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Foreword i

Foreword

During the last several decades, the United States experienced
a level of immigration not seen since the great waves of immigration
in the early twentieth century. And, in contrast to the immigrants of
the early twentieth century, most recent immigrants come not from
Europe, but primarily from Latin America and Asia. The increase in
the number of speakers of different varieties of Chinese has been
especially dramatic. For example, according to the U.S. Bureau of
the Census, from 1990 to 2000 the number of persons over five who
reported that they spoke one or another dialect of Chinese at home
increased by nearly 62 percent, to more than 2 million, and Chinese
immigration has continued in the new century.

Despite the increase in the number of speakers of languages
other than English, minority language parents who wish to transmit
(their language and culture to the next generation are faced with a
difficult task. Indeed, a great deal of evidence shows that the
traditional three-generation pattern of language shift persists, despite
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the increasing linguistic diversity of the United States. Thus,
immigrant parents are usually dominant in their first language. Their
children, the first U.S.-born generation, are usually bilingual,
although most have stronger literacy skills in English as a result of
their schooling in English. And, in the majority of cases, the
members of second U.S.-born generation are strongly
English-dominant, with no more than a passive command, if that, of
their grandparents’ language. This continuing state of affairs has led
many scholars such as Lily Wong Fillmore to conclude that the
children of immigrants to the United States are in much greater
danger of losing their heritage language than they are of failing to
acquire English. And, with the loss of the heritage language comes
the loss of the cultural values that the language embodies as well as
opportunities for the rich inter-generational communication that has
traditionally characterized Chinese families.

Although immigrant families who wish to transmit their
language and culture to the next generation face many obstacles, as
Jia Li shows in this carefully conducted study, those of us who
embrace linguistic diversity and who view bilingualism as a
resource, have some reason to.be hopeful. San Ramén, the site of Jia
Li’s remarkable study, now can boast of four Chinese heritage
language schools, including the school portrayed so sensitively in
this volume. As the author shows, many Chinese parents are
themselves taking steps to make sure that their children do not lose
the marvelous gift of the Chinese language and, as we see in the
account of the children’s performances at Spring Festival,‘ the
Chinese community of San Ramén, although it represents only a
very small percentage of the overall population of the area, is
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providing considerable support.

Much of Jia Li’s study focuses on language learning in San
Ramén’s Lu Xun Chinese Heritage Language School. However,
mindful of sociolinguist Joshua Fishman’s view that the home is the
crucial arena for minority language maintenance, Jia Li draws upon
the rich tradition of research in language socialization and shows us
the interactions between parents and children at home as well. She
provides portraits of three of the families gathered together for the
evening meal and illustrates how ordinary interactions become the
means by which not only language but also cultural values are
passed on to the next generation. We see, for example, how the
older child in one family begins to act appropriately as a big sister
by saving some of her favorite candy for her little brother. The
portraits of families at home also highlight the important role of
mothers in transmitting both language and culture to their children, a
role that the author, herself the mother of two children living in the-
United States, understands very well. '

It is clear that Jia Li has contributed considerably to our
understanding of Chinese immigrants in the United States. The
contribution of this volume, however, is not limited to a singlé
community. Rather, by providing a multi-faceted study of heritagé
language learning, Jia Li has also contributed to language
socialization research more generally. Until recently, most studies of
language socialization have focused on very.young children being
socialized by and through language into the norms of their own
culture, and many studies have been conducted in monolingual
communities. The study of older children in bi- or multilingual

contexts is a relatively recent development. In her clear account of
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the efforts of Chinese parents and teachers of San Ramoén to transmit
their language and culture to the next generation, Jia Li has made an
important contribution to this new area of language socialization

research.

Robert Bayley, Full Professor
Department of Linguistics
University of California, Davis

January, 2008
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