in terms of her writing 

than she was on the other students.  Matt Luna and Antonia Canales were both planning 

to begin their first year of high school Spanish in the 2006-2007 school year.  Antonia 

Canales had taken Spanish in the seventh grade, but failed it because she found the 

grammar and vocabulary too difficult.  Pepe Jaramillo took three years of Spanish in high 
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school, and said that he learned a lot, but forgot all of it as soon as he stopped going to 

class.    Veronica DeLeon’s experiences in Spanish were positive, as previously 

mentioned, because her teacher allowed the students to contribute words that they may 

know that are different from those in the textbook.  Casandra Mora, who stated that most 

of her learning in Spanish had been through her Advanced Placement Spanish classes in 

high school, reported the most positive experience.  While she understood some Spanish 

from home, she held that the Spanish classes had helped her build on what she already 

knew.  

The adults in the study who took Spanish at some point in their schooling also had 

varying experiences in Spanish classes in both high school and college.  Elizabeth 

Iglesias, the grandmother of James Iglesias, took Spanish in a formal classroom setting 

for the first time when she began college at the age of thirty-three.  She reported that it 

had been a positive experience, and that she had high quality professors who helped her 

further develop her skills in Spanish.  Raquel, the mother in the Gonzales family, stated 

that her main field of undergraduate study was Spanish, and she also found it to be a 

positive experience, because she enjoyed the literature.  Debbie Fuentes, mother of 

Brandon Fuentes, also took Spanish in college, but found it very difficult, and was 

disappointed that something she felt she should be good at was what ruined her perfect 

grade point average by earning her a B.  Alma Jaramillo, Pepe Jaramillo’s mother, took 

Spanish in the seventh grade, and felt that she knew more Spanish than her teacher, who 

was Anglo and not a native Spanish speaker.  She did not take Spanish again until she 

went to college, and also found the grammar to be very difficult.  Hector Alvarado and 

Ramon Esquivel, both parents in their respective families, went to the same high school 
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and had the same Spanish teacher.  Both of them reported very positive experiences, and 

recalled their amazement at how well she could speak the language, although she was 

Anglo. Miguel Herrera, also a parent, was enrolled in a bilingual program throughout 

elementary school, and in junior high he continued to take Spanish classes.  He enjoyed 

building on his knowledge of Spanish from home, and said that the entire experience was 

very positive and beneficial.  Melissa Mora, Casandra Mora’s mother, was enrolled in a 

migrant school when her family moved to the South Plains.  She, too, enjoyed learning 

Spanish in school, and felt that it was a helpful experience.  

Language Policy in Schools 

The topic of language policy in school as it is addressed herein involves the 

structure of formal language programs, as well as rules and policies regarding language 

enforced by teachers and schools.  Some of the same respondents who reported 

experiences with Spanish in school also had experiences as English Language Learners 

and as speakers of Spanish in an English-speaking school.  Here, as in the section over 

Spanish language classes, the experiences varied widely, and the stories told were from 

many different perspectives.  

Many of the grandparents had some recollection of entering school as a non-

English speaker, but these experiences were not always negative.  Francisco Lunacame 

from Mexico, where he had completed six years of school, and was placed in the first 

grade.  He stated that it was helpful to him to begin to see the English language at a very 

basic level, and had no complaints about this experience.  Elizabeth Iglesias did not speak 

English when she started school, and recalled that the teachers thought that she and her 

sister were mentally retarded because neither of them could speak English.  Natalia 
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Gonzales recalled learning English in elementary school, but she said that because her 

teacher was Hispanic, and none of the students knew English, she was in a positive and 

encouraging environment.  Vicente Herrera, Humberto Mora and Roberto Jaramillo all 

reported that they did not know English when they began school, but did not struggle 

much to learn it.  David Navarro did not know English, either, but picked it up quickly 

because his teachers threatened him.  

The parents in the study also varied in terms of their experiences learning English.  

Miguel Herrera, Carol Navarro, Hector Alvarado, Melissa Mora, Paula Canales, George 

Iglesias, and Ramon Esquivel all maintained that they knew at least some English when 

they started school.  Alma Jaramillo and Raquel Gonzales did not know English when 

they began school, but neither one had many struggles learning.  Raquel stated that she 

did get in trouble initially, because she did not understand the instructions that were given 

in English and was often off task as a result. 

Language policy in schools also involves the rules set forth with regard to 

language.  During the interviews respondents often recounted how they were not allowed 

to speak Spanish in schools or at work, and how they encountered negativity or criticism 

from others when they chose to do so. Most often, it was the generation of the parents 

who made these statements, although a few of the grandparents had had these experiences 

at work.  Is it possible that the language policies encountered by the generation of the 

parents had more of an impact than we realized on the shift to the English language?  

The grandparents in the study, for the most part, either did not go to school, or did 

not come across any sort of admonition for speaking Spanish in school.  Many of the 

parents, however, experienced some reprimand or criticism related to the language that 
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they used.  Hector Alvarado was not allowed to speak Spanish to his football teammates; 

Paula Canales was ridiculed by her friends for not speaking Spanish; Alberto DeLeon 

recalled being scolded for speaking Spanish in high school; Ramon Esquivel was not 

allowed to speak Spanish at work; and George Iglesias stated that he was often mocked 

by others, at school and elsewhere, when he spoke Spanish in public.  

Spanish in the Workplace 

Another theme that is also worth noting, but does not fit into the three categories 

being investigated in this study is that of having to learn Spanish in order to be successful 

at work.  Four of the parents, Hector Alvarado, Paula Canales, Carol Navarro and Melissa 

Mora reported that they had either learned their Spanish (in the case of Paula) or 

improved their Spanish because of their work.  

Paula Canales stated that she did not know how to speak Spanish until she began 

working at her current job as a school secretary, and was motivated by the desire to assist 

the non-English speaking parents who enrolled their children at her school.  Although 

Hector Alvarado credited his initial interest and learning in Spanish to Lola, his step-

mother, he attributed his improvement on that to his job at the grocery store, like Paula 

Canales, motivated by the desire to help the non-English speakers who came to his store.  

He spoke eagerly of how good it made him feel that he was always able to help non-

English speaking customers at the grocery store where he worked. He identified strongly 

with this group of people, and was dedicated to helping them whenever language 

presented a barrier.  

Similarly, Carol Navarro, who had learned some Spanish from her mother-in-law, 

worked to improve her Spanish to help her in her job as a nurse, in order to assist non-
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English speakers with admission into the hospital.  Finally, Melissa also reported great 

improvements in her Spanish since she began work at the energy company where she had 

been employed for eleven years, and where she worked mostly with people from Mexico.  

The attitudes of a few of the respondents toward using Spanish to help others 

were different, however.  While Hector Alvarado approached the task with enthusiasm, 

stating that it made him feel good that he could help other “mexicanos” when they 

struggled to communicate, Carol Navarro stated that she found it burdensome to have to 

do everything for the patients, whom she believed were not even willing to try to do for 

themselves.  The different viewpoints of these two respondents might have more to do 

with their fields of work, but also reflect the general attitude toward one’s own ethnic 

group.  

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the results of the interviews, test, and questionnaires 

administered to the participants of this study in order to gain a greater understanding of 

how the factors of family, ethnic identity and education are related to the maintenance 

and shift of the Spanish language over generations of Chicanos on the South Plains.  

First, the overall data regarding the respondents in this investigation was 

presented, followed by the narratives describing the families interviewed, and a 

discussion of some of the characteristics common among Spanish speakers and non-

Spanish speakers, their parents and their grandparents.  This research has sought to find 

clues as to what might be some of the factors influencing the phenomenon of generational 

heritage language maintenance and shift among this particular group in order to better 

inform families and educators about the possible effects of some of the practices and 
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policies surrounding linguistic socialization over time.  It is difficult to know for certain 

what has transpired from one generation to the next with regard to people’s experiences 

in their families, communities and schools, that has had an effect on the maintenance of 

Spanish or the shift to English over time.  However, the data presented in this chapter has 

provided clues that can help increase our understanding of the experiences and daily 

practices of Chicanos of the South Plains, and how those have had a part in permitting the 

maintenance of Spanish or the shift to English over time in these families.  
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CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to investigate heritage language maintenance and 

shift among Chicanos of the South Plains, and how it is related to the factors of family, 

ethnic identity and education.  Understanding the phenomena surrounding the linguistic 

socialization among this group is important in both raising awareness among families and 

communities of the effects of their daily practices on the shift from Spanish to English 

over time and generations, and also in helping schools make better informed decisions 

regarding language policy and curriculum.  

This mixed methodology study included families from the city of Lubbock, 

surrounding small towns, and rural communities.  The families studied varied in terms of 

education and socioeconomic status, but they had common experiences as Chicanos 

having either grown up on the South Plains, or having come to this area looking for work.  

The stories of these families are vital to understanding this ethnic group and linguistic 

community, and to taking steps to prevent the complete elimination of the Spanish 

language among U.S. born Latinos.   

Hope in High School Spanish

There was one particular adolescent respondent who made clear the potential of 

high school Spanish class in helping Chicanos maintain their heritage language.  

Cassandra Mora cited her Advanced Placement class as the reason that she was able to 

speak and understand as much Spanish as she did.  While this was not the respondent in 

the study with the highest level of fluency, and she recognized that she had much room 

for improvement in her Spanish proficiency, Cassandra’s experiences offer hope for 
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Spanish as it currently exists in schools today to provide some benefit for that student 

who needs the extra push to improve her Spanish.  

Aside from this student, there were other instances in the interviews in which the 

possible benefit of high school Spanish became evident.  In the first interview, for 

example,  Hector Alvarado recalled the impact of his high school Spanish teacher on his 

Spanish learning.  He spoke highly not only of the teacher, but of her ability in Spanish 

and her dedication to helping Chicanos learn the language, and recounted how taking 

high school Spanish helped raise his interest in improving his Spanish so that he could 

better communicate with his stepmother.  

Veronica DeLeon, who was also one of the students who somewhat maintained 

the Spanish language, also made mention of her high school Spanish class and how it had 

benefited her ability in Spanish.  While Veronica did not give full credit to her high 

school Spanish class for her proficiency in the language, she did mention that she found it 

helpful that her teacher made it a regular practice to ask students to share with the class 

when their family used a different expression for the same thing they were learning in 

class, and even listed these words for the class to see.  This practice, while probably not 

solely responsible for Spanish language maintenance among Chicanos, serves the 

powerful purpose of validating the language spoken by a student’s family, even when it is 

different from the textbook, and of encouraging students to share with the class the 

language that they bring with them.  

These particular cases revealed some essential points about Spanish as a foreign 

language as it is now practiced in the state of Texas.  First, it is imperative that we have 

people in the language classroom who are fluent in the Spanish language.  It is not 
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unusual to find Spanish teachers who passed the Texas Oral Proficiency Test (required 

for Spanish teacher certification in Texas) after several tries, yet truly struggle to 

communicate in Spanish when done spontaneously and in actual language situations.  

This lack of language ability would never be tolerated in an English teacher, so the fact 

that it is tolerated in Spanish teachers implies that the Spanish language is not valued by 

the educational system in Texas.  The attitude tends to be one of simply getting the 

students through the classes and getting their foreign language credits out of the way, so 

they can move on to other matters. 

What we learned from Cassandra, Hector and Veronica is that high school 

Spanish can make a difference.  Whether it is the main driving force in helping a person 

maintain his or her Spanish, or it simply plays a part in validating the language and 

culture of the students so that they can take steps to continue learning the language, it is 

not something that can be taken lightly.  Education agencies at all levels, as well as 

teachers and administrators, must take into account that Spanish is not just a way to earn 

a credit on a transcript, but rather recognize that it can be a driving force in helping 

students decide whether they want to continue to learn their heritage language, or in 

discouraging them from wanting to do so.   

Racism and its Role in Heritage Language Shift

Just as it is difficult to separate language and culture, it is equally difficult to 

separate an attack on a language from an attack on the culture associated with that 

language.  This relationship is further elucidated by Hill (1998) in her analysis of what 

she terms as “mock Spanish,” a “covert racist discourse” that involves the mock use of 

Spanish by non-Spanish speakers in order to accomplish “racialization of its subordinate 
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group targets through indirect indexicality, messages that must be available for 

comprehension but are never acknowledged by speakers.”  In dealing with the language 

of a minority group, it is next to impossible to do so without some mention of racism or 

discrimination.  In most of the interviews, racism and discrimination in various forms and 

in varying degrees played some part in the past and present experiences of the 

respondents.  

Lubbock and the surrounding South Plains area have a reputation of racism, as 

noted by many of the respondents in the study, as well as accounts found in the news and 

editorials. It is not uncommon to criticisms of Lubbock or the South Plains for their 

longstanding negative attitudes regarding minorities in general, and often targeting 

Chicanos.   From a letter expressing language attitudes attacking the Chicano people of 

the South Plains (Sones, 2000), to opinion pieces documenting past and present practices 

in the area regarding the treatment of minorities by the dominant culture (Bradley, 2006; 

Ivins, 2005), historical accounts of the treatment of Mexicans in the area (Kibbe, 1946), 

and news stories documenting racial tensions in recent times (Fuquay, 2004) it is obvious 

that the experiences that the respondents recounted were very real, and that the 

respondents are not alone in their feelings that racism exists on the South Plains. Racist 

attitudes, whether openly and directly aimed at language or not, have done their part to 

diminish the value of the Spanish language and of Chicanos in this area.  Hearing stories

from all three generations represented in the study about racism on the part of teachers, 

employers, classmates and neighbors, made it clear how commonplace these bigoted 

attitudes continue to be on the South Plains.  As researchers, we do a disservice to the 

Chicano population by not acknowledging that racism, unpleasant as it may be to discuss, 
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has been part of many of our experiences. Many of the accounts of the respondents made 

a clear connection between the Spanish language and the racism they experienced or 

observed.  Therefore, one cannot help but to associate the racist attitudes that we face 

everyday, yet have come to accept as a part of living on the South Plains, and the loss of 

the Spanish language in many Chicano families in this area.

Limitations of the Study 

Self-Identification as a Spanish Speaker

In recruiting the participants for this study, one of the parameters that I set forth 

was to have half of the adolescent respondents be bilingual in English and Spanish, and 

have of them be monolingual English speakers. When students responded to my requests 

for participants, I asked them if they were bilingual.  While most of the ones who were 

not actually bilingual said so, of the others who self-identified as bilinguals, only one of 

them was fluent enough in Spanish to earn a score of 5 on the Language Assessment 

Scales.  Four others who identified themselves as bilingual received a score of 3, which 

still indicates some amount of bilingualism, even if not to the proficiency level of the 

highest scoring student.  One student who self-identified as bilingual, however, could 

understand only a little Spanish, and could not speak it at all.  

For the purposes of this study, this information was helpful in determining how 

these adolescents viewed themselves and their language abilities, whether accurate or not, 

and it did not impair the results, because the adolescents were actually tested as part of 

the research process.  However, this information calls into question the validity of those 

studies that rely solely on self-reporting to determine whether or not a person is bilingual, 

and even on U.S. Census figures that simply ask a person whether or not he or she speaks 
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a language other than English at home, without taking into account the extent of its use or 

the proficiency level of the speakers.  

The Validity of the LAS and the MEIM

Another problem that was encountered had to do with the quantitative tools used 

in the research.  While the Language Assessment Scales (LAS) are widely used to 

determine the level of proficiency that students have in Spanish, it is still possible that the 

test does not offer an accurate assessment of a person’s skills.  One of the parents stated 

that although he was able to answer all of the questions on the LAS without much

struggle, earning a score of 4, he did not feel fully confident that when placed in a 

situation in which he had to spontaneously produce the Spanish language, he would be 

able to communicate.  This report by one of the parents leads one to question the true 

level of proficiency of the other respondents.  The interview would have been helpful in 

further gauging their linguistic ability, but because the interviews were done in whichever 

of the two languages the respondents preferred, which turned out to be Spanish for most 

of the grandparents, and English for most of the parents and all of the adolescents, they 

were not used for this purpose.  

With regard to the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM), there was some 

inconsistency between the scores that the respondents received on the measure and their 

responses when I interviewed them.  For example, with one family, the grandparents 

were among the most obstinate in their identification with their ethnic group, and with the 

relation of the Spanish language with this group, yet they received some of the lowest 

scores on the MEIM.  In looking back at their interview, the researcher discovered that 

this was because they were Jehovah’s witnesses, and their religion teaches them to avoid 
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separation in terms of race and ethnicity.  Because of issues such as these that are 

unrelated to this study, and were therefore not explored during the course of the 

interviews, it is possible that the MEIM did not offer a true measurement of a person’s 

ethnic identity.  

Recommendations

This research has served to further our knowledge regarding the factors affecting 

maintenance or shift of heritage language among Chicanos in the South Plains area.  

Following are recommendations for families, communities, schools, further research and 

for Chicanos on the South Plains to make decisions in policy and in linguistic 

socialization and everyday practices that will most benefit the next generation of 

Chicanos by helping to maintain the Spanish language within our families and 

communities. 

Recommendations for Families

This study has some important implications for families who hope to pass the 

Spanish language on to their children.  First, it is essential that children be exposed to the 

Spanish language. It is not enough to have Spanish speaking parents if they only speak 

English around their children.  Parents should not be afraid to use the Spanish language 

with their children for purposes other than household chores and scolding, unless 

negativity is all they want their children to associate with the Spanish language.  Rather, 

because children are unlikely to get any Spanish input at school, parents need to make a 

conscious effort to use Spanish for a variety of communicative purposes, to show the 

children that the language is valued, and to expose the children to Spanish in a more 

positive light.  
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While the aim of this study has been to understand why the Spanish language has 

been slowly lost over generations of Chicanos, with the intent of reversing the shift, one 

must admit that there are certain subversive advantages to having a younger generation 

that does not understand what adults in the family are saying.  To use Spanish only for 

these reasons sends a clear message about the language to the younger generation—that 

the language is not theirs--that it is in some ways an enemy to them.  With that attitude 

being implicitly communicated to them, it is no wonder that the adolescents in some 

families are not using Spanish. 

Recommendations for Communities

Communities also play an important role in the linguistic socialization of children.  

Communities have the power to show children how much value a language has, and to 

encourage the maintenance or loss of a child’s heritage language.  Members of 

communities must become proactive in not only encouraging families and their children 

to maintain their languages and cultures, but also in ensuring that practices in their 

communities are not a detriment to one’s home culture and language.  Communities 

should have a special interest in this, because to maintain a family’s language and culture 

is to give a child a connection to his or her parents, grandparents and other elders in their 

ethnic community.  This bond, along with having a shared language and culture within a 

family does much to ensure that a family’s values are passed on to their children because 

communication between generations is not a barrier.  
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Recommendations for Schools

Schools have the power of being one of the main socializing agents in a child’s 

life.  It is for this reason that schools, although not the only force that can ensure that a 

family maintains its heritage language, must take care that the part they play in a child’s 

linguistic socialization is not a negative one.  Schools have a number of ways that they 

can demonstrate that a person’s language and culture are valued, even when they differ 

from the larger population.  

Language Teaching

Foreign language programs in schools could be great opportunities to help a child 

further develop his or her heritage language, or to awaken an interest in that heritage 

language in a child who does not speak it.  Instead, it has not been uncommon in my 

experience as a Spanish teacher to encounter Spanish as a foreign language programs 

fraught with teachers who are not proficient in Spanish, with teachers who are proficient 

in Spanish but are not well schooled on language acquisition theory and methods, or with 

a general attitude that foreign language classes are there simply for the students to earn 

their state-mandated foreign language credits.  Spanish and other languages being taught 

in school are not considered an important part of the curriculum, and until they are, 

language programs will continue to act only as a vehicle designed for students to go 

through the motions of taking a foreign language class, without any regard for whether or 

not they learn the language.

Bilingual education programs were only mentioned a few times during the course 

of the interviews.  None of the adolescent respondents had been in bilingual programs in 

school, but a few of the parents in the families had had these experiences.  The few 
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accounts that were shared regarding bilingual classes were positive, demonstrating the 

potential of such classes to help a child develop his or her heritage language.  As in 

foreign language programs, it is imperative that teachers in the bilingual programs to 

which students are often exposed at an earlier age are highly skilled in language teaching 

methodologies, as well as highly proficient in the Spanish language.  However, according 

to Guerrero (1999), “rarely do we stop to question how it is possible to meet this growing 

demand for teachers that are proficient in academic Spanish when our society so openly 

discourages the development of bilingualism.”

As has been seen in some of the families studied in this research, both Spanish as 

a foreign language and bilingual education can be agents that allow Chicanos to develop 

the language they bring from home, to spark a further interest in their own culture, or to 

awaken an interest in the language for a student who might have otherwise completely 

lost that language.    Schools must take great care to place qualified teachers in the 

Spanish classroom, be it foreign language or bilingual education, lest they risk being a 

contributor to the loss of the Spanish language in many Chicano families.  

Finally, foreign language programs tend to focus on language acquisition by non-

Spanish speaking students, while ignoring the fact that many United States born Chicano 

students populate these classes and are in need of developing their heritage languages.  

As educators we run the risk of assuming a dichotomous view of our students--that is, 

believing that a student either knows Spanish because he or she is of Hispanic descent, or 

that a non-Hispanic student does not know any Spanish at all.   It is often assumed that 

because students like those in this study are Hispanic, they come to school knowing 

Spanish, when the opposite might be true.  In many cases, as this study has revealed,
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Chicano students come to school with some understanding of Spanish because they have 

heard the language being spoken at home, but still in great need of further developing the 

language.  In my experience, Spanish textbooks in recent times have included materials 

for the heritage language learner, an encouraging sign for those who have many 

Hispanics in our classes who are in need of developing their Spanish.  However, while 

the materials are provided, courses and schools schedules are not structured in a way that 

facilitates instruction in Spanish for the varying levels that a teacher might face in the 

foreign language classroom.   Raising awareness of the actual level of proficiency that 

these students bring with them will allow us to begin to address their true needs and to 

use the programs that are in existence in the schools to help the Chicano students develop 

their heritage language and to halt the shift from Spanish to English that has occurred in 

their families over time.  

School Language Policies

Policies regarding language should never be an attack on a student’s culture.  It 

was once commonplace, as evidenced by the accounts of many of the parents in the 

study, to not allow a child to speak Spanish at school.  This was done by way of 

barefaced policies, in which Chicano students were strictly forbidden from speaking 

Spanish in school.  

For decades Texas teachers had used English-only laws to sanction punitive 

actions against Mexican-American students who violated the no-Spanish 

requirement. In the early 1970s, the United States Commission on Civil Rights 

reported that Mexican-American students caught speaking Spanish faced fines (a 

penny for every Spanish word), had to stand on a "black square," or were made to 
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write, "I must not speak Spanish." School personnel rationalized these actions as 

pedagogical measures (Rodriguez, 2001). 

Such policies are, hopefully, a thing of the past.  However, we must be aware of 

other forms of language discrimination that, although more subtle, serve to communicate 

the same message that the blatant policies of the past communicated: that Spanish is not 

valued, that those who speak it are inferior, and that it is in one’s best interest to lose the 

Spanish language rather than continue to develop it.  School personnel must avoid 

placing barriers between them and the children whose language and culture differ from 

their own, and instead, work to learn more about the students’ cultures to show that they 

are valued and that developing two languages is a positive practice, beneficial to the 

students and to larger society.   According to Midobuche (1999) “Teachers who respect 

and appreciate the different cultures in the classroom accept, validate and acknowledge 

the experiences, languages and traditions of linguistically or culturally diverse students. 

These students develop not only a sense of belonging, but a realistic and positive self-

concept” (p. 82).   Therefore, it is vital to the survival of Spanish among Chicanos that 

educators make a sincere effort to eradicate their own ignorance regarding minority 

groups and their languages, and to truly do what is best for the children and for society by 

encouraging the continued development of the heritage languages and cultures that 

children bring with them to school.  
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Recommendations for Research

Studies that have investigated the shift from Spanish to English have been done 

on the larger population of the United States.  A study measuring the extent to which 

Spanish has been maintained, or has shifted to English among families in the 

geographical area of the South Plains would serve to inform us about the degree of the 

problem of heritage language shift in Chicano families.    

Furthermore, there is a need for research to make some clear distinctions among 

the groups being investigated.  Just as the U.S. Census tends to lump all groups of 

Spanish speaking descent into one group, research in the past has tended to do the same. 

Some research studies have made a distinction between Mexican-descent people and 

other Latino groups, but a further delineation between Chicanos and people who have 

come to the United States from Mexico must also be made.  As previously mentioned, 

Chicanos are a group distinct from those who have immigrated into the United States, 

and research must take notice of this and treat them as such.  Failure to treat Chicanos as 

a group of people separate from Mexican-born persons serves as yet another slight 

against this and other groups of Latinos.  

Recommendations for Chicanos on the South Plains

Chicanos are in a very unique position in the United States.  We are able to 

function in two cultures.  We have been exposed to the Chicano culture in our own 

families, acquired the language, the values, a deep understanding of the expressions, the 

humor, and the cultural traditions that have made us who we are.  We have been exposed 

to the Anglo culture through our schools and our workplaces, allowing us to acquire the 

English language, the values, and an understanding of the practices and traditions that 
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make the dominant culture what it is.  Being bilingual and bicultural is an enormous 

advantage in many facets of our lives.  It gives us an edge that only those who have spent 

their lives equally entrenched in both the Chicano and the Anglo culture could ever come 

to achieve.  With this in hand, we can truly accomplish great things, and many of us have 

used our bilingualism and our biculturalism to their fullest potential.  But suddenly a 

large and important part of this is disappearing from the next generation of Chicanos, 

often rendering them helpless in a conversation with elders in their communities and even 

in their own families, leaving them wordless, blank and empty at the most inopportune of 

times.  

The forces that have contributed to the disappearance of the Spanish language 

have been powerful and effective enough without the additional help that our own 

negative attitudes toward the Spanish language have given.  Often, we can be our own 

worst enemies in the battle to maintain Spanish by our criticism of those who speak it 

differently or in a non-standard form.  Several of the adolescents in the study mentioned 

that they were afraid to be ridiculed by their elders when they tried to speak what they 

considered less than perfect Spanish, and even some of the parents, when asked if they 

spoke Spanish fluently, responded that they did not speak the correct Spanish, or that they 

spoke Tex-Mex, a non-standard variety.  We must take care to remind ourselves and our 

families that the Spanish we speak, however non-standard we may consider it to be, is to 

be respected and valued.  We cannot afford to buy into the often-prevalent mentality that 

what we speak here on the South Plains is somehow an inferior form of Spanish. In many 

cases, we have so little of the Spanish language left, that we must take extra care not to 

lose it and not to allow the dominant culture to continue to take it away.  
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On September 16 and on Cinco de Mayo, Chicanos on the South Plains proudly 

take to the streets in a boisterous and festive display of our culture.  It only takes a 

slightly deeper look at the situation, however, to see that the culture we tout and the pride 

we proclaim are only the few superficial remnants of ourselves that we have managed to 

keep. The Spanish language, the one vehicle that we had for so many generations to share 

this culture and this pride with one another, is almost non-existent, even in the midst of 

these culturally charged festivities.  What are we celebrating, if we have not even been 

able to hold on to the one thing that our ancestors, poor as they might have been, were 

able to lavish on us so richly?  

Until we Chicanos convince others and ourselves that we are a valuable group of 

people, as is our Spanish language, it will continue to be difficult to make any strides

toward reviving the dying Spanish language among our group. As long as Chicanos 

continue to allow others to mock the Spanish language, to show disrespect toward us as 

an ethnic group, and to launch continued, misinformed attacks, whether subtle or 

unconcealed, on us and on our language, and as long as we continue to let our voices 

disappear into the pale sea of indifference that grows deeper every day on the South 

Plains, the forces mentioned herein will continue to slowly chip away at the Spanish 

language for more and more Chicano families on the South Plains.  

Conclusion

This research has investigated the generational maintenance and shift of Spanish 

as a heritage language among Chicano families of the South Plains, and how they are 

related to the factors of family, ethnic identity and education.  Thirteen families shared 

their stories in an effort to aid our understanding of the phenomenon of language 
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maintenance and shift.  Members of three generations within each of these families were 

interviewed, took a Spanish language assessment, and completed a questionnaire.  Their 

insights and their stories have given us a brief glance of what has taken place over time to 

allow some families to keep the Spanish language alive in some families, even in small 

amounts, or to completely eliminate the Spanish language from one generation to the next 

in other families.  

The factors of family, ethnic identity and education have all played some role in 

the linguistic socialization of the adolescents in this study.  Each one of the above factors 

has assumed a different role to a different extent in the experiences of each family in this 

study, but a greater understanding of these factors and what effect they have had on the 

maintenance or shift of Spanish among Chicanos of the South Plains can aid all of us as 

parents, educators and community members in making informed decisions about our 

daily practices regarding language according to our linguistic objectives for subsequent

generations.  

This study was a journey into the lives and experiences of Chicano families not 

unlike my own.  It was a search for answers in discovering why the Spanish language is 

disappearing from some Chicano families, while in others it has managed, albeit with 

some difficulty, to survive.  The study was an attempt to bring attention to a growing 

problem among the Chicano population, not only on the South Plains, but anywhere that 

Chicanos might live.  It was a search by a teacher of Spanish for some validation that my 

work and my efforts are doing some amount of good for someone. 

In doing this research, I found many answers. I found that the Spanish language 

has a chance to survive if we build awareness in our schools, families and communities, 
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and make a conscious effort to engage in practices that help Chicanos further develop the 

Spanish language, or spark an interest for them to learn the language for the first time.  

Yet aside from these answers I found so much more.  

As the respondents in this study recounted their experiences, I found in their faces 

the hope that my own parents had for their children; I read in their eyes the stories my 

father told of coming to the South Plains to face insults and hatred toward the color of his 

skin and the language that he spoke; and I heard in their voices my mother’s reassuring 

words that reminded me daily that my language and my people were to be treasured.      
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The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM)

In this country, people come from many different countries and cultures, and there are 
many different words to describe the different backgrounds or ethnic groups that people 
come from. Some examples of the names of ethnic groups are Hispanic or Latino, Black 
or African American, Asian American, Chinese, Filipino, American Indian, Mexican 
American, Caucasian or White, Italian American, and many others.  These questions are 
about your ethnicity or your ethnic group and how you feel about it or react to it.

Please fill in: In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to be ____________________

Use the numbers below to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement. 

(4) Strongly agree     (3) Agree     (2) Disagree     (1) Strongly disagree  

 1- I have spent time trying to find out more about my ethnic group, such as 
its history, traditions, and customs.   

 2- I am active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members 
of my own ethnic group.

 3- I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me.
 4- I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership.
 5- I am happy that I am a member of the group I belong to.
 6- I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group.
 7- I understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me.
 8- In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked 

to other people about my ethnic group.
 9- I have a lot of pride in my ethnic group.
10- I participate in cultural practices of my own group, such as special food, 

music, or customs.
11- I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group.
12- I feel good about my cultural or ethnic background.

13- My ethnicity is 
(1) Asian or Asian American, including Chinese, Japanese, and others
(2) Black or African American
(3) Hispanic or Latino, including Mexican American, Central American, and others
(4) White, Caucasian, Anglo, European American; not Hispanic
(5) American Indian/Native American
(6) Mixed; Parents are from two different groups
(7) Other (write in): _____________________________________

14- My father's ethnicity is (use numbers above)
15- My mother's ethnicity is (use numbers above) 
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APPENDIX B

QUESTIONNAIRE

(ADAPTED FROM RIVERA MILLS’ FORTUNA LINGUISTIC STUDY)
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Questionnaire
(adapted from Rivera-Mills’ Fortuna Sociolinguistic Study, 2000)

BACKGROUND
Name:  
Education:  <7 yrs______  7-11 yrs ______ HS diploma _____ Some college ______ 

          4yrs college_____ Graduate school_______ Other ______ 
Gender:  M F
Place of birth:  City:  Country:
Age:  
Occupation:  
I, II, or III generation in the US?
Age of arrival in the U.S.?
Length of time in ________________ (city or town of current residence)? 
Why did you come to ______________________(city or town of current residence)?
NETWORK:
Could you please give the names of people with whom you have the most frequent 
contact?
name relationship       nationality frequency   language 
1.  
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 

Do you have family in Mexico?

Do you visit them? 

How often?

What do you consider to be your first language?  English Spanish Other

How did you learn English/Spanish?  Self-taught school other:  

At what age?

What kind of cultural events, or community activities, do you participate in?  How often?

What language(s) do you speak at these events?
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ATTITUDES

What language do you prefer to:  
speak?
read?
write?
listen to? 

The Spanish that I speak in my home is (better, same, different) than the one spoken in 
________________ (city or town of residence). How?

Who do you think speaks the best Spanish in ______________________ ? (nationality)

Are you involved in or aware of any action groups that advocate for Hispanics in 
______________ (city/town) or in _________________  County?

What adjectives would you use to describe Hispanics in ____________________?  

Describe the changes you have seen in ___________________ in the last 5 years.

Which Spanish do you think should be taught in the public schools? (Mexican, Spain, 
Cuban, etc)? 

Where would you prefer to live?  U.S. Spanish-speaking country

Are you a U.S. citizen?

Would you become a U.S. citizen?
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LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY:

How well do you. . . .
Ability None (1) A little (2) Satis. (3) Very well 

(4)
Native (5)

Speak Eng.
Understand 
Eng.
Read Eng.
Write Eng. 
Speak Span
Understand 
Spanish
Read Span
Write Span

LANGUAGE USE

How much English/Spanish do you use in the following situations? 
Domain Eng only 

(1)
+Eng/-
Span (2)

Both 
equally

+Span/-
Eng (3)

Span only 
(5)

N/A 

Home
Work
Groc. St.
Church
Doctor
Bank
Neighbors
T.V.
Radio
Music
Books
Magazines
Newspaper
Mental 
actions
Angry: 
children 
spouse
Count
Pray
Dream
Mother
Father
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Domain Eng only 
(1)

+Eng/-
Span (2)

Both 
equally

+Span/-
Eng (3)

Span only 
(5)

N/A 

M’s father
F’s mother
F’s father
Brothers:
Older
Younger

sisters: 
older
younger
Spouse
Children 
Older
younger
Grandchild 
Older
Younger

LIEKERT SCALE FOR STATEMENTS
(1=strongly agree to 5=strongly disagree)
It is important for me to maintain my Spanish.  
1 2 3 4 5
It is important for me to maintain contact with Spanish-speaking persons.  
1 2 3 4 5
I can express my feelings better in Spanish than in English. 
1 2 3 4 5
I need Spanish for my daily communication.
1 2 3 4 5
Spanish helps me maintain cultural values and traditions.
1 2 3 4 5
I maintain Latino cuisine. 
1 2 3 4 5
I buy products from my country. 
1 2 3 4 5
I celebrate my own cultural holidays. 
1 2 3 4 5
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MIGRATORY ISSUES—Likert Scale (applicable to non-U.S. born respondents)
Why did you come to the U.S.?
Economic(1) Political(2) Family(3) Health(4) Other(5)

Coming to the U.S. was my choice.  
1 2 3 4 5

It was difficult to leave Mexico.  
1 2 3 4 5

It was easy for me to adapt to the U.S.  
1 2 3 4 5

I went through “culture shock.”
1 2 3 4 5

How long did it take you to adapt to the U.S.?
1 2 3 4 5
no time at all 6 mo. 1-3 yrs. 5+ not yet

I have now assimilated to the American culture.
1 2 3 4 5

I am happy living in the U.S. 
1 2 3 4 5

If it had been my decision, I would have never come to the U.S. 
1 2 3 4 5

LANGUAGE POLITICS
I have experienced discrimination in the U.S. 
1 2 3 4 5 

I have experienced discrimination in _________________________. 
1 2 3 4 5

I feel that I am a bigger part of the American culture than the Hispanic culture.
1 2 3 4 5

Speaking Spanish helps me in my job.
1 2 3 4 5

In order to be Latino/Hispanic you must speak Spanish. 
1 2 3 4 5
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Knowing how to speak English and Spanish here in _________________ is an 
advantage.  
1 2 3 4 5

 There are government institutions in ______________ that discriminate against 
Hispanics. (Eg. Police, courts, social services, schools, etc.) 
1 2 3 4 5

(Do you know what bilingual education is?) Y    N
Bilingual education should be provided freely by the government. 
1 2 3 4 5

Children in ________________ would benefit from having bilingual education.
1 2 3 4 5

There is a lot of solidarity among Hispanics in _____________________?
1 2 3 4 5

There is a very good relationship between Anglos and Hispanics.
1 2 3 4 5

Each individual is responsible for teaching his or her children Spanish.
1 2 3 4 5

I am a bigger part of the Hispanic culture than the North American culture. 
1 2 3 4 5

Spanish should be taught in all public schools.
1 2 3 4 5

I think the United States should have English as the official language. 
1 2 3 4 5

Acculturation level 
1 2 3 4 5
Very Hispanic (1); 
+Hispanic/-American (2); 
Half & Half (3); 
+American/-Hispanic (4); 
Very American (5)



188

APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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Interview Questions 
(for Parents and Grandparents) 

1. Where did you grow up? What were your experiences as a child there?  Did you 
speak Spanish or English as a child?  How many people were in your family? 
How many lived in your house, and who were they?  How much time do you 
remember spending with your family as a child?  What language was typically 
spoken?  

2. Where and from whom did you learn Spanish?  What do you remember about 
your Spanish learning?  Do you know how to read and write in Spanish?  

3. What were your experiences in school?  What language did you speak when you 
started school?  Have you ever taken any Spanish classes at school or anywhere 
else? What has been your experience in these classes?  Did you ever take English 
classes?  What were your experiences with these? 

4. Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination because of speaking 
Spanish? Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination because of being 
Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Latino?  When and where?  How did you react? 
How did this affect you?  

5. How many people are in your family?  How many live in your house? About how 
much time does your family spend together each day? What language does your 
family usually speak to you? If both English and Spanish, have you noticed a 
difference in when they use each one? In what language do you typically 
communicate?  If both English and Spanish, do you notice a difference in which 
situations each is used?  What are they?  

6. What do you like to do in your spare time?  (Music, t.v., reading, etc.). In what 
language is this done, or with what culture is it related?  How much time do you 
spend doing this?  

7. What do you prefer to call yourself (Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Mexican-
American/Latino?  Why?  

8. Do you think all Hispanics/Mexicanos/Chicanos/Mexican-Americans/Latinos 
should speak Spanish? Why or why not? 

9. When do you use your Spanish most?   
10. What do you do for a living?  Do you ever use Spanish at work? 
11. Think about your friends outside the family? Do they speak Spanish? To you? In 

their homes?  
12. Do you ever hear Spanish spoken in public?  Give me some examples—where 

and by whom?  How do you react?  
13.  Did you make a conscious choice to teach or not to teach your children Spanish?  

Why or why not?  Do you think it’s more important to speak English or Spanish?  
Why?  

  



190

Interview Questions
(for Adolescents, Bilingual)

14. Where have you grown up? What were your experiences as a child there?  Did 
you speak Spanish or English as a child?  

15. How many people are in your family? How many live in your house, and who are 
they?  How much time do you spend with your family?  What language is 
typically spoken?  If both English and Spanish, do you notice a difference in 
which situations each is used, or by whom?  What are they?  Do you speak 
Spanish to everyone in your family, or do you speak Spanish to some and English 
to others?  Who are they?  

16. Where and from whom did you learn Spanish?  What do you remember about 
your Spanish learning?  Do you know how to read and write in Spanish?  

17. Where do you go to school?  What have been your experiences there?  What kind 
of school activities are you involved in? What language did you speak when you 
started school?  What language do you usually use now in school, or in school 
activities?  Have you ever taken any Spanish classes at school or anywhere else? 
What has been your experience in these classes?  Did you ever take English 
classes?  What were your experiences with these? 

18. Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination because of speaking 
Spanish? Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination because of being 
Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Latino?  When and where?  How did you react? 
How did this affect you?  

19. What do you like to do in your spare time?  (Music, t.v., reading, etc.). In what 
language is this done, or with what culture is it related?  How much time do you 
spend doing this?  

20. What do you prefer to call yourself (Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Mexican-
American/Latino)?  Why?  

21. Do you think all Hispanics/Mexicanos/Chicanos/Mexican-Americans/Latinos 
should speak Spanish? Why or why not? 

22. When do you use your Spanish most?   
23. Do you have any activities outside of school?  (work, volunteer, church, etc.)  

What language do you usually use at these activities?   
24. Think about your friends outside the family? Are they 

Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Mexican-American/Latino?  Do they speak Spanish? 
To you? In their homes?  

25. Do you ever hear Spanish spoken in public?  Give me some examples—where 
and by whom?  How do you react?  

26. Do you think it’s more important to speak English or Spanish?  Why?  
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Interview Questions
(for Adolescents, Monolingual English Speakers)

27. Where have you grown up? What were your experiences as a child there?  Do you 
remember speaking any Spanish as a child?   (If yes, where and from whom did 
you learn Spanish?  What do you remember about your Spanish learning?  When 
did you stop using it and why? )

28. How many people are in your family? How many live in your house, and who are 
they?  How much time do you spend with your family?  What language is 
typically spoken?  If both English and Spanish, do you notice a difference in 
which situations each is used, or by whom?  What are they? Do you understand if 
and when Spanish is spoken?  

29. Where do you go to school?  What have been your experiences there?  What kind 
of school activities are you involved in? What language did you speak when you 
started school?  What language do you usually use now in school, or in school 
activities?  What language do you hear your classmates using?  Have you ever 
taken any Spanish classes at school or anywhere else? What has been your 
experience in these classes?  

30. Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination because of speaking (if 
this was the case) or NOT speaking Spanish? Have you ever experienced any 
form of discrimination because of being Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Latino?  
When and where?  How did you react? How did this affect you?  

31. What do you like to do in your spare time?  (Music, t.v., reading, etc.). In what 
language is this done, or with what culture is it related?  How much time do you 
spend doing this?  

32. What do you prefer to call yourself (Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Mexican-
American/Latino)?  Why?  

33. Do you think Hispanics/Mexicanos/Chicanos/Mexican-Americans/Latinos should 
speak Spanish? Why or why not? 

34. Do you have any activities outside of school?  (work, volunteer, church, etc.)  
What language do you usually use at these activities?   

35. Think about your friends outside the family? Are they 
Hispanic/Mexicano/Chicano/Mexican-American/Latino?  Do they speak Spanish? 

36. Do you ever hear Spanish spoken in public?  Give me some examples—where 
and by whom?  How do you react?  

37. Do you think it’s important to speak Spanish?  Why?  
38. What do you think is the main reason that you do not speak Spanish now?  
39. Do you wish you knew Spanish?  Why or why not?  
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