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Research on bilingual education presents clear advantages for children’s linguistic, cognitive, and social 

development (Lindholm-Leary, 2011; Thomas, Collier, and Abbott, 1993). However, recent criticism of 

dual language education programs has led to claims of dual language education as a marker of “elite 

bilingualism” (de Costa, 2010) or that parents play their roles as socially accepted “good parents” by 

sending their child to a bilingual school (King & Fogle, 2006). This dissertation presents the linguistic 

ideologies, motivations, and practices of parents of students enrolled in a Mandarin-English dual language 

school (DLS) in the Mid-Atlantic U.S. Qualitative data were obtained from in-depth interviews with 21 

parents, the majority of whom have no Chinese ethnic connection. In drawing from theories of Family 

Language Policy (FLP), parents addressed the connections between Mandarin and economic, political, 

sociolinguistic, or sociocultural factors (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). This research adds insight into the 

ways parents uniquely shape their identities in how they both accept and reject aspects of Chinese culture 

and language. Despite their language proficiency in the target language, parents prove to be capable 



 

 
 

language agents for their children. My study reveals a more nuanced portrait of the parents who choose 

Mandarin immersion for their children and explores the critical role that parents can play in informing 

bilingual policies and practices. 
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Chapter 1  
A History of Mandarin English Dual Language Education 

1.1 Introduction 

On a typical day, students are seated cross-legged on a mat in the center of the classroom, 

learning how to draw strokes of a Chinese character on a piece of paper, while the teacher 

models by gliding the paint from the large-tipped brush on an easel. In another class, the teacher 

is pronouncing tones to her students, vocalizing and engaging as if an orchestrator: the high, 

level tone (mā), the rising tone (má), the falling and rising tone (mǎ), and the sharp falling tone 

(mà). At home, students watch Pleasant Goat and Big Big Wolf or 喜羊羊与灰太狼, a children’s 

animated cartoon featuring the adventures of a group of goats who evade the capture of a 

hopeless wolf trying to eat them. 

These scenes are not from a classroom in mainland China but can be found at Alice Fong 

Yu Alternative School in San Francisco, California; Glenwood Elementary in Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina; Washington Yu Ying in Washington, D.C.; or any of the 170 Mandarin immersion 

programs located in the United States. These programs do not just feature Chinese students who 

are learning their heritage language, but also may comprise diverse students from a range of 

ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. In these classrooms, there can be a mix of Chinese 

students amid blond-haired Caucasian and African American children, all learning to 

differentiate between tones at the teacher’s guidance. 

In the United States, it is often trendy for speakers to learn more than one language. 

Every year, parents seeking this opportunity for their children vie to enroll their children in 

bilingual programs. As of July of 2021, there were 886 dual language programs in the United 



 

2 

States (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2021), and that number continues to grow. Language 

immersion programs are also increasing in number and popularity. While Spanish continues to 

be a top option, recently Mandarin Chinese has been gaining traction even in places that do not 

historically have a large Chinese population, such as Salt Lake City, Utah; Minnetonka, 

Minnesota; and Scottsdale, Arizona. 

With language immersion schools multiplying in popularity, parents may have many 

reasons for selecting these schools for their children. What motivations and ideologies are behind 

parents choosing a bilingual school?  For parents who are culturally Chinese, what purpose is 

served by sending a child to a bilingual school instead of teaching the language at home or in the 

community? For parents of non-Chinese descent, what parenting ideologies are involved in their 

desire for Mandarin language learning? Many studies have looked at the development of English 

Language Learners or ELLs (Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Potowski, 2007); my study aims to offer 

another perspective on the reasons parents select Chinese dual language education for their 

children. 

This study investigates the ideologies, beliefs, motivations, and experiences of parents of 

students enrolled in a Chinese-English dual language school, drawing upon qualitative data 

obtained from in-depth interviews. My research asks about the linguistic and educational beliefs, 

motivations, ideologies, and experiences of these parents, and how they discuss their decisions 

regarding their experiences with their children’s schooling. I investigate the ways in which their 

linguistic background and cultural heritage serve as factors in their decision making. 

Also relevant to the motivations of parents is how they engage with Mandarin outside of 

the school and within the context of their homes. I explore their levels of engagement with the 

language, as well as how they reveal explicit and implicit family language policies and practices. 
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As parents of dual language immersion students, I delve deeper into their roles and identities as 

parents of Chinese language learners. It is my wish that by understanding parental motivations, I 

will be able to influence educational policies that provide access to dual language programs for 

children of linguistically diverse families. 

This beginning chapter, Chapter 1, gives a brief overview of the history of bilingual 

education, including the many issues surrounding its implementation in the United States. These 

issues and more will be reexamined in greater depth in Chapter 2. In the next section, section 2, I 

provide my own personal linguistic and cultural background for my dissertation study, outlining 

my reasoning for studying dual language schools. Section 3 provides a brief history of bilingual 

and immersion education in the U.S., and I review documented benefits as well as challenges of 

this educational model. In section 4, I explain the various factors that relate to parents’ choices 

regarding bilingual and immersion education. In the following section, Section 5, I detail a brief 

history of Chinese Americans, from migration to so-called “model minorities,” and explore how 

language is interwoven into immigration. Section 6 examines the rise of the Chinese language in 

the United States, leading to Section 7, which describes the structure of teaching in Chinese two-

way or dual language immersion schools. In Section 8, I provide an overview of the type of 

parents who choose this type of education. Lastly in Section 9, I explore the next steps in my 

research on how language, ethnicity, and culture may intersect with parents’ decisions. 

1.2 My Linguistic Autobiography 

Becoming Cantonese  
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Gloria E. Anzaldúa (1987) once wrote about people stuck in a sense of linguistic and 

cultural loss, "As a people who have been stripped of our history, language, identity, and pride, 

we attempt again and again to find what we have lost digging into our cultural roots 

imaginatively and making art out of our findings" (p. 176). My own exploration into bilingual 

identity was thus also impacted by my cultural upbringing.  

My first language is Cantonese, which is the language of my culture, my customs, my 

heritage, and the food that I love. Every time I would get angry or frustrated, I would 

immediately resort to phrases of insult in Cantonese. It was the language I would use to fight 

with my siblings as we were growing up. When we would close down our family restaurant and 

eat poached chicken with ginger and scallions on Chinese New Year, I would pray to my 

ancestors in Cantonese.1 All of my parents’ habits would be given in a voice that was astute, 

multi-toned, lively, and ambitious. This was my mother tongue. 

I grew up in a small town of North Carolina, in the foothills of the Appalachian 

Mountains, in a town with a receding manufacturing industry. Growing up, my family was the 

only Chinese family in the area. Therefore, as I enrolled in school, it became clear that no one 

spoke my mother tongue. Immediately, I was put in an English as a second language (ESL) class 

with individualized lessons. English became a hard language to grapple with, so far removed 

from the warm embrace of the sounds I was raised in. I remember feeling lost, constantly 

searching for someone to understand me, for someone I could understand. This feeling always 

stayed with me, and it is one of the reasons why I pursued linguistics as an area of interest and 

teach ESL. 

                                                
1 Chinese can consist of many different dialects. More famously, it is used interchangeably with Mandarin, a 
language spoken by 800 million people (or about 70% of Chinese nationals). However, the Chinese of my heritage 
language is Cantonese, spoken by 68 million, and prominently used by speakers from Hong Kong, Macau, and 
Guangdong province.  
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Losing my Language for English  

As I began to grasp more English, I began to lose parts of my native Cantonese. When 

classmates at school would ask me to pronounce certain words, I would refuse to speak Chinese 

because I was ashamed and resented the fact that my parents always spoke English with an 

accent. Instead, I tried to find ways in which I could become more “American,” favoring fast 

food and American music over my parents’ traditional cooking and popular Cantopop. 

What made matters worse was that I began to see my Chinese decline. I stopped 

responding back in Chinese to my parents and, gradually, spoke more and more in English. My 

parents became increasingly frustrated about my lack of Chinese. “Ai ya!”2 my dad would 

exclaim, “jook-sing m sik gong Gwóngdūng wá”  (The bamboo pole3 doesn’t speak Cantonese). 

And I often reflected on just how right he was, “Why can’t I speak Chinese?” After a while, my 

parents begrudgingly accommodated my responses in English, but often critiqued how they 

struggled to communicate Chinese concepts in another language, especially one so foreign to 

them. To this date, my parents and I continue our conversations in English, never managing to 

get over the linguistic wall between us. 

When Bilingualism Subtracts  

Unfortunately, my story sounds all too familiar to many Americans. I am one of many 

children of immigrants who cannot speak their native language well or at all, especially in the 

United States, where the expectation to learn English leads to the loss of many heritage 

languages. This type of phenomenon, known as “subtractive bilingualism,” is what Wong-

                                                
2 Any child growing up in a Cantonese household is familiar with this popular exclamation, similar to “Oh my 
God!” in English, but with a mixture of anger, exasperation, and disappointment.  
3 “Jook-sing”, which means “bamboo pole” or “bamboo rod” in Cantonese is often a derogatory term for Chinese 
Americans and other overseas Chinese who are perceived to identify more with Western culture and beliefs than 
with that of their Asian heritage. The bamboo represents an Asian countenance, while being hollow on the inside. 
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Fillmore (1991) discusses as a plight of “countless American immigrant and native children and 

adults who have lost their ethnic languages in the process of becoming linguistically assimilated 

into the English-speaking world of the school and society” (p. 324). 

In particular, speakers of Asian languages are especially in danger of losing their native 

tongues, possibly due to the lack of access to those languages in the community and society at 

large. Another factor could be the dominance of English, especially its status as the language 

needed for academic success and upward mobility in the United States. As Shin (2005) mentions, 

immigrant parents often fear that their children will “not learn English quickly enough and thus 

fall behind in school” (p. 7). This fear and pressure of children trailing behind in academics 

manifest in parents wanting to speak English to children at home, instead of the native language. 

As a result, many children of immigrants grow up speaking primarily English, while losing 

proficiency in their native tongues. 

While I reflect upon my own language experiences and become disappointed by my lack 

of language skills in Chinese, I am also curious about why some parents want to retain the native 

language, despite societal pressures. What draws me to investigating the experiences of parental 

motivations is wondering, “Why do some parents want to teach their children the heritage 

language while others do not?” This question has stayed with me and has motivated me through 

my own career trajectory.  

Uncovering the Bilingual Possibilities 

The turning point for my interest in bilingualism came when, as part of my teaching 

practicum, my professor recommended that I observe a dual language school in Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina. This was a new kind of instruction model, one that offered bilingual education in 

Mandarin Chinese and English, with the classroom consisting of speakers of both languages. At 
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first glance, it was a surprise to see both children who looked like me and children of all different 

ethnicities and racial backgrounds speaking together in Mandarin. I asked the teacher whether 

the school was primarily for Chinese or English-speaking backgrounds, and she responded 

“both.” For English-speaking students, it opens doors to another world of culture and new ways 

of thinking. “What about for Chinese students?” I asked. 

The teacher then pointed to a Chinese student in her class, a small girl with two braided 

pigtails. “She just arrived in the U.S. a week ago,” she said. For me, it was mind-boggling to 

know that she, like me, was a student who spoke a language different from her peers but unlike 

me, her peers could speak it back. For Chinese students, they got to feel like they belonged in an 

American classroom. In watching the girl interact with her peers, she did not seem to carry the 

same shame I had in harboring a secret language no one could understand. Instead, she seemed 

like any other child, laughing and playing along with the other children in her grade. It was an 

eye-opener to see my culture featured in my home state, on the main stage, as something 

someone wanted to learn. For once, being Chinese was something that was valued. My cultural 

heritage was on display as something good. The little girl and all the children I saw in the 

classroom that day will have so many more opportunities than I ever had. That moment changed 

my life. 

One Moment Becomes a Mission  

From that instant, I wanted to become a champion for bilingual education. When I 

graduated with my ESL licensure and got my first job teaching in an elementary school, I 

became not only an educator but also an advocate for my students and their native languages. 

There were times when I would step in to intervene on a student’s behalf, or actively work with 

the teachers to allow opportunities for their students to share their cultural and linguistic 
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backgrounds. From the beginning, the teachers were hesitant and would ask me to translate for 

their ESL kids for something as simple as bringing in their lunch money, but over the years, I 

would work with my fellow educators so they felt comfortable enough to communicate with their 

English learners. 

As teachers, sometimes we set the tone for our classroom cultures, whether we intend to 

or not. Classrooms can be intimidating, isolated institutions that demand much of young children 

to “perform” in a language they are learning. On the other hand, teachers can make their 

classroom into a refuge, where they can experiment in English and also be surrounded by the 

comfort of their language of nurture. A teacher can make their students feel included by just 

being interested in their background and believe that what they have to say is important.  

For older students, or for those like me, who have lost or who have started to lose their 

native languages, teachers can help bridge that connection between home and school by 

connecting some of the links. For example, I encouraged the parents of my ESL students to 

speak in their native languages at home and also invited parents to write a letter in their home 

language addressed to their child. In class, I invited my students to decipher their personal letter 

using dictionaries and tools like Google Translate. In class, their children could not only 

strengthen their linguistic skills but also remain proud of their own cultures and languages. 

Today, I am an ESL teacher so I can be that voice for parents that tells them to embrace 

their native tongues. I want to tell them my story that, by teaching English every day, I do so 

with pain to reconcile my own native language and culture. Advocating for bilingual education 

offers me a chance to promote Cantonese, a language and culture I was once ashamed of and 

resented, to become appreciated and even coveted in an institutionalized setting of a school. I 

may have lost my voice, my Chinese voice, but at the cost of knowledge and a resolved mission 



 

9 

to ensure that young people, just like the girl I saw in the classroom that day, can remain 

confident in their bilingual identities. 

Returning to My Language 

As for my siblings and me, even though we primarily communicate in English, we find 

ourselves inserting Cantonese when there is not a translation that fits or when we want to speak 

privately about someone without them knowing. Now when I am speaking with my own parents, 

my ears are more interested in their words, and sometimes I will repeat back their phrases. They 

may think I am listening intently, but actually I am re-learning the language! 

Last year, I was in route to visit a friend in Macau and had an opportunity for a quick 

stopover in Hong Kong. Almost instantly, I felt my Cantonese returning. I was able to recognize 

certain words here or there and recognize the tones. As I began to voice the sounds myself, I 

found my mother tongue coming back—and I realized that it never truly went away. My native 

language was like a box that I put away on a shelf in the back of a closet. Over the years, it has 

gathered dust, but I find that I can return to unpack that box—and still return to the familiar 

sights and sounds. 

I remember stopping in a cafe where an elderly waitress asked me a question.  

“Sek teng mm sek gong (I can understand, but I can’t speak)” I responded in Cantonese. 

She smiled and responded that her own granddaughter who lived in Canada was just like me. 

There were many overseas Chinese who grew up in Western countries and did not learn their 

native language, she remarked. But it did not make them any less Chinese. 

“Jook-sing,” I asked? 

“Jook-sing,” she winked. 

I may be a bamboo pole, but as it turns out: I am still a bamboo. 
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1.3 Bilingual and Immersion Education in the United States: History, Benefits, 

and Challenges 

The American Community Survey, issued by the United States Census Bureau, estimates 

that 21% of Americans among 5 to 17 years of age—or 61.8 million people—speak a language 

other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Up 2.2 million since 2010, the number 

of foreign-language speaking U.S. residents is at a record high. Consequently, the United States 

citizenry is changing toward a greater multicultural and multilingual composition, posing a need 

for public schools to accommodate the language needs of these students. 

The earliest forms of language education sought to educate students who entered school 

with little to no English skills, either by providing them with English immersion as quickly as 

possible or by grouping them into special education and offering them little instructional support. 

Many students felt pressured by teachers who disregarded their previous experiences and only 

concentrated on ensuring that they learn English (Ovando, Collier, and Combs, 2005); still other 

students felt silenced in the classroom (Robinson & Clardy, 2011). In this process, many students 

lost their native language. 

The movement for bilingual education arose from Cuban refugees escaping their native 

land after the Cuban Revolution in the early 1960s. These Cuban immigrants wanted to maintain 

their language and culture, while integrating English and their new linguistic environment. Born 

out of this movement, parents, educators, academics, and Latino activists came together to 

develop a new type of bilingual education—called dual language education—that promised 

additive language for both speakers of native-language instruction and language majority 

students. As a result, the first-cited dual language school in the U.S. was Coral Way Elementary 

in Dade County, Florida. Five years later, in 1968, Congress passed the Bilingual Education Act, 
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guaranteeing federal funding to serve students who were deemed Limited English Proficient 

(LEP). A later Supreme Court case Lau v. Nichols ruled that forcing LEP students to assimilate 

into mainstream classes was a violation of the Civil Rights Act, which led to the development of 

bilingual programs in the United States (U.S. Health, Education and Welfare Department, 1975). 

In the U.S. dual language immersion model, "students are taught both literacy and academic 

content in English and a partner language" (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2016). Dual language 

schools may be either one-way or two-way: for instance, one-way features classes in Mandarin 

catered for students who primarily speak English. Two-way or dual language refers to two 

populations—for instance, one English-speaking group who will learn Mandarin; another cohort 

of Mandarin speakers who will emerge from the program with the knowledge of English. The 

rationale behind these dual language programs focuses on both language-majority and -minority 

students who learn together in both languages, so each student contributes to both L2 output and 

input (Krashen, 1981). Language-minority speakers can continue maintenance of their home 

languages and acquire English proficiency, while language-majority speakers can hone their 

English skills and acquire an additional language. 

While dual language programs theoretically have 50% from each population, the reality 

of schools may be a less equal balance. For example, Spanish immersion programs are more 

likely to be two-way than Mandarin programs, because of the sheer numbers of Spanish speakers 

in the U.S. Within the U.S., the majority of immersion programs are Spanish-English dominant, 

but Mandarin is becoming a popular choice among language immersion programs. Since 2007, 

the number of Mandarin language immersion schools have been steadily increasing, making up 

13.4% of language immersion programs (Andersen, 2014). Today, the number of immersion 
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schools offering any type of Mandarin immersion classes have increased to 335 schools, 

including 44 school-wide programs with curricula delivered entirely in Mandarin (Weise, 2021). 

Research on bilingual education presents clear advantages for children’s linguistic, 

cognitive, and social development (Schwartz, Moin, and Klayle, 2013). Students in language 

immersion programs are shown to follow behind their mainstream education peers in early 

grades, but eventually catch up and even outperform their peers in standardized tests in 

elementary grades (Thomas, et al., 1993). Research consistently shows that students of different 

ethnicities, language backgrounds, socioeconomic levels, and certain special education groups 

even develop proficiencies in a dual language program (Genesse et al., 2006; Lindholm-Leary & 

Genesee, 2010; Lindholm-Leary & Howard, 2008). Similar to previous studies conducted on the 

academic achievement of students with lower socioeconomic status in Spanish-English bilingual 

schools (Genesee et al., 2005), Lindholm-Leary’s (2011) study on two Mandarin dual language 

programs revealed that “even low SES children achieve as well or higher than their peers in 

English mainstream classes, showing that the Mandarin programs do not work only for children 

from more advantaged family backgrounds” (p. 98). 

Because students are learning in another language, immersion schools provide another 

benefit for English-speaking children by providing another set of cultural competency skills. In 

two Chinese-English dual language programs, students not only make strides in the target 

language, but further evidence suggests that students also develop cultural interest and 

knowledge in Chinese culture (Lindholm-Leary, 2011). For example, students celebrate Chinese 

holidays, such as Chinese New Year or Lantern Festival; create classroom materials, like travel 

brochures; or engage in cultural activities, for example, cooking Chinese food. 
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While ample amount of research also suggests dual language programs are beneficial for 

immigrant communities, proponents of English-only schools have touted English-only 

immersion classes as the only viable method for English language learners. Measures, like 

Proposition 227, a resolution, spearheaded by Silicon Valley entrepreneur Ron Unz, restricted 

English language learners to a more English-centric curriculum. As a result, bilingual schools in 

California were severely affected by the resolution, especially schools for students in the upper 

grades (Parrish et al., 2006). This resolution, along with a similar legislation Proposition 203 in 

Arizona and others, have been highly successful over the years in maintaining that English 

language learners do not receive native language instruction. Yet, the tide may be changing. In 

November of 2016, almost two decades after Proposition 227, California voters passed 

Proposition 58, a bill that repealed the former act and opened the door for other languages 

besides English in public classrooms (“California Proposition 58”). With California once again 

setting the stage for bilingual education, other states may be looking to follow suit in establishing 

dual language programs (Ulloa, 2016). 

However, communities must still believe in the goals and outcomes of bilingual 

education to continue to fight for its existence amid a contentious climate. Despite the 

overwhelming amount of evidence for bilingual education, many native English-speaking 

parents may feel daunted by not being able to provide instructional assistance in the home 

language. Further, they may witness children's frustration at spending 90% of class time 

grappling with a language they do not understand, as noted in a 2009 Center for Applied 

Linguistics report, “Program Models and the Language of Initial Literacy in Two-Way 

Immersion Programs” (Howard et al., 2007). 
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Parkes (2008) writes that a hallmark of successful language immersion programs comes 

from investments from highly invested and motivated parents, such as those who seek out 

schools that offer such programs. For some families, school choice may be a deliberate, 

conscious decision: bilingual education may be viewed as a means of investment, such that 

language acquisition and access to linguistic resources by their children is seen as a return on 

parents’ investment. Accordingly, some parents may make concerted efforts, such as moving to a 

neighborhood that has better school availability or making economic sacrifices, so their children 

can attend certain schools with language immersion programs (Schwartz et al., 2013; Williams, 

2017). Indeed, research finds that parental participation is essential to the survival and 

maintenance of immersion programs. Cenoz (2009), referring to her research on Basque-English 

immersion, writes that “parents’ participation is more important [in dual immersion schools] than 

some other schools” (p. 60). Gómez, Freeman, and Freeman (2005) also note, in the context of 

Spanish dual language schools, that the structure of two-way immersion relies equally on parents 

from both the language majority and the language minority. If there is a lack of parents from 

either group, the program will most likely be abandoned. In the case of dual language schools, 

investment from both communities is especially important to succeed. 

At the same time, although dual immersion offers the opportunity for students from both 

language-minority and -majority backgrounds to interact, other macro factors may impede on 

establishing truly equitable schools. For one, school choice may be complicated by economic 

factors. Bell (2009) finds that school choice may not be as equitable as parents expect, when 

there is a lack of resources to support their decision-making processes. Hill and Scott (2017), in 

particular, indicate that especially for low-income and minority parents and caregivers, school 

choice is constrained by location and transportation options. For parents who are recent 
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immigrants to the United States, language barriers may impact their lack of access to school 

information (Sattin-Bajaj, 2015). These factors may lead to critiques of dual language education 

as elitist. 

Parkes (2008) discovers crucial differences between those parents who actively sought 

out a bilingual school and those parents who had enrolled as a matter of convenience. Parents 

who intentionally transfer their children into immersion programs not only had a different set of 

reasons but also tended to have higher socioeconomic incomes. Potowski's (2007) study also 

finds that dual language education programs tend to enroll language majority students from 

wealthier backgrounds than those from working class or middle class backgrounds. Indeed, 

social class plays a factor in bilingual education as many language majority parents are of higher 

socioeconomic status compared to their parents of language minority students. For some parents, 

the disparity in bilingualism, which De Costa (2010) refers to as “elite bilingualism” or “designer 

bilingualism” could create discord in communities as dual language school become a commodity 

only for the economically and academically privileged (Valdez, Freire, and Delavan, 2016). 

Despite the egalitarian language model, whether dual language programs are actually equitable 

in social stratifications such as class, however, remains contested. 

Research looking at dual immersion schools show that language programs often pair 

students from similar linguistic and cultural as well as socioeconomic backgrounds. What is less 

apparent are studies that show a comparison of academic achievement among a myriad of 

students from ethnically diverse backgrounds. Tedick, Christian, and Fortune (2011) ask an even 

larger question, “do immersion programs hold promise for decreasing the achievement gap that 

persists in US schools between students of color and white students?” (p. 6-7). Realistically, 



 

16 

there may not be many schools featuring a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds to satisfactorily 

respond to the authors’ question.  

Another vein of criticism and common complaint for schools is the lack of teachers, or 

lack of training for teachers of language. Cammarata and Tedick (2012) also reveal that 

immersion teachers may not understand academic learning and language learning, in effectively 

teaching language and content effectively. With respect to Mandarin immersion programs in 

particular, Weise (2014) also writes that there are few teacher training programs for teaching 

Mandarin, especially ones that specialize in immersion, which may delay the implementation of 

programs. Many Mandarin immersion schools feature visiting teachers from China to 

supplement the teacher shortage, but as Asia Society, a non-profit specializing in global 

education in Asian affairs, reports, “most teachers tend to be more traditional in their 

instructional approaches” (p. 86). However, Programs such as STARTALK, a national grant that 

funds world language programs, are especially designed to structure Mandarin teacher training to 

combat these problems (Gu, 2015). 

1.4 Parental Factors Related to Dual Language Education 

         A variety of factors influence the types of decisions that parents make regarding school 

choice. First, I consider the factor of parent identity. Prominent cultural theorist Stuart Hall 

contextualizes identity as a concept that defies categories such as race and gender. He writes, 

"Identities are about questions of the resources of history, language, and culture in the process of 

becoming rather than being: not 'who we are' or 'where we came from,' so much as what we 

might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent 

ourselves" (Hall, 1996, p. 4). As with many other post-structuralist scholars, Hall conceptualizes 
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identity as being in flux. While the literature presents examples of immigrant parents being 

devout harbingers of the customs and language from their countries of origins (McCoy, 1992), 

these perspectives may shroud instances in which immigrant parents’ experiences vary and are 

diverse, and may be susceptible to change, especially as they become integrated into their host 

countries. The language choices that bilingual speakers may make are motivated by their 

loyalties to the language group and the utility of the language in the host country (Fishman, 

2001). However, these choices may be complicated by the balance of wanting to maintain 

linguistic and cultural roots while thriving in the language of mainstream society. 

         The language we speak often imparts to us a sense of identity of how we experience our 

own self. As Weedon (1997) states, “Language is the place where actual and possible forms of 

social organisation and their likely social and political consequences are defined and contested. 

Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is constructed” (p. 21). 

Elinor Ochs, a prominent language socialization scholar, conceptualizes identity construction as 

“ebbs and tides… over interactional time, over historical time, and even over developmental 

time” (Ochs, 2010, p. 298). Even though linguistic choices do not determine identity, they can be 

factors that shape it. 

The language learner and identity literature also contribute to the idea that learning a 

language changes one’s self-conception. As learners possess multiple reasons for learning a 

language, their identities and educational trajectories are "dynamic, contingent, multidirectional, 

and hybrid" (Li & Duff, 2008, p. 20). Individual motivations are affected by learners’ reciprocal 

relationships with speakers and the situated, dynamic, and relational context (Dörnyei & 

Ushioda, 2011).  However, most of the research in language learning looks at children's 

identities, and not much is focused on parents’ perspectives. 
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For parents, a sense of identity is also deeply tied to language and culture and is shaped 

by their own experiences, all of which can then translate into the choices they make for their 

children. Research into parental linguistic attitudes and ideologies have shown that children's 

language attitudes have been shown to reflect that of their parents (Feenstra, 1969; Potowski, 

2004). As Norton and Toohey (2001) argue, “the language choices available to children and their 

parents, as well as the discursive practices that are encouraged and supported in school, have an 

important impact on children's identity” (p. 310). Hye Yeong Kim (2011) investigates how 

Korean immigrant parents’ linguistic ideologies impact their children’s identities. The author 

witnesses one instance in which a father decides to use English in an attempt to improve his 

daughter’s language skills because he was discriminated against for his accented speech. As a 

result, the child could only understand simple Korean but not long or complex sentences. Kim 

details the loss of cultural and social capital that comes when a child loses their ability to 

communicate with their parents in their native language. She writes, “when parents themselves 

do not feel proud of their culture and language, they cannot teach their children to be confident 

despite differences from the mainstream in their appearance, language, or culture” (p. 19). When 

parents transfer the language onto their children, they are also transmitting cultures and 

identities. Parents’ identities then pose a crucial aspect to language transference. Relatedly, Ochs 

(2010) notes that there is a sense of sadness that immigrant parents witness when they see their 

children’s adoption of another language. The sense of language loss could also impact the shifts 

in children’s relationships with their parents. 

Language also serves an especially important role, as the most often-cited contributor to 

ethnic identity (Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey, 1988; Hurtado & Gurin, 1995; Miller & Hoogstra, 

1992). Ethnic and linguistic identity both play a role in individuals’ sense of self, which may 
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motivate and impact parental choices about linguistic and cultural transmission. There may also 

be positive family relationships and academic connections and psychological factors that may 

accompany an enduring ethnic identity (Fuligni & Zhang, 2004; Yip & Fuligni, 2002; Phinney, 

1992). Linguistic access provides the individual with opportunities to engage with their own 

sense of self and membership within certain groups, which can include identity or ethnic groups 

(Erikson, 1968; Tajfel, 1981). 

Immigrant parents face a particular dilemma. Many parents, like my own, do not want 

their child to lose their ethnic culture, but realize that English development will aid in their 

child’s academic and social success. Therefore, many parents often face conflict within their 

goals in maintaining the cultures of both the L1 and the L2. For heritage language learning, one 

must consider the political, cultural, societal ideologies that form immigrant identities. Their 

ethnic identities connect to their sense of belonging and attitudes that accompany their 

membership in an ethnic group (Phinney, 1990). Studies of immigrants and linguistic ties have 

varied by ethnicity and country of origin. For example, Pauwels, Winter, and Bianco (2007) 

found that some Greek parents felt strongly about maintaining the home language, where 

Germans witnessed “disengagement with the community language and ethnolinguistic histories” 

(p. 166). Costigan and Dokis (2006), in studying Chinese Canadian families, write that parents 

who are immigrants want to instill a strong sense of ethnic identity to their children. Within the 

U.S., because a majority of the Chinese American population are of the first (63%) or second 

generation (27%), immigration is still tied to the identities of many Chinese heritage individuals 

(Zhou, 2009). 

Considering the idea of parents as a unit may be complicated, however, since each parent 

brings to the family particular identities that are being negotiated within the family and in 
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relationship to parenting issues. As individuals, caretakers may differently construct their own 

ways of being and parenting. For example, Okita (2002) describes how Japanese mothers living 

in the U.K. with English husbands perceived the social identity of a “good parent” brought with 

it a stream of advice from others, based on the lack of understanding on how much work is 

involved in raising bilingual children in Japanese and English. The cultural discourse affects 

aspects of parenthood, including what it means to be a “good mother” or a “good father”, and 

influences parental beliefs. Similarly, Winter and Pauwels (2005) found that the discourses of 

“parenting” opened up a new avenue for agency regarding language maintenance and activism 

(p. 164). In their study, both Greek and German-heritage women discussed their progress in 

taking agency “for their children’s language acquisition through a mixture of immersion in the 

home, links with grandparents and formal instruction.” (p. 166). 

Previous studies have focused on acculturation gaps regarding immigrants or foreign-

born and their children or successive generations growing up in different cultures (Berry, 

Trimble, & Olmedo, 1986; Farver, Narang, and Bhadha, 2002; Phinney, 1990). However, 

researchers agree that acculturation is a multidimensional phenomenon that involves “changes in 

cultural attitudes, values, and behaviors that result from contact between two distinct cultures” 

(Costigan & Su, 2004). The process of acculturation is tied to issues related to language and 

identity, especially ethnic identity. 

While many studies look into the acculturation gap between immigrant parents and their 

children raised in the host country, not much is observed in how immigrant mothers and fathers 

conceptualize their own identity or acculturate to the host communities. Norton (2013) describes 

the experiences of five immigrant Canadian parents in the 1990s and their experiences with how 

language intersects with identity. One of her parents, Eva from Poland, had changed her identity 
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from an immigrant to a multicultural citizen, but her self-conception remained a “site of 

struggle” (p. 166). Eva remarks, “Because of my distinguishable pronunciation, I am viewed as 

an immigrant by others and therefore I still feel like one.” Another parent, Martina, preferred to 

speak English because of her identity as a parent, even though Spanish was more natural to her. 

Because many of the home and public life tasks included knowledge in English, Martina 

arranged to learn the language to provide a “better life for [her] children” (p. 21). For Martina, 

the identity of a parent is equated with “refus[al] to be silenced”. For this parent, her language is 

tied to her identity as a caretaker. 

Lastly, Norton details the identity negotiation of a parent, Felicia, who, although 

technically an immigrant, did not identify with the image of a poor Peruvian immigrant. Instead, 

she more closely aligned with a wealthy Peruvian identity. In this manner, social class was more 

of a marker of identity than immigrant status. Because she came from a privileged background in 

her home country, Felicia was well-versed in English. However, Felicia identifies more with her 

Peruvian nationality than her Canadian citizenship. 

Just as Felicia uses Spanish as the language of the home, these parents may have to 

negotiate multiple languages in different domains. Parents undergo a process by which they 

accept and reject labels such as country of origin, immigrant status, and social class—all of 

which factor in the linguistic and cultural transmission to their children. Norton’s interviews with 

immigrant parents reveal that not only are their identities changed by their role as a parent and 

caretaker, but also that these roles may lead them to make different language choices than they 

might otherwise make on their own. 

In a similar type of study, Von Korff et al. (2010) look at adoptive parents who act as 

identity agents in speaking to their children about adoption, and found adoptive parents take 
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different approaches when it comes to the formation of identity. Three of the parents in von 

Korff et al.’s study acted as “adoptive identity agents” in which they helped their adopted 

children negotiate both the adoptive and birth culture (p.133). The parents, in expressing deep 

concern for their children developed goals, and acted on their concerns and goals. Their role as 

caretakers facilitated their actions, such as negotiating contact between their children and their 

birth parents. 

In summary, the literature reveals the many ways in which parents’ identities continue to 

shape the language choices they make for their children. For immigrants, passing on the heritage 

language is closely tied to their ethnic identity. Further, cultural discourses of what makes a 

“good mother” or a “good father” may influence parental decisions for language maintenance. A 

more detailed description of how the participants in this study negotiate their identities of parents 

of Mandarin learners will be discussed in future chapters.  

 

1.5 A Portrait of Chinese Americans 

1.5.1 A History of Chinese Migration 

I now turn my discussion from parental identities to explore the scope of a larger history 

of Chinese immigration to the United States. It is not surprising that Chinese America is only one 

part of a greater Chinese diaspora that encompasses the world. One can find overseas Chinese 

from the skilled laborers to shopkeepers to successful entrepreneurs, accounting for about 35 

million of the world’s population and leading to the adage: “There are Chinese people wherever 

the ocean waves touch”. In the United States, the number of Chinese-descent individuals 

amounts to over 5 million residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). 
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Historically, Chinese Americans were subjugated to strict immigration policies. In the 

1870s, the first immigrants to come from China were contractors, commissioned to work in the 

plantations in Hawaii and the mining and railroad industries on the west coast. These workers 

were mostly bachelors (since women were largely banned) who had planned on returning to the 

mainland after “striking gold” in America. However, for many immigrants, that dream was never 

realized, and many Chinese Americans stayed in the new land, some out of fear of 

disappointment and failure (Zhou, 2009). 

Their time in the United States was not without difficulties, however. The earliest 

Chinese immigrants faced prejudice and discrimination. White workers resented the Chinese 

presence, calling their pocket communities “a filthy nest of iniquity and rottenness” and referring 

to the immigrants in derogatory names such as the “yellow peril”, “the Chinese menace”, or the 

“indispensable enemy” (Zhou, 2009). Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 and 

was not repealed until the 1940s. Even after the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act, 

immigration to the United States was still stagnant. The repeal allowed for more women to 

arrive, including some as war brides, along with refugees after the formation of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949. 

Demographic tides in Chinese immigration took a turn in the mid-1960s due in part to the 

1965 Immigration and Nationality Act which repealed national origin quotas that strictly ensured 

immigration from European immigrants only (“Fifty Years On”, 2015). This bill, coupled with 

China’s improved relations with other countries at the end of the Cold War, paved the way for 

large-scale immigration for many Chinese Americans. By 1978, the Chinese government had 

relaxed its emigration regulations, leading to a wave of Chinese migration to the United States. 

To illustrate, in the 1970s, there were over 17,000 immigrants from China who have obtained 
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permanent residency cards (White, 2015). From 1980-1989, the number of new residents grew 

ten-fold, to over 170,000 in the decade alone (White, 2015). Since then, the number of 

immigrants arriving annually has continued to double, from 536,000 in 1990, to 989,000 in 2000, 

to 2.1 million in 2016 (Zong & Batalova, 2017). 

According to the 2020 Census, the largest percentages of Chinese Americans tend to 

reside in New York City, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. New York City, with a population of 

over 800,000 in 2015, has the largest overseas Chinese population, whereas San Francisco, 

California hosts the largest percentage of Chinese Americans per capita (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2020). Other cities boast large Chinatowns, including San Francisco, Philadelphia, Washington 

D.C., Boston, and their surrounding suburbs (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Figure 1 shows the 

percentage of the diversely populated diaspora. 

  

 

 

  

 
Figure 1. Percentage of Chinese population in the U. S. (source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000) 
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1.5.2 “A Model Minority”? 

Since 2000, Chinese Americans have been one of the fastest growing ethnic groups, with 

almost 5 million residents in the United States, according to 2015 estimates (“Pew Social 

Trends”, 2012).  The current population of Chinese Americans are young compared to other 

groups. At the turn of the century, only 44% of second-generation Chinese Americans were 17 or 

younger.  

As a group, Chinese Americans have been typified as being very successful, 

academically and economically, with the median income, including some Taiwanese Americans, 

averaging nearly $70,000 (United States Census Bureau, 2010). However, while Chinese 

Americans rate above the national income on average, it does not presume that all members of 

the Chinese diaspora follow the stereotype of “model minority,” an image of highly educated and 

upper middle-class success. Shinagawa and Kim (2008) describe the educational success as 

being dichotomous: while over half of Chinese Americans 25 and older hold a college degree, 

twice as likely as their European American peers, on the opposite end of the spectrum, the other 

half of Chinese Americans only slightly outrank the average rate of attaining a diploma (19% 

compared to 16%). 

Nevertheless, Chinese immigrant parents are known for their strong values on education 

(Zhou, 2009, p. 151). Based on Confucian principles, many may believe that education is the 

most pragmatic strategy to social mobility. The history of Chinese exclusion and discrimination 

poses education for many Chinese families as “the only road” (Sue & Okazaki, 1991) to success 

in America. Many families may feel compelled to sacrifice many of their own needs to 
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accommodate their child’s schooling. As a former student once told me, “Chinese parents will 

move three times for their child’s education.” 

1.5.3 Chinese Americans and Language 

Interestingly, when Chinese Americans attain success, they often do not retain their 

ethnic language. The higher the family income and more educated the parents, the less likely the 

child will continue to speak Chinese. The reasoning behind this seems to be that higher 

assimilation with the culture also involved proficiency of the language. According to a 2015 

American Community Survey, 92% of Chinese individuals 5 or older who are U.S. born speak 

English at home, compared to 70% of all Asians. The figure of Chinese-proficient Chinese 

Americans also includes speakers who speak a non-English language at home but also report 

they speak English "very well". This percentage indicates that Chinese Americans, more so than 

other Asian ethnic groups, are highly proficient in English (Pew Research Center, 2018).  

Based on this data, it could be that Chinese immigrant parents focus their efforts on 

helping their children understand English literacy, at the expense of the home language. As 

documented in cases of Latino communities, cultural and linguistic assimilation to English 

occurs at a rapid rate for second generation Chinese Americans. Children who can speak Chinese 

often prefer English because of the pressures of assimilation in the United States (Alba, Logan, 

Lutz, and Stults, 2002; Zhou & Kim, 2006). A study of Mandarin-speaking children who arrived 

in the U.S. before the age of nine were found to switch their preferred language to English within 

a year (Jia, 2008). Children also may receive a passive understanding of the language of their 

parents, as they speak the majority language with their parents. As bilingual education pioneer, 

Jim Cummings (2001), explains, “by the time the children become adolescents, the linguistic gap 

between parents and children has become an emotional chasm. Pupils frequently become 
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alienated from the cultures of both home and school with predictable results” (p. 19). The layers 

of Chinese American identity in this salient language environment will be uncovered in later 

chapters. 

1.5.4 A Changing Portrait of Chinese Americans 

Additionally, the portrait of Chinese American families today may be changing. 

Lindholm-Leary (2011) states that intermarriage is “fairly high” among Chinese American 

families. One-tenth of Chinese Americans are multiethnic or multiracial; 60% of which are a mix 

of Chinese or another Asian group and 40% are Chinese and White (p. 82). The rate of mixed 

marriages among Chinese Americans continues to grow: 45% of both American-born Chinese 

husbands and wives marry non-Chinese, with a slightly larger percentage of American-born 

Chinese wives (31%) who marry non-Asians, compared to 26.5% of American-born Chinese 

husbands who marry non-Asians (Zinzius, 2005). 

Today’s generation of Chinese Americans are highly skilled and educated, contributing to 

American communities and economic enterprises. The portrait of modern-day Chinese 

Americans is of a diverse group that consists of multi-generational individuals with roots from 

mainland China, Hong Kong, or Taiwan. As immigrants arrive from various ethnic roots and 

find themselves as the only member of their ethnic group, they may reformulate their identity as 

more Chinese in the context of the United States. 

1.6 The Rise of Chinese Language Learning 

A Sino-Tibetan language, Chinese, like English, is actually a conglomerate of many 

different linguistic varieties. Therefore, it is more accurate to describe Chinese as a language 

family (Mair, 1991). Putonghua, or Standard Mandarin, is based on the spoken variety in 
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Beijing, China’s capital and is the official language of the People’s Republic of China and one of 

the four official languages of Singapore. Mandarin is the most commonly spoken language on 

the planet with at least 960 million speakers (Li, 2017). One out of seven people speaks 

Mandarin natively. 70% of mainland Chinese individuals speak Mandarin, while 30% learn it in 

formal school instruction. Outside the mainland, the official language of Hong Kong is Standard 

Cantonese, whereas Hokkien is spoken primarily in Taiwan. According to the 2000 United States 

Census, the prominent languages of the Chinese American community, outside Mandarin, are 

Cantonese, Taishanese, and Hokkien (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 

It is worth noting that the Chinese language itself is not heterogeneous, as not all Chinese 

language varieties are mutually intelligible, and not all Chinese bilingual programs teach 

Standard Mandarin. Although Chinese languages can be a myriad of mutually exclusive spoken 

tongues (Cantonese, Hokkien, Wu, etc), it shares a written language. Even if the speech is 

linguistically diverse, “Chinese language” is used in this dissertation to refer to the majority of 

Chinese dual language schools, and the spoken language variety by the majority of Chinese 

heritage speakers, Mandarin. 

Some California school districts offer language immersion in Cantonese due to a large 

migration from Hong Kong and Canton province (He, 2008). One of the attractions to Cantonese 

school is the history of high test scores on state-mandated standardized assessments (Weise, 

2014). Similarly, the rise in Taiwanese immigrants to the U.S. may prompt an interest in Hakka 

and Min, localized dialects in the region (Zhou, 2009). According to the former Director of 

Applied Linguistics, Terry Wiley (2005), even if the families do not speak Mandarin, a popular 

choice for Chinese immigrant families is to enroll their children in Mandarin schools. In this 

case, Chinese serves as a “surrogate” heritage language for Chinese speakers from different 
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dialects. Even though the children are not learning the home language, they can still “connect 

with Chinese culture” (p. 22). When enrolling students in these programs, there may be other 

linguistic and political decisions to consider when choosing a language. 

Historically, Chinese language learning has been rooted in the community. The two 

prominent organizations in organizing Chinese language schools have been the National Council 

of Associations of Chinese Language Schools (from parents of Taiwanese and Cantonese 

descent) and the Chinese School Association in the United States (from parents of mainland 

Chinese). To date, there are over 750 heritage language programs, ranging from after school 

classes to community-sponsored language courses to church-supported schemes (Asia Society, 

2006). 

In 2006, President George Bush introduced the National Security Language Initiative, 

which expanded the needs of American students to learn critical languages, including Chinese, 

for matters of national security. Part of the surge in the interest and popularity of Chinese 

language programs are also due in part to funding by the US Department of Education in 

programs such as Foreign Language Assistance Program, STARTALK (based in the University 

of Maryland), and the Flagship Program (Lindholm-Leary, 2011). The Foreign Language 

Assistance Program, discontinued in 2012, provided grants for elementary and secondary 

students to learn foreign languages. The FLAP program also contributed to the “development of 

foreign language assessments, professional development, and distance learning” (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2014). In 2006, The Office of the Director of National Intelligence 

started a program to “increase the number of U.S. citizens learning, speaking, and teaching 

critical need foreign languages”. Originally, the National Security Agency oversaw the program 

as a matter of national security; however, now the National Foreign Language Center now 
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operates STARTALK as a liaison for not only security concerns, but also to improve the U.S.’s 

role in economic competition (“About STARTALK”). At the university level, the Language 

Flagship Program sponsors eleven Chinese programs across the U.S. to encourage language 

proficiency at the college level. While most of these programs are sponsored by the U.S. 

government and are centered around maintaining global security, another avenue for students to 

learn Chinese is through Confucius Institutes. The non-profit organization is a partnership of the 

People’s Republic of China’s Ministry of Education and the Office of Chinese Language Council 

International (also known as Hanban). Since 2004, the Confucius Institutes have partnered with 

many local institutions in promoting teaching of Chinese language and culture in schools, 

businesses, and communities (“Confucius Institute Headquarters”, 2014).  

Although there is no study yet about the exact number of programs teaching Chinese, the 

Asia Society and the College Board (2008) estimate that in the U.S., there are about 779 

“Chinese as a foreign language” programs at the K-12 level, about 57% in public schools and 

43% private schools. At the university level, part of the funding from National Security 

Language Initiative went to support the Chinese Flagship program at Brigham Young University 

in Utah, which integrates Chinese language teaching in the K-12 school curriculum. Through the 

success of this program, it is no wonder why Utah ranks as the holder of the largest number of 

Chinese immersion programs in the country (Andersen, 2014), despite there being far less 

Chinese people in Utah compared to New York and California (Asia Society, 2006). 

1.7 Chinese Dual Immersion 

With the rise of Chinese as a popular language to learn, many parents may choose to 

place their child in an immersion experience rather than a separate foreign language program or 
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heritage school. Mandarin immersion has become so coveted that by 2014, there were at least 

170 Chinese immersion programs (Weise, 2014). Most immersion programs contain Chinese 

language as “strands,” where Chinese is one of the languages in a multilingual immersion 

program. One common, recent trend is schools that feature both Mandarin language immersion 

and Montessori education. The pairing of challenging Chinese academic learning within a 

backdrop of a more fluid, self-directed form of learning provides what Weise (2014) prefers to as 

an American twist of the “perfect school” (p. 18). 

Within the two-way immersion model, there are two main types of models, 90:10 and 

50:50 (Howard, et al., 2007). In the 90:10 model, the beginning classes Kindergarten and first 

grade are structured with 90% of the instructional content in Chinese, whereas 10% are in 

English. In the second grade, a little more English is added. In the third grade, literacy instruction 

is held in the two languages and continued until fifth grade, where the balance is ideally equal 

(Freeman, Freeman, and Mercuri, 2005). California is home to 46% of dual language schools 

(DLS), which is not surprising since the state also has the largest percentage of Chinese 

immigrants (“2010 Census Briefs,”). 

The focus of Chinese dual language schools in the U.S. have been largely centralized on 

the West Coast in places like California and Utah. Although the first public Chinese immersion 

program in the United States opened in Maryland in 1996, not much research is conducted on the 

immersion programs on the east coast. The west coast features more schools and thus allows for 

more documented instances of diversity among parents; however, the experiences of non-

Chinese speaking parents of diverse backgrounds, have also not been explored as much in the 

literature on immersion schools. 
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As the success of immersion programs rely heavily on parental participation. Cognizant 

of parental worries, some schools organize a network of non-Chinese speaking families. Parents 

may have yearly workshops and webinars that bridge school with home life. For example, one 

such activity that students have is a set of graded readers that they take home. Parents can listen 

to the audio recording of the books and engage their children with reading instruction at home. 

While some schools may encourage parents to incorporate Chinese instruction at home, what is 

less certain is how parents actually incorporate the language into day-to-day routines.  

1.8 Parents Who Choose Dual Language Immersion 

I now shift to another important aspect in examining who historically have been the types 

of parents who choose Mandarin immersion, and more interestingly, some tensions and sutures 

among parents, the community, and the school. The motivations of parents may be varied, but as 

a Chinese immersion parent of two ethnically Chinese children, Elizabeth Weise (2014) explains, 

“understanding what motivates parents to have their children in these programs can go a long 

way toward calming the tensions that now and again rise up” (p. 95). The author explains that 

there are six categories of parents who choose Mandarin: pioneer, global, academic, adoptive, 

heritage, and Chinese, which are detailed below: 

Pioneer families may have no Chinese ethnic connection, but wish to place their children 

in an immersion classroom, solely for the sake of immersion. These families are more committed 

since they are taking a large risk with often failing schools teaching their students Mandarin. For 

these programs, support from the parents is key. However, the student population tends to be 

white, non-Chinese Asian American, or mixed heritage students since Chinese families are less 
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likely to choose programs in urban environments with low test scores. Because the program is in 

its early stages, there can be a lot of discord among parents as to how the school is managed. 

Global families sense the value of Chinese as a part of a global, diverse world. These are 

typically non-Chinese speaking families who see Mandarin as adding another challenge to their 

child’s education. Tensions arise among dual language parents when non-Chinese parents may 

believe teachers are giving their child too much homework, while Chinese parents may contest 

that the teachers are not giving students enough. Parents may feel anxious about homework 

helping or that their child isn’t on par with kids their age, a phenomenon Weise (2014) refers to 

as “First Grade Freak-Out” (p. 146). 

For Academic parents, the main reason parents are enrolling their students into schools 

isn’t the language, per se, but the type of school. In Andersen’s (2014) study of Chinese 

immersion school in Utah, parents would have chosen the school if it was Spanish or any other 

language. Immersion presents parents with a chance to provide their children with a cognitively 

demanding education. The cognitive advantage of an immersion education provides families 

with a chance to compete with other families in a different socioeconomic bracket. 

Adoptive families were one of the early parents engaged in Chinese immersion, although 

the number of adoptive families have decreased in the past years, from almost 23,000 children 

adopted from abroad in 2004 to 5,400 (“Adoptions in America are declining”). Between 1991 

and 2010, close to 70,000 children were adopted from China, most of them girls (Statistical 

Information on Adoptions from China, 2008). These parents want to give their adoptive children 

a sense of culture keeping (Jacobson, 2008), and allow them an opportunity to reconnect with 

their birth culture and country. Shin (2014), invoking Jacobson’s research, investigated a study 

of Korean adoptees and found that even American parents who have no connection to the Korean 
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language still wanted to maintain the linguistic and cultural connections of their adopted 

children. Similarly, as seen in Andersen (2014)’s study on Chinese immersion schools in Utah, 

parents who were not Chinese but had adopted Chinese children expressed a desire that their 

child be able to connect with their heritage culture and language. Parents also reason that because 

new adoptees are exposed to foreign sights and sounds, having additional language support 

would provide a stable component to children’s upbringing. 

Heritage families consist of Chinese-heritage individuals who were born in the U.S. but 

grew up speaking English only. Chinese immersion schools provide an alternative to Chinese 

school on the weekends, or parents may have unsavory experiences with language immersion in 

the past. Within Chinese-heritage families, there are also others who never had the opportunity of 

Chinese language school, or individuals who forsook the language for social pressures to learn 

English. These heritage families may seek Mandarin as a “surrogate heritage language” even 

though they may speak Cantonese, Hokkien, Fujinese, or any of the minor language in the Sino 

linguistic diaspora. Heritage families tend to be more biracial than other types of Chinese 

immersion families. 

Although dual language schools are built on the premise that both language groups and 

speakers are equal, Chinese immersion is less popular with Chinese families than with non-

Chinese. However, the mostly Caucasian families, as Weise (2014) observes, are usually 

confident of their child’s English skills. The motivation for Chinese families seems to be less 

about learning the target language, but more about maintaining the heritage language. 

Because the reasons parents have may be varied, evaluating parental identities informs a more 

nuanced description of the role language and identity in their enrollment decisions. Additionally, 

while Weise (2014) notes in her memoir and guide for other immersion parents, that although 
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parental goals and expectations regarding immersion may conflict, few studies evaluate what 

tensions and doubts parents have about their school choice. 

Within a bilingual community, tensions can arise between Chinese and non-Chinese 

parents. Some can be cross-cultural differences, such as Americans who may reject cultural 

notions of “tiger-parenting” (Kim, 2013). Furthermore, it can be difficult for American parents to 

embrace Chinese pedagogical practices that are culturally informed. In Weise (2014)’s interview 

with a non-Chinese parent, one parent responded that they were afraid the Chinese instructor's 

way of teaching would be "too strict and less creative" (p. 132). 

Despite the overwhelming research on the benefits of dual language education, native 

English-speaking parents must also contend with the fear of their child being “left behind” in 

comparison to a more traditional curriculum. For example, in the early stages of bilingual 

education, students in a dual language setting lag in developing English skills behind those who 

are in traditional schools (Thomas, et al., 1993). Because of this reason, many non-Chinese 

parents may choose to unenroll their children from such programs, regardless of evidence that 

their children will eventually catch up to their monolingual peers. The Chinese language itself 

may pose another concern to non-Chinese parents, because not only are they missing the 

linguistic knowledge to provide learning support for their children, but many parents may find 

the learning of Mandarin daunting. While it is true that Mandarin poses difficulty to native 

English speakers because of its script and syntax, a common hesitation of parents in their 

children learning Chinese is that the language is “too hard” (Lindholm-Leary, 2011, p. 98). 

Much of the literature surrounding non-Chinese parents feature Caucasian families, 

leaving an entire avenue of research on multiracial and ethnic parents open for exploration. 

Parent support organizations for multicultural students have emerged, such as Parents of African 
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American Students Studying Chinese (or PAASSC), established in 2011 in the San Francisco 

and Oakland area as the first parent organization to support African American youth developing 

fluency in Chinese. This and other supportive communities of multiracial parents may have 

different motivations and concerns than other parents for choosing Chinese immersion. Some 

parents may be fearful that teachers will not be able to provide a culturally and linguistically 

supportive environment for their children. For example, traditional Chinese teachers expect 

student behavior to be docile and obedient (Dimmock & Walker, 2005), and may not accept 

other types of learning styles. African American students may possess further difficulties in 

Asian communities because of the portrayal of Black stereotypes in Asian media.  For those 

parents who have more recent immigration to the U.S., China has also been exporting economic 

enterprises in Africa, as the continent’s largest trade partner (“China in Africa”, 2021). Its efforts 

of “soft power” (Liang, 2012) perhaps have led to an increased interest in Chinese language and 

culture. Along with all the benefits of Chinese immersion, for these families, Chinese offers 

another advantage of offering students a chance to learn a non-oppressive language. 

 

1.9 What’s Next? 

In the next chapter, I will offer a critical theoretical lens to view Chinese dual immersion 

programs through the theory of Family Language Policy, which investigates how parents make 

decisions regarding language. Chapter 3 will look at the methods used to inquire into parental 

linguistic identities. Chapter 4 will discuss parents’ ideologies and attitudes regarding language 

and education, and their experiences and motivations toward their Mandarin dual language 

school. Chapter 5 looks at parents’ language policies and practices including how caretakers 
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facilitate Mandarin within their school, their family, and within the community. The final, 

Chapter 6, evaluates lessons learned from the study and presents recommendations for parents, 

school officials, teachers, policymakers, and key stakeholders.  
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Chapter 2  

A History of Family Language Policy 

2.1 Introduction 

For a closer investigation of the decisions parents can make for their children regarding 

school choice, I turn to the framework of Family Language Policy (FLP). In this chapter, I 

introduce the field of FLP, its history, and how it can shed light on parents’ motivations for 

school choice. I heavily rely on Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) interactive model of the intervening 

factors that contribute to FLP, including parental background, parents’ experiences with 

language and language loss, and their current home experiences. Pertinent to how parents think 

about language is how they also perceive their role, both as parents and as cultural agents. In line 

with the model, I explain the linguistic factors that motivate language policy: Language 

Ideology, Language Management, and Language Practices. In Language Ideology, I explain the 

ways in which parents’ perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes contribute to their linguistic choices.  

Language Management refers to how parents and community members try to manipulate the 

“desired” language for their children, including how parents utilize language in home-based 

activities. Language Practices concern children’s actual language use and how they choose to 

accept or resist the family language policies in the household. Using Curdt-Christiansen’s 

framework, I argue that dual language schools can serve as a form of FLP. To sum up, I discuss 

how these theories can be used in conceptualizing parents’ choices for enrollment in Chinese 

immersion. 



 

39 

2.2 Family Language Policy: an Emerging Field of Study 

The study of Family Language Policy, or FLP, is grounded in previous studies on 

language planning and policy, which investigates how public institutions, such as a governing 

bodies, workplaces, or educational establishments institute or regulate the use of one or more 

languages in society (Johnson, 2013; McCarty, 2011; Spolsky, 2004). According to Curdt-

Christiansen (2018), “A language policy is a political decision and a deliberate attempt to 

change/influence/affect the various aspects of language practices” (p. 15). While deliberate, 

language policies can be either explicitly stated, or they can be implicitly practiced (Curdt-

Christiansen, 2009). From a societal perspective, the formation of language policies is a 

“complex sociocultural process” (McCarty, 2011, p. 8), consisting of “modes of human 

interaction, negotiation, and production mediated by relations of power” (McCarty, 2004, p. 72). 

In other words, social forces not only influence language policies, but language policies also help 

shape social forces.  

Earlier researchers of language policy sought to examine, in language contact situations 

with multiple languages, “Why do members of some immigrant groups maintain their languages, 

while members of other groups lose their language?” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). From an 

ethnographic perspective, King et al. (2008), presents the question thusly: “Which caretakers 

attempt to influence what behaviors of which family members for what ends under what 

conditions by what means through what decision-making process with what effect?” These 

questions inquire about who the parents are, what linguistic choices they make, and what the 

effects of their decisions are. 

Yet, while ample research has shown that family has a direct impact on children’s 

language outcomes (Cheung, 1981; Fishman, 1968), less research is known about how the 
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families maintain their language. Branching off from prior institutional studies of language 

policy, FLP offers an avenue to examine language choice and use in a more intimate setting: 

within the realm of the home (King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry, 2008). Studies in FLP have been 

popular not only in the U.S. but in Canada, England, Scotland, Netherlands, Norway, Singapore, 

and Australia (Curdt-Christiansen, 2014; Kopeliovich, 2010; Schwartz & Moin, 2011).  The 

draw to FLP has gained traction especially since home languages have been popularized as a 

way for parents to provide future socioeconomic opportunities for their children (King, Fogle, & 

Logan-Terry, 2008; Liu, 2018).  

The study of FLP draws in both sociocultural forces and parents’ linguistic goals for their 

children; it takes the social structures of language policies and reexamines them through the lens 

of an individual family. An investigation of language in such an intimate environment as the 

home may come with triumphs or tensions of language maintenance. According to Curdt-

Christiansen (2013),  

“The study of FLP can make visible the relationships between private domains and public 

spheres and reveal the conflicts that family members must negotiate between the realities 

of social pressure, political impositions, and public education demands on one hand, and 

the desire for cultural loyalty and linguistic continuity on the other” (p. 1)  

For parents, and especially many immigrant parents, these tensions between whether to speak 

societal languages or home languages may become a source of these conflicts. The study of FLP 

seeks to investigate the complex web of interaction that engages the question of how languages 

shift and change based on how an individual family perceives languages, how they practice their 

native tongue, and what they envision for their children’s future.  
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2.3 Understanding the Triumphs and Tensions: A Model for FLP 

To investigate the complexities of the various factors that affect FLP, I use the model 

outlined by Curdt-Christiansen (2014) in Figure 1 to illustrate the intersection among the factors 

that contribute to language ideology, which in turn motivates language intervention strategies 

and informs language practices.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Curdt-Christiansen’s interactive model of Family Language Policy (2014). 

Curdt-Christiansen’s model of Family Language Policy illustrates the complex ways in 

which language policy relates to both internal and external factors.  At the center of the model is 

the author’s replication of Spolsky’s (2004) three components of the “Language Policy of any 
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speech community”: (1) Language ideology, or the “beliefs about language and language use”; 

(2) Language management, or the planning or the management of which languages to learn; and 

(3), Language practices, or the “habitual pattern of selecting among the varieties that make up its 

linguistic repertoire” (Spolsky, 2004, p. 5). Surrounding the linguistic factors that influence FLP 

are social factors and parents’ personal agencies that play into FLP: Parental Background and 

Home Environment. Curdt-Christiansen’s model also notes four social contexts that co-exist with 

FLP sociolinguistic, sociocultural, socioeconomic, and sociopolitical forces. These contexts, 

because they continue to affect the language choice used in the household, will be discussed in 

detail in the section on Language Ideologies.  

Curdt-Christiansen’s model demonstrates how intricate macro and micro factors play into 

FLP and illustrates the complex relationship between social factors and parents’ personal 

agencies. The framework recognizes that the decisions that parents make are often a consequence 

of overarching political, cultural, economic, sociological, and linguistic factors that guide their 

decision making. At the same time, Curdt-Christiansen’s paradigm recognizes that parents and 

families can make their own linguistic choices, and can comply or resist societal notions of 

language policy. The model also represents the relationship between linguistic and nonlinguistic 

forces in constructing FLP as interactive and dynamic, as families construct their own wants and 

needs over time. 

In line with Curdt-Christiansen’s model, I conceptualize family language policy in terms 

of parents’ linguistic backgrounds. In the next section, I describe how their identities influence 

their motivations to enroll their children in dual language schools. I explore “who” are the 

parents: how they identify, what experiences they have with the language in shaping their roles 

as caretakers, their knowledge of bilingualism, the role of language loss and subsequent 
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reclamation of linguistic agency through school choice, and parents’ expectations for their 

children’s linguistic trajectories. 

2.4 Parental Background: Language Experiences in Shaping Identity 

When parents decide which language to have their child speak at home, the decisions are 

often made deliberately, based on their own experiences with a language. These personal 

experiences can be influenced by parents' cultural attitudes toward the language or education, 

their immigration status, what they have personally witnessed, and likewise, what opportunities 

they may have missed but would like their children to experience. Parents’ linguistic experiences 

also have the power to transform parents’ identities and self-conceptualizations as parents. Under 

Curdt-Christiansen’s framework of FLP, the field of family language policy incorporates both 

the parents’ goals and motivations within existing educational and cultural structures. 

Because the family is so crucial to language planning, parents’ beliefs about language and 

their language ideologies affect not only the languages they choose to speak in the home but how 

they make their linguistic decisions. Their language policies may be impacted by “parents’ 

expectations, parent’s education and language experience, or parental knowledge of 

bilingualism” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009, p. 355). How parents, especially immigrant parents, 

perceive language ultimately reflects on their identity.  

Parental perspectives regarding language are salient to the child’s upbringing and family 

bonding. For parents, a sense of identity is also deeply tied to language and culture and is shaped 

by their own experiences, all of which can then translate into the choices they make for their 

children. Studies looking at parental linguistic attitudes and ideologies have shown that children's 

language attitudes have been shown to reflect those of their parents (Feenstra, 1969; Potowski, 
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2004). As Norton and Toohey (2001) argue, “the language choices available to children and their 

parents, as well as the discursive practices that are encouraged and supported in school, have an 

important impact on children's identity” (p. 310). Parents’ experiences with language can serve 

as a guide to the kinds of linguistic choices that are made readily available for their children. 

Studies of FLP feature heavily the stories of immigrant parents, whose views on and 

experiences with language may also be influenced by their own background and experiences 

with immigration. Norton (2013) describes the experiences of five immigrant Canadian parents 

in the 1990s and their experiences with how language impacted their own identity. One parent, 

Eva from Poland, had her status physically changed from an immigrant to a multicultural citizen, 

but her self-conception remained a “site of struggle” (p. 166) Eva remarked, “Because of my 

distinguishable pronunciation, I am viewed as an immigrant by others and therefore I still feel 

like one.” Another participant, Martina, preferred to speak English because it was the preferred 

language of her children, even though Spanish was her first language and was more natural to 

her. Because many of the home and public life tasks relied upon English, Martina arranged to 

learn the language to provide a “better life for [her] children” (p. 21). For Martina, the identity of 

a parent is equated with “refus[al] to be silenced”. For this parent, her language use was tied to 

her role as a caretaker. A third parent, Felicia, who, although technically an immigrant, did not 

identify with the image of a poor immigrant. Instead, she was a wealthy Peruvian residing in the 

United States. In this manner, social class was more of a marker of Felicia’s identity than 

immigrant status. Because she came from a privileged background in her home country, Felicia 

was well-versed in English. However, Felicia identified more with her Peruvian nationality than 

her Canadian citizenship, and she used Spanish as the language of the home. 
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As Norton’s study demonstrates, parents may have to negotiate multiple languages in 

different domains. Parents undergo a process by which they accept and reject labels such as 

country of origin, immigrant status, and social class—all of which factor in the linguistic and 

cultural transmission to their children. Norton’s interviews with immigrant parents reveal these 

parents are heavily influenced by their own backgrounds with language. Additionally, not only 

are their identities changed by their role as a parent and caretaker, but also that these roles may 

lead them to make different language choices than they might otherwise make on their own. 

2.4.1 Reconciling Language Shift through School Choice 

A noticeable theme in the literature on parents’ linguistic experiences is the notion of 

language shift, or parents shift to the societal language rather than speak their ethnic or cultural 

language, often due to very understandable and practical or pragmatic choices on the part of the 

parents. However, the impact of a parent forgoing one language for another plays a noticeable 

role in their child’s linguistic development. For example, Yeong Kim (2011) investigates how 

Korean immigrant parents’ linguistic ideologies impact their children’s identities. The author 

witnesses one instance in which a father decides to use English in an attempt to improve his 

daughter’s English because he had been discriminated against for his accented English. As a 

result, the child could only understand simple Korean but not long or complex sentences. Kim 

details the lack of cultural and social capital that a child faces when they lose their ability to 

communicate with their parents in their native language. Relatedly, Ochs (2010) notes that there 

is often a sense of sadness that immigrant parents witness when they see their children’s 

adoption of another language.  

 Language shift may be a growing trend, as according to Rumbaut (2007), Mandarin, in 

particular, one of the most common languages that experiences a generational shift, spoken by 
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only the first two generations and faces a complete drop off by the third generation. Furthermore, 

Francis, Mau, and Archer (2014) notes that the effect of language shift could provide a deep 

impact on Chinese identities. The researchers state that for Chinese students, "language appears 

to be a key-- or perhaps the key--delineator of Chinese identity" (p. 210). If language maintains 

an essential key to identity, a shift of language could contribute to severed ties to an individual’s 

ethnic heritage. Especially in the context of immigration, language shifts can add to the distress 

of physical distance by creating emotional distance between a child and their heritage culture 

(Tannenbaum, 2005; Okita, 2002). For parents, children experiencing language shift could not 

only present conflicts in their identity, but bring about tensions within the family dynamic.  

For parents who have lost some of their own access to a language they used to speak, 

they may choose to take a more active linguistic role in their children’s education as a means of 

preventing their own children from losing the ancestral or heritage tongue.  Through school 

choice, parents can change their children’s linguistic trajectories through decisions about where 

they enroll their child in school. Some parents may decide to reconcile their own experiences 

with learning languages through enrolling their child in an immersion or dual language program. 

Weise (2014) calls these parents “Heritage Families”, as many of them are second-, third- or 

even older generation families of Chinese American descent but they perhaps no longer speak 

the language. According to Weise and Alexander (2018), “immersion is a way to reconnect their 

children with a language and culture they may have lost” (p. 8).  

Previous studies of parents of dual language students have demonstrated that parents’ 

own past experiences with a language, or lack thereof, may contribute to schooling decisions for 

their children. Garcia (2009) found that some parents who sent their children to bilingual 

Spanish-English schools had been affected by their own poor experiences with second language 
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learning in high schools. Potowski (2007) studied parents who enrolled their children in a 

Spanish dual language school who had witnessed first-hand language loss from other relatives; 

they stated that one of their motivations was that they did not want that situation to happen to 

their children. In some cases, parents can choose to give their children the linguistic agency that 

had not been granted to themselves. In Craig (1996)’s study, Spanish speaking parents in the 

United States chose to enroll their students in a dual language school because they were 

motivated by the fear their child would “lose or abandon their ethnolinguistic roots” (p. 400). 

Craig further noted that even native English-speaking parents pointed to their non-Anglo ethnic 

heritage as a reason for their child's enrollment in a dual language program. As one parent 

responded, "I want my children to know the language of their grandparents. I want them to have 

the benefits of being bilingual and the pride in their ancestry that comes from a better 

understanding of the language and culture" (p. 398). For reasons that the author did not address, 

the parents themselves did not learn Spanish, their ancestral language, but they did make a 

deliberate effort to change their own child's linguistic and educational futures.  

The prospect of one’s child adopting the majority language in lieu of a native or heritage 

language can be a real concern for many immigrant parents, especially for those caretakers who 

have lost their own native tongue or do not believe they have the skills necessary to pass it on to 

their children. For these parents, the decision to enroll in a specific school can help alleviate the 

burden of teaching the heritage language (Bougie, Wright, & Taylor, 2003). The idea of schools, 

in particular dual language schools, as a form of FLP will serve as the foundation of my study, as 

will be discussed at the end of this chapter. 
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2.5 The Home Environment: A Community Network of FLP 

While FLP has traditionally investigated private encounters with children’s language 

within the context of the family domicile, the field of study has expanded beyond the definition 

of a nuclear family, consisting of a mother and father and their children. Families today may 

consist of a single-parent; same-sex parents; an extended family to include aunts, uncles, 

grandparents, or other adults who may take on a parenting role; or families with no blood 

relation, such as stepparents or stepchildren, and adopted children (Parke, 2013). With the 

changing dynamic of families in mind, this section addresses the dynamic of the home 

environment that slowly shifts away from the parents as the harbingers of language and moves 

toward examining the role of grandparents, siblings, and even the child as a participating agent in 

their language policy. I also turn to the role of the community in developing a child’s language, 

domestic helpers or private tutors. These research studies suggest that language does not occur in 

a vacuum but requires a community of speakers, often with multilingual voices, in shaping a 

child’s language policy. 

For immigrant families, it is not uncommon for grandparents to aid in the raising of a 

child, and as a result, in contributing to their linguistic input. Curdt-Christiansen’s (2012) study 

evaluated the role that grandparents bring to enhancing the culture, language, and literacy 

environment for the grandchildren in their families. In many immigrant households, grandparents 

may take on additional child care responsibilities, such as babysitting for children while their 

parents are at work (Gupta & Yeok, 1995), which has led to linguistic transmission of the 

heritage language. Winter and Pauwels (2005) found that German-heritage parents would 

supplement their child’s learning in the culture and heritage language through the grandparents, 

even when they (the parents) would not necessarily use German themselves. Mehler & Gleim 
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(2015) similarly found that "even if the offspring fail to learn sufficient linguistic knowledge 

from their parents, offspring can still obtain some shared linguistic knowledge from their 

grandparents" (p. 245). For many families, the grandparents cannot not speak the societal 

language well, and so, communicating the heritage language may be more out of necessity as 

their only common language between grandparents and their grandchildren (Braun, 2012; Gupta 

& Yeok, 1995; Luo & Wiseman, 2000). As Braun (2012) states, “grandparents provide access to 

a minority language in a natural manner,” (p. 433) contributing to a family’s language policy in 

salient ways. 

Like grandparents, the role of siblings is also important to consider when taking an 

expanded take on FLP. As found in many studies on the role of multiple children in a bilingual 

household, as the older siblings tend to acquire English and then introduce it to the later-born 

siblings, the nature of the family language practices and ideologies in the household go through a 

linguistic shift, which can have a negative effect the maintenance of the minority or heritage 

language (Hoffman, 1985; Luykx, 2005; Obied, 2009). However, other studies suggest that older 

siblings who have an environment steeped in the heritage language can utilize it with the 

younger siblings, which may play a positive role in language maintenance (Kopeliovich, 2013; 

Yates and Terraschke, 2008). For example, in their interviews with Australian immigrant parents 

in exogamous relationships, Yates and Terraschke note that with one parent in particular, her 

prolific use of Mandarin with her daughters “may also encourage them to use it with each other, 

thereby establishing it as a fully valid and important family language” (p. 121). Yates and 

Terraschke (2013) suggest that parental success in establishing the minority language early on 

with the eldest-born can be carried to the other siblings as a form of emotional bond. Whether 

despite or because of parental influences, the home environment with siblings as active agents 
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play a role in language maintenance. Furthermore, van Lier (2000) contends that a child's 

learning is not a passive process but rather a series of events that depends greatly on the learner's 

interactions throughout their environments. 

It is also worth noting that not all family language policies necessarily involve family 

members. Not only does family play a key role in maintaining the language, but other voices 

from the community, such as caretakers, teachers, and members of the community can have a 

direct effect on a speaker’s language (King et al., 2008).  Lanza (2007), for example, evaluates 

how language practices are transmitted not only through parents, but through interactions with all 

family and community members.  In constructing the home environment for FLP, it is worth 

noting that not all family language policies necessarily involve family members. King and 

Logan-Terry (2008) discovered that Spanish-speaking Latina domestic helpers in English-

speaking families would correct children's utterances, adding an additional component to 

children's linguistic interactions. Additionally, parents may seek the help of “external 

professional help” (Curdt-Christiansen & Hancock, 2014) to manipulate the language situation at 

home. Families can hire external help in the form of private tutors or homework coaching 

(Curdt-Christiansen, 2014; Ren & Hu, 2013). Hiring outside help to provide academic and 

domestic assistance, whether it directly or indirectly affects language contact, contributes to the 

home environment.  

While FLP studies focus on how family members can have an effect on a child’s 

language, it can be easy to forget or ignore the fact that children can have control of the language 

they choose to use. Cassie Smith-Christmas (2016), while investigating the FLP of a family in 

Scotland, laments how FLP scholars focus primarily on social processes of language shift, rather 

than the child’s decision in their own language maintenance. Luykx (2005) revisits the idea of 
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parents as language agents for their family and posits the opposite, that children play an active 

role in the language socialization of their adult family members. The author looks at children as 

"active and creative social agents who produce their own unique children's cultures, all the while 

contributing to the production of adult society" (p. 47). Research also maintains that children, 

especially those from language-majority backgrounds, may play a special role in their own 

family language policy – for instance, by serving as family language “brokers" (Parada, 2013, p. 

302), or as a resource that bridges two cultures. Similarly, King and Fogle (2013) agree that child 

agents are a part of the dynamism of FLP, in which children "play an active role of influencing 

code choice and shaping family language ideologies" (pp. 196-97).  Finally, a child’s own 

agency can directly contradict parental wishes as the child may give up their own interest in dual 

language schooling. As Weise and Alexander (2018) remind parents of children enrolled in 

Chinese immersion, “your dream of raising a bilingual child is just that -- your dream” (p. 9). 

The authors reveal that it is common for children to want to give up Mandarin immersion or to 

drop the language component after middle school. Further, a child’s agency can have a direct 

role in their sustained interest in dual language schooling.  

As the dynamic of families continues to change, it is important to incorporate more 

insights from various marginalized and understudied linguistic, cultural, gendered, classed 

perspectives, and proceeds from more fluid definitions of FLP (Hornberger, 1988). Future 

scholars should consider, for example, non-traditional families, such as LGBT parents, who may 

be missing from FLP narratives. From grandparents to siblings, caretakers, to the child 

themselves, it is clear that the environment of a child’s home can foster language learning just as 

in the home.  In other words, it takes a village to shape a family language policy. 



 

52 

2.6 Language Ideology: The Driving Force of FLP 

Within Curdt-Christiansen’s model of FLP, she integrates the framework with the lens of 

the family. With this perspective, language ideology is “context specific and related to and 

interwoven with economic, political, socio-cultural and linguistic factors as well as parental 

educational experiences and expectations” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009, p. 355). I describe below 

the three language policy components as separate, with the understanding that they co-exist 

within a “structural, flexible, and expandable framework” (Schwartz and Verschik, 2013, p. 4). 

 Language ideology includes but is not limited to the “values, practices and beliefs 

associated with language” (Blackledge & Pavlenko, 2002, p. 123). The field of FLP recognizes 

that ideological factors are important to implementation of the heritage language, including 

language attitudes and beliefs, and issues of identity.  Language ideologies are not simply only 

isolated beliefs about language and their usage, but parental beliefs have been shown to influence 

children’s linguistic development (De Houwer, 1998; King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry, 2008). As 

Curdt-Christiansen (2009) explains, “Language ideologies are often seen as the driving force of 

language policy as language ideologies are based on the perceived value, power and utility of 

various languages” (p. 354). In applying Christiansen’s statement to the family context, how 

parents perceive of, or their attitudes toward, a language is instrumental to whether speakers in 

the family will choose to speak the language. She writes, “The study of FLP not only contributes 

to our understanding of the processes of language shift and change, it also sheds light on broader 

language policy issues at societal levels.” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2013, p. 1) 

Essential to FLP studies are what King and Fogle (2013) describe as the "functions of 

parental ideologies, decision-making and strategies concerning languages and literacies, as well 

as the broader social and cultural context of family life" (p. 172). Parental choice and ideologies 
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toward language pose a critical role in how language is maintained in everyday activities. 

However, language ideologies formed by the parents are not completely separate from the impact 

of social forces. Van Dijk (1998) describes language ideology as the “shared framework(s) of 

social beliefs that organize and coordinate the social interpretations of groups and their 

members” (p. 8). In order words, a group’s social beliefs shape how they perceive language, and 

serve as a mediating factor for decisions made in FLP. For example, in a study of three 

multilingual families in Singapore, Curdt-Christiansen (2016) found that English, as the medium 

of education, was considered socially more desirable than the heritage languages (Chinese or 

Malay). The dichotomous relationship between the societal language and the heritage language 

“reveals that language choices and practices in family domains are value-laden in everyday 

interactions and explicitly negotiated and established through FLP” (p. 1).  

While a family’s language policy is influenced by who the parents are and the 

environments in which they live, Curdt-Christiansen and Hancock (2014) explain that FLP is 

“connected with broader political, educational and economic forces” (p. 35). Rarely is language 

policy created without social influences, even outside of the family domain. FLP is not only 

related to what languages are spoken in the household, but also how those languages are shaped 

by society. The decisions that parents make are often a consequence of overarching political, 

cultural, economic, and linguistic factors that guide their decision making. The following section 

details the various social factors that form the outer edge of Curdt-Christiansen’s model for FLP. 

These factors (sociopolitical, sociocultural, socioeconomic, and sociolinguistic) affect parents’ 

language ideologies, thereby motivating their choice for their children’s Mandarin language 

learning. 
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2.6.1 Sociopolitical Context: 

In the context of multilingualism in the United States, there exists a power differential 

that leads the language minority group to either maintain or abandon their home languages, due 

to social, economic, or political pressures to learn English (Canagarajah, 2008; Paulston, 1988). 

As McCarty (2011) states, there are “unspoken, unwritten, unofficial, but powerful language 

mechanisms that are used in our everyday life” (p. 43) and that continue to seek into our 

collective consciousness. For many immigrants to the U.S., the use of English is the language 

that continues to wield power over the minority language in subtle, but salient ways. As Yates 

and Terraschke (2013) assert, "maintaining a minority language in the face of a dominant global 

language like English is not an easy task and the successful maintenance and transmission of a 

heritage language requires careful planning within the family" (p. 108). Therefore, choosing to 

maintain a language other than English in the U.S. can be perceived as a political decision, even 

if the parents themselves did not specifically intend their choice to be so.  

While much of FLP focuses on the agentive actions of the family to preserve language, 

even issues of family policy, which is often seen as intimate and localized, cannot be divorced 

from issues of power. As noted by Canagarajah (2008), who examined the family and social 

dynamics that led to language shift among Tamil-speaking families in the U.S., U.K., and 

Canada,  "We find that the family is not self-contained, closed off to other social institutions and 

economic conditions... the family is shaped by history and power, at times reproducing 

ideological values and power inequities established from colonial times" (p. 173). Family use of 

language is deeply connected to ideologies in society, both past and present. 

Language hierarchies, too, in the home also often mirror the social positioning of 

languages in society. As seen in Li Wei's (2010) study of Chinese immigrants in a small city in 
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England, speakers belonging to an immigrant group are not afforded the same recognition in 

their native language as those language varieties spoken by citizens. Indeed, many immigrants 

feel their language is not valued in their host country (Anzaldúa, 1987), and many language 

minority speakers may feel pressure from school officials or teachers not to speak their home 

language out of fear it will stifle the child's social or academic growth (Smith-Christmas, 2016; 

Wong-Fillmore, 1991). 

Sociopolitical decisions may factor into how a state may decide what language should be 

maintained in domains such as public schools. Cummins (2000) relates FLP to education, stating 

that school language policies and practices are very much tied to the production and challenge of 

power in a school environment. Garcia (2009) echoes Cummins' statement in asserting that 

language policies adopted by schools reflect not only linguistic ideologies, but also socio-

political ones as well. As Garcia (2009) proclaims, "school is the most important agent in 

[language] acquisition planning" (p. 83). Where parents intend to invest their children's futures is 

paramount to concerns of FLP.  

Curdt-Christiansen (2014) investigated parental family language choice within 

multilingual Singapore. In her study, while the parents recognized cultural and pragmatic utility 

of learning Chinese, they expressed some doubt not only in retaining their heritage language but 

also being bilingual. Feeling the effects from the top-down sociopolitical hierarchy of languages, 

parents communicated “concerns about losing out to English in a competitive society and 

meritocratic educational system” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2014, p. 47). Curdt-Christiansen echoes 

the struggle that many parents have, who may desire to maintain linguistic and cultural roots 

while thriving in the language of the mainstream society. Many parents, like my own, do not 

want their child to lose their ethnic culture, but at the same time they realize that English 
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development will aid in their child’s academic and social success. Therefore, tension often 

surrounds parents’ goals of maintaining both the L1 and the L2, which can powerfully influence 

FLP. 

2.6.2 Sociocultural Context 

Easily the most cited context for their linguistic ideologies, parents’ sociocultural 

contexts can impact parents’ language ideologies, from a range of different cultures.  In this 

section, I examine the link between language and ethnic identity in parents’ formation of their 

language ideologies. What’s more, parents who are immigrants may find themselves as the 

keeper of customs and traditions from their nation of origin. I describe the link between Chinese 

heritage and identity. Additionally, I discuss caretakers of bilingual children may believe their 

beliefs about being a “good” parent are formed from cultural notions of bilingualism.  

Language as Ethnic and Cultural Identity 
 

Parents’ sociocultural contexts can impact parents’ language ideologies, from a range of 

different cultures. Especially for immigrant parents, language is the most often-cited contributor 

to ethnic identity (Gudykunst and Ting-Toomey, 1990; Hurtado and Gurin, 1995; Miller and 

Hoogstra, 1992). Ethnic and linguistic identity both play a role in individuals’ sense of self, 

which may motivate and impact parental choices about linguistic and cultural transmission. 

There may also be positive family relationships and academic connections and psychological 

factors that may accompany an enduring ethnic identity (Fuligni & Zhang, 2004; Yip & Fuligni, 

2002; Phinney, 1992). Linguistic access provides an individual with opportunities to engage with 

their own sense of self and membership within certain groups, which can include identity or 

ethnic groups (Erikson, 1968; Tajfel, 1981). 
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Studies of immigrants and linguistic ties have varied by ethnicity and country of origin. 

For example, Pauwels, Winter, and Bianco (2007) found that some Greek men and women felt 

strongly about maintaining the home language, where Germans witnessed “disengagement with 

the community language and ethnolinguistic histories” (p. 166). Costigan and Dokis (2006), in 

studying Chinese Canadian families, found that their participants who were immigrants wanted 

to instill a strong sense of ethnic identity in their children. Yet, immigrant parents may face a 

particular dilemma when confronted with raising their children in the host culture. The language 

choices of bilingual speakers may be motivated by their loyalties to the language group and by a 

sense of the utility of the language in the host country (Fishman, 2001). Their ethnic identities 

may connect to their sense of belonging and attitudes that accompany their membership in an 

ethnic group (Phinney, 1990).  

Immigrant parents face a particular dilemma when confronted with raising their children 

in the host culture. The language choices that bilingual speakers may make are motivated by 

their loyalties to the language group and the utility of the language in the host country (Fishman, 

2001). Their ethnic identities connect to their sense of belonging and attitudes that accompany 

their membership in an ethnic group (Phinney, 1990).  

Parents as Keepers of Culture 
 

While it is clear that parents play a pivotal role in language learning, many immigrant 

parents see themselves as guardians of another culture and language. These guardians see 

language as a means of passing down one’s culture, as “the main vehicle for the replication, 

construction, and transmission of culture itself” (Schiffman, 1996, p. 276). Craig (1996), in 

examining Spanish speaking parents’ motivations for enrolling their children in a bilingual 

school, found that ethnic pride is a major factor for maintaining cultural and linguistic roots. 
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These findings dovetail with Schwartz and Verschik (2013), who note that "parents often view 

the children's socialization into their culture through use of the home language as a positive 

symbol of cultural pride and a tool that strengthens family cohesion" (p. 6).  

Cultural factors provide a connection to one's heritage or a particular way of life.  As 

Curdt-Christiansen (2009) states, “Languages contain not only culturally defined human 

communication, but also a wealth of organized human knowledge including art, poetry, music, 

and science” (p. 356). Chinese writing, or hanzi, is considered to serve a role as a bearer of 

Chinese culture. Not only can it "enrich one's understanding of the spoken language" but it can 

serve other purposes of cultural transmission, such as "opening the gateway to the rich treasure 

of the Chinese world" (Shouhui & Dongbo, 2014, p. 163). 

When parents transfer language to their children, they are also transmitting cultures and 

identities. Parents’ identities are thus crucial to language transference. Although the literature 

overwhelmingly presents examples of immigrant parents being harbingers of the customs and 

language from their countries of origins (McCoy, 1992), these perspectives may nevertheless be 

limited. They may obscure instances in which immigrant parents’ experiences vary and are 

diverse, and may be susceptible to change, especially as parents become integrated into their host 

countries. Within a more dynamic cultural framework, what does it mean to be a parent in a 

Chinese American context? 

Culture as a Link for Chinese Heritage and Identity  
 

Within the U.S., a majority of the Chinese American population is first (63%) or second 

generation (27%). Thus, immigration is tied to the identities of many Chinese heritage 

individuals (Pew Research Center, 2018). In other words, parents of Chinese heritage may 
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consider their ethnic identities and language to be more prominent, and likely more important to 

pass onto their children, because they are more recent immigrants, compared to other ethnicities. 

Curdt-Christiansen (2009), in studying Chinese families in Quebec, explored how 

“parents impede and prevent or support and promote Chinese language acquisition or bilingual 

development" (p. 3). She found that Chinese parents heavily lean on the importance of culture as 

the reason for maintaining their language. In fact, fostering the Chinese language was viewed as 

the ability to transfer Chinese culture and values, and therefore as an integral part of identity 

formation. Similarly, Hancock (2006) interviewed Chinese parents to investigate their Chinese 

family literacy practices in the home in relation to language maintenance and cultural 

transmission. As one of Hancock's parent participants mentioned, "It is important to learn 

Chinese. When they have their own family, they need to teach their children the language: they 

need to pass it on to the next generation. It is important for our heritage" (p. 67). In FLP, the 

parents not only plan for the present, but also for their child’s future and generations to come.  

 In a later study, Curdt-Christiansen (2014) examined Chinese enactment of FLP in 

Singapore and connects language shift, or lack of maintenance, with values of ethnic identity. 

She discovered that Chinese heritage learners, in particular, harshly judged those who lack 

proficiency in the language. As one of the parents in her study responded, “Mandarin is very 

important for us as it is our roots. If we cannot speak our language, that would be very 

shameful!" (p. 46). These feelings of shame in losing one’s language may be internalized by 

learners themselves, as seen in He (2008)’s study in which she asked one language learner to 

discuss his motivation for learning Chinese.  "I am Chinese,” he says, “I feel stupid for not 

knowing the language" (p. 110). For Chinese Americans, the pressure to retain one’s linguistic 

identity is underscored by the reality that they will be perceived as Asian, even if they do not 
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speak the language (Mu, 2016). In a similar vein, Lu and Li (2008) investigated both the 

instrumental and integrative motivations for learning Chinese for both Chinese heritage, Asian 

non-Chinese heritage, and non-Asian, non-Chinese heritage students. They found that Chinese 

heritage students report the desire to understand their own cultural heritage. The students’ 

longing to reconnect with a past identity relates to Norton's assertions of identity and how 

"identity relates to desire--the desire for recognition, the desire for affiliation, and the desire for 

security and safety" (1997, p. 410).  

For some caretakers, learning Mandarin can hold cultural significance even for those 

parents who do not have ties to Chinese heritage: In cases of adoptive parents and their children 

who do not speak the heritage language, the longing to connect to one’s cultural heritage can 

provide the basis for learning the language. Jacobson (2008) writes that parents of transnational 

adoptees often engage in a process called "culture keeping," or maintaining the cultural heritage 

of the children despite raising the child in a new land.  

Cultural Contexts of a Bilingual Parent 
 

Turning to a different type of culture, another often overlooked but important cultural 

perspective are beliefs of being a “good” parent within societal conceptions of bilingualism. A 

parent’s language ideologies are complicated by the notion that each parent brings to the family 

particular identities that are being negotiated within the family and in relation to parenting issues. 

As individuals, mothers and fathers may construct differently their own ways of being and 

parenting. For example, Okita (2002) describes how Japanese parents living in the U.K. with 

English husbands perceived that the social identity of a “good parent” brought with it a stream of 

advice from others, based on the lack of understanding on how much work is involved in raising 

bilingual children in Japanese and English.  
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The cultural belief of a “good parent” as one who raises their child as bilingual is not 

new. In fact, bilingualism may be a growing trend. King and Fogle (2006) found that caretakers 

auspiciously value bilingual education as an act of "good parenting," and they may believe they 

are serving their roles as "good parents'' by sending their child to a bilingual school (p. 697).  

Bilingualism for children is considered to be a social trend, a means for upwardly mobile and 

highly educated parents to invest their child’s futures in. Piller (2005) notes that “bilingualism 

has definitely joined the markers of parental success. Childhood bilingualism is hip, a potential 

that must be tapped – no questions asked” (p. 614). Other scholars characterize bilingualism as a 

"gift" (Palviainen & Boyd, 2013; Piller, 2001).  

Similarly, Winter and Pauwels (2005) found that the discourses of “parenting” opened up 

a new avenue for agency regarding language maintenance and activism (p. 164). In their study, 

both Greek and German-heritage women discussed their progress in taking agency. As parents, 

the immigrant women brought it upon themselves to introduce their heritage to their children in a 

myriad of ways. Some studies of parents have also found that parents play a key role in making 

language related decisions. Costigan and Dokis (2006) found that parents were more oriented 

toward maintaining the ethnic Chinese culture, while the men were more oriented toward 

acculturation and the host culture. However, the family dynamic may be complicated by factors 

surrounding networks and mobility, as men may have more access outside the home than 

women. Nevertheless, these findings are consistent with research that finds that cross culturally, 

women are more likely to be responsible for ethnic cultural maintenance than men (Davey, et al., 

2003; Phinney, et al., 2001). 



 

62 

2.6.3 Socioeconomic Context 

The socioeconomic factors in parents’ language ideologies examine how languages are 

affected by the monetary value attached to the language. The socioeconomic context “seeks to 

address whether and to what degree language variables affect economic variables, such as 

earnings and salaries” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009, p. 356). As noted earlier in discussing the 

sociopolitical context, many parents believe that English serves as a key language for economic 

and political advancement. The economic power of the English language cannot be ignored, as 

its power manifests itself through negotiating business and finance deals, conducting research, 

sharing knowledge, and to manage public relations, among many other functions (Curdt-

Christiansen, 2009). 

Some studies in FLP have included parents who believe that maintaining the heritage 

language also brings advantages in future economic opportunities. For example, Park and Sarkar 

(2007) found that Korean immigrant parents in Canada maintained the Korean language for their 

children partly to “ensure them better future economic opportunities” (p. 232). Schwartz, Moin, 

and Leikin (2011) interviewed Russian-speaking parents who immigrated to Israel and enrolled 

their children in a Hebrew-Russian bilingual school. The researchers found that the parents 

“believed that English proficiency and bilingualism were keys to social and economic 

advancement” (p. 163). In other words, some parents believe that bilingualism, or child’s 

learning of both the majority and the minority language, would contribute to their child’s future 

success. 

In Ren and Hu’s (2013b) study of a Chinese parent’s FLP, the participant felt that 

learning the Chinese language was a value-add, especially taking into consideration China’s 

growing globalization. The parent remarked, “There is a big market in China. If Wendy [her 
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daughter] can speak Chinese well, there’ll be more opportunities for her in the future” (p. 71). 

With China’s influence as the world’s second largest economy and the global leader in 

purchasing power parity (Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2016), learning and 

speaking the Chinese language may have considerable influence for both immigrant and non-

immigrant families.   

According to Curdt-Christiansen (2009), for Chinese parents, instilling the language 

poses a specific role, as “a typical form of economic capital which can create financial 

opportunities and material wealth and bring economic advantages” (p. 363). In Lu and Li 

(2008)’s study of Chinese learners from a spectrum of language backgrounds, speakers from 

non-Chinese heritage backgrounds were found to be more instrumentally focused; that is, they 

focused more on the social or economic rewards that the language offers (Gardner, 1966) rather 

than studying the language for personal means.  

Similarly, in Andersen’s (2014) investigation of parental motivations for enrollment in 

one Chinese dual language school in Utah, most of the parents were from non-Chinese 

backgrounds and believed in more "practical" reasons for enrollment, such as the utility of the 

language in gaining access to a prestigious university, or as a path to a promising career. As one 

parent remarked, “I will be disappointed if, as an adult, my child does not use Chinese in his/her 

career” (p. 44). These examples of the types of dreams that parents would like to attain for their 

child contribute to what Piller (2001) refers to as “investment”—implying that putting down the 

groundwork for bilingual education now, specifically in learning Chinese, will yield a high 

return in future years. 
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2.6.4 Sociolinguistic Context: Chinese as a ‘Beautiful Yet Challenging’ Language 

Sociolinguistic factors, similar to political and economic factors, are related to how 

people perceive a language and may include “sources for beliefs about what language is 

good/acceptable or bad/unacceptable” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2014, p. 37). As Padilla, Fan, Xu, 

and Silva (2013) write, children learning Chinese have an additional challenge compared to those 

in Spanish or French immersion contexts, in that the Mandarin language has a different set of 

phonological (tones) and orthography (strokes), which poses a difficulty for native English-

speaking students. 

In investigating non-Chinese parents’ motivations for placing their child in immersion 

schools, Andersen (2014) cited the reputation of Chinese as being a difficult language. Some 

parents thought of the language as posing a “challenge” (p. 38) to their child, compared to other 

languages. One interesting finding in Andersen’s study was the consensus that Chinese 

immersion programs were more challenging than immersion programs featuring romance 

languages, which was believed more strongly by parents who did not speak another language, 

compared to those parents who were bilingual in any language. While focusing on the Chinese 

language itself, one of the parents Curdt-Christiansen (2014) interviewed remarked on the 

“beauty” of the Chinese language as possessing intrinsic value:  

“Chinese proverbs and idioms, this is the beauty of the Chinese language. I think no other 

language in the world can match this beauty. In terms of Chinese, you can describe the 

whole story in just four characters. Which other language can do that? …I myself 

appreciate the beauty of the Chinese language, even though I am English-educated…” (p. 
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46) 

 

The linguistic uniqueness of Chinese has also been cited in other studies as being a primary 

motivator for learning the language (Lin, 2013; Weger-Guntharp, 2006). As Lin (2013) notes in 

relation to perceptions of learning Mandarin, some learners felt that writing Chinese characters 

was similar to a “painting-like experience” (p. 153), echoing the parents in Curdt-Christiansen’s 

(2014) study who compared the language to an art-like form. Learners revel in the fact that 

learning Mandarin is not like learning any other language. Law (2014) reveals, “For me, Chinese 

is such a beautifully poetic language with a rich history that it would be a shame to have it lost to 

the next generations” (p. 9). It would not be farfetched to say that many parents who enroll their 

children into Mandarin dual language immersion programs would also agree with Law’s 

statement. 

2.6.5 Interacting Social Factors 

Harking back to Curdt-Christiansen’s model of FLP, one must consider the political, 

cultural, societal ecology that affect and shape parental ideologies.  Even though these factors are 

described separately, it is important to note that multiple social factors may contribute to parents’ 

decisions, and these social factors may change in line with a more fluid approach to FLP. For 

example, a parent may place their child in a Chinese dual language school due to the belief that 

learning Chinese will set their child apart for economic success later in life; but they may decide 

to stay in the program because of the support and fellowship that the Chinese-speaking 

community affords. In this example, parents may enroll their child for socioeconomic reasons, 

and then later add sociolinguistic or other factors to their motivations for school enrollment. 
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As witnessed in Curdt-Christiansen’s model, language ideologies of parents affect 

language maintenance, which Fishman (1968) describes as "the relationship between change (or 

stability) in language usage patterns… in populations that utilize more than one speech variety 

for intra-group or inter-group purposes" (p. 76). Whether a language is maintained or shifts from 

the minoritized language to a dominant variety (i.e. from Chinese to English) is due to both the 

language agents and the ways they interact with societal groups or institutions.  For example, 

Pérez Báez (2013) found from a longitudinal study of bilingual speakers in Mexico and 

California showed that parents’ belief that they could not control their child’s language resulted 

in their child’s language shift. The relationship between language ideologies and language 

maintenance as manifested in the FLP model demonstrates the close relationship between how 

parents view themselves in relation to their child’s language learning abilities and the way the 

languages are manifested in the home. The next section addresses the second part of Spolsky’s 

(2004) three-tiered language policy language intervention, or how speakers utilize language 

within the community, whether through management or planning. In the same spirit, I note the 

home literacy methods used in the domicile in describing the ways in which parents try to 

manipulate and achieve the “desired” linguistic behaviors. 

2.7 Language Maintenance: Without Planning, There Is No Heritage 

Language 

For many language minority communities, planning is an essential part of language shift 

and maintenance.  Fishman (1991) writes, "Without intergenerational parent tongue 

transmission... no language maintenance is possible”; he continues, “That which is not 
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transmitted cannot be maintained" (p. 81). He adds that maintaining the heritage language 

throughout generations is relevant to the social wellbeing and health of the language in society.  

 In describing how families intervene in methods to speak or preserve the heritage 

language, Spolsky (2004) describes language maintenance as “direct efforts to manipulate the 

language situation” (p. 8). While Curdt-Christiansen (2014) relies heavily on Spolsky’s (2009) 

theoretical framework of language maintenance, she critiques the model for the lack of specific 

measures in measuring language policy. Instead, FLP scholars have integrated research from 

studies of home literacy environment and parental involvement of home-based literacy practices. 

Within an FLP context, language maintenance refers to the act of intervention in parents’ use of 

cultural or community resources to shape or form their children’s linguistic futures.  

Piller (2001) notes a gap in the literature revolving around how parents organize language 

planning activities. She writes, “There is comparatively little consideration of [parents’] 

language planning activities.” (p. 65). Palviainen and Boyd (2013) mirror Piller’s statement and 

explain that “further work is needed regarding how parents shape family language policies” (p. 

245). Much of the research revolving around Chinese parents focuses on providing tutors to 

supplement their child’s education (Ren & Hu, 2013a) and sending them to Chinese heritage 

schools on weekends or summers (Chen & Zhang, 2010; Wang, 2010; Zhou, 2009). The next 

section provides background as to what language practices look like within the domestic realm.  

2.7.1 Home Literacy: Language Maintenance in the Domicile 

 Research on how parents engage with their child’s literacy learning reveals that Chinese 

parents are more likely to provide children with supplementary literacy practices at home, and 

are more likely to engage in daily literacy rich resources at home than Anglo-American parents 

(Chao, 1997; Schwartz & Verschik, 2013). In the context of literacy learning in diverse, 
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multicultural settings, Au (1993) writes that literacy learning is a purposive effort that begins not 

in schools, but in the home. When it comes to literacy education, scholars cannot ignore the 

impact of at-home literacy education, especially since studies show that children’s access to 

print-rich environment allows them to develop literacy in reading and writing (Neuman & 

Celano, 2001). Studies have shown that children’s literacy is made richer when caretakers or 

other adult members of the family read books to their children or fill a home with print-rich 

materials (Burgess et al., 2002; Weigel et al., 2006).  

The literacy outcomes are also prevalent for learning of the heritage language as well. 

FLP scholars, in mirroring these studies, “highlight the essential role that cultural artifacts and 

literacy activities play to provide continuity for intergenerational transmission and resistance to 

language shift” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2013, p. 3). Within the home environment, parents practice 

various strategies for navigating their children’s literacies. For a family, providing literacy-rich 

environments can involve the use of storybook readings, or coloring and drawing (Neuman, 

1999). Curdt-Christiansen (2014) noted that half of her families interviewed engaged in “reading 

practices at home and visit libraries as part of the fabric of daily life” (p. 49). In this example, 

literacy in the heritage language becomes an immersive family experience.  

Often, parents supplement home literacy by direct teaching of the language. Kopeliovich 

(2013) describes her own FLP strategies that she uses for her own children in the learning of 

Russian and Hebrew. Part of Kopeliovich’s activities included the creative translation of literary 

texts in both languages and incorporated exercises that promoted their child’s metalinguistic 

awareness. In strengthening their child’s literacy skills, parents and family members can take 

direct measures to mentor their child personally, especially in homework help. Curdt-

Christiansen (2012) details a grandparent who, convinced her granddaughter was not receiving 
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enough Chinese literacy, procured “commercially produced assessment workbooks” (p. 364) so 

her grandchild could practice extra Chinese exercises. 

In studies evaluating parents’ direct role in language maintenance, the unconscious daily 

activities parents do every day not only affect the input of the child’s language learning but also 

shape their cultural and moral values. Liu (2018)’s ethnography of a Chinese American family 

integrated Chinese language through routine activities such as nighttime reading of the Bible. 

Even though the parents wanted to shape their children through a good Christian upbringing, the 

use of Chinese in a nightly Bible reading helped the child to form both a “bilingual and bicultural 

context and construct an identity of being a Christian Chinese American” (p. 29). Similarly, in 

Ren and Hu’s (2013a) study, Chinese parents not only utilized storybook reading as a form of 

maintaining the heritage language, but also imbued those stories with moral values not found in 

Western fairytales.   

Even though caretakers’ intentions to improve their child’s literacy may be planned, it 

does not preclude the heritage or minority language from being fun and engaging for the entire 

family. Doyle (2013) reported on the use of literacy games to aid Estonian-born youth in the 

learning of what the authors referred to as the “non-societal language” (p. 159). In Curdt-

Christiansen’s (2012) account of shared literacy among multiple generations, the grandparent 

turned reading of a Chinese book to her granddaughter into a game involving wordplay. The 

granddaughter not only actively participated but also initiated the riddle game with her 

grandparent, contributing to a shared literacy between them. In another example of language 

maintenance through shared intergenerational bonding, Ren and Hu (2013a) detailed an instance 

of a grandparent using television and radio to teach her daughter Hokkien, a Chinese dialect.  
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The use of media and technology have afforded parents more variety in maintaining the 

heritage language. Caretakers have sources of heritage language at their disposal, including 

language learning books and software, online dictionaries, websites, films, television, music, and 

video games (Doyle, 2013). The use of online social media, such as Facebook or WeChat, allows 

not only people to network in a shared language but also parents to share ideas and resources to 

maintain the language at home (Alexander & Weise, 2018). Parents have enormous agency in 

exercising control of languages through their choice in media, such as Kopeliovich’s (2013) 

personal account of searching for movies such as Harry Potter or Home Alone in the parent’s 

heritage language, Russian, rather than the societal language of Hebrew. 

Often instead of relying on texts to supplement the minority language, families would 

create their own. Kopeliovich (2013) details her own family develop creative family projects in 

the Russian language: “simple Russian literary texts or on our family experiences: wallpapers 

and albums about our family travels, crafts or drawings illustrating the books, short home movies 

and puppet shows'' (p. 11). The task of providing literacy materials gives parents an opportunity 

to be creative and inventive with their language maintenance strategies. For example, 

Kopeliovich (2013), approaching the heritage language as a social tongue, arranged a Russian-

writing pen pal residing in Germany for her daughter in Israel. The author was able to use her 

connections with other friends operating with similar FLP at home to create a global network of 

support for both families. In the same vein, Alexander and Weise (2018) listed a personal 

example of how one of the authors “set up playdates and even arranged soccer pick-up schedules 

in Chinese, using Google Translate and texting” (p. 9). Given the context that FLP can be a huge 

undertaking, it is not highly unusual for parents to exercise flexibility and draw from their 

resources in order to provide meaningful language support for their children. 
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In a 2018 Chinese Early Language and Immersion Network (CELIN) briefing by Maquita 

Alexander, the Executive Director of Washington Yu Ying Public Charter School, a Chinese-

English dual language school in Washington D.C., and Elizabeth Weise, author of A Parent's 

Guide to Mandarin Immersion, the authors recommend several suggestions for parents to 

maintain the language at home, especially if the parents do not speak the language. The authors 

recommend activities that guardians, regardless of language background, are familiar with, such 

as making sure their child completes their homework. The parents do not need to be fluent in 

Chinese; however, they could equip themselves with basic understanding or knowledge of 

Chinese and immerse their household with language-rich materials, such as songs sung in the 

classroom, and watching familiar cartoons or movies, but in Mandarin. Alexander and Weise’s 

(2018) guide for parents brings up an interesting question about the ways in which non-Chinese 

heritage parents seek to incorporate the target language at home. Given the growing availability 

of Chinese materials, how often the parents utilize the resources, if at all, and what role does it 

play in their FLP? The role of non-Chinese speakers in maintaining Mandarin at home will 

manifest a more salient role in the chapters ahead. 

Kopeliovich (2013) reminds readers that the work of parents in intervening in their 

child’s language maintenance takes work and perseverance. The author writes that the child’s 

maintenance of the heritage language should “not to be taken for granted: it has been carefully 

monitored and promoted by the parents” (p. 11). Parents’ role in their children’s language 

maintenance cannot be understated. Harking back to Fishman’s assertion that without language 

link between generations, “no language maintenance is possible” (p. 113). I assert, similarly, 

without planning, there is no heritage language. 
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2.8 Language Practices: Language Policies in Real Life 

Leading to the final linguistic factor in Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) model of FLP: while 

language maintenance refers to what is planned, language practices refers to what actually 

occurs. Spolsky (2004) describes the third component of language policy as its language 

practices as “what actually happens, the ‘real’ language policy of the community” (p. 5). Parental 

linguistic practices range from “the highly planned and orchestrated, to the invisible, laissez-faire 

practices” (Caldas, 2012, p. 352). For example, some parents choose strategies such as having 

one parent speak one language (the namesake of the popular One Parent One Language 

movement), only allowing the heritage or minority language to be spoken at home.  

Curdt-Christiansen (2013), examined three families’ language through actual utterances 

with examples of Chinese-ethnic parents in Singapore assisting in their child’s homework help. 

While two parents made their language policies explicit, they both enacted language practices in 

different ways. One parent, Mrs. A, adopted a strict language policy in only using Mandarin in 

monitoring homework help, with a few points in English for making requests or to supplement a 

lesson. This parent used Mandarin at a high level of sophistication, providing “complex sentence 

structures, organizational ideas and decontextualized academic vocabularies” (p. 292). In 

contrast, Mrs. B. used more of a “move on strategy” (Lanza, 2004), providing Mandarin input 

but more often defaulting to English for clarification or requests. Curdt-Christiansen notes that 

the parent, unbeknownst to her, regularly accommodates to her daughter’s language choice of 

English, “leading the family to establish a habitual mixed-code mode for communication” (p. 

292). With Mrs. C, even though the homework revolved around Mandarin, the main language 

used was English, with Mandarin mostly used for names of characters or objects. This 
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observation revealed the parents adopted a more laissez-faire FLP at home, clearly preferring 

English over Mandarin as the default language at home.  

In relation to Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) model of intervening factors contributing to 

FLP, parental background can have a direct role in influencing their language practices. Mrs. A, 

because of her awareness on bilingualism, made sure to instate a more regimented language 

policy at home that focused not only on the social but also academic vocabularies in both 

Chinese and in English. In comparison, Mrs. C, who bears an “English only” attitude (p. 292-93) 

transferred her language ideologies through practices, as she always allowed her child to code-

switch to English as a marked choice (c.f. Myers-Scotton, 1993).  

Language practices are very much a reflection of parental attempts to intervene in their 

child’s language learning, while simultaneously serving as “manifestations of values, attitudes, 

and understandings of those who use them” (Cross, 2009, p. 30). Spolsky (2008) states that 

language behaviors and choices that make up social interactions and can vary from what varieties 

they use on a daily basis to “for expressing or concealing identity” (p. 5). In other words, a 

speaker’s language practices evaluate how and to whom they use language. As demonstrated in 

the FLP model, the interactions of linguistic practices showcase not only the discourse strategies 

parents use with their children, but also how children accept or reject the FLP, which reflects 

their linguistic ideologies and their identity. 

As a tie-in to earlier conceptions of children as socializing agents in FLP, Curdt-

Christiansen’s (2013) study showed how children can effectively negotiate language policies and 

whether consciously or not, can even influence their parents’ language usage. Similarly, 

Gafaranga (2010) found that Kinyarwanda-French bilingual children in Belgium made “medium 

requests” (p. 241), a discourse interaction strategy whereby “children demonstrably push for the 
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adoption” of a language, in Gafaranga’s case, the societal dominant language of French (p. 243). 

Such interactions show that children have an influence in their family’s FLP and can be the key 

marker of whether it succeeds, or as the next section will detail, whether it fails. 

2.9 When FLP Fails: Tensions with Language Maintenance versus Actual 

Language Usage 

Parental language policies do not often go as planned. Curdt-Christiansen (2013) remarks 

that looking at actual language policies allows for “shedding light on the implicit and 

unreflective parental inputs that take place in families with ‘undesirable’ FLP” (p. 292). By 

“undesirable”, Curdt-Christiansen refers to the language that is used, which may be dissimilar or 

aberrant to the kinds of policies that are set forth by parents. For example, she noted some 

tensions between a parent and a daughter who deviated from each other in their language use, 

which prompted the parent to explicitly recall the family’s FLP: 

“When I talk to you in Mandarin, you should answer me in Mandarin. If other people talk 

to you in English, you need to answer him in English. Should use Mandarin only, or 

English only. In your sentence, half is Mandarin, half is English. I don’t even understand 

what you are saying. If I don’t understand English, what should we do?” (Curdt-

Christiansen, 2013, p. 289).  

The author commented that because the parent did not use metalinguistic strategies or provide 

the child with enough Chinese linguistic input, her child’s maintenance of Chinese appears 

stagnant.  

  Curdt-Christiansen’s example, however, brings up another good point about the anxieties 

parents may feel about being the enforcer of FLP at home. With the parents placing so much 
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time and effort into language maintenance, a child’s deviance from the heritage or minority 

language can feel like a personal affront. This instance of a parent showing disappointment and 

sometimes anger at a child, while considered a form of “destructive FLP” (Kopeliovich, 2009), is 

nevertheless understandable. Okita (2002) writes that the costs of raising a child to be bilingual 

can cause emotional damage for the parents, especially when parents feel they have failed.  

When parents discuss their discourse interactions with their children, the ways in which 

they talk about their language can reveal internal struggles with maintaining additive 

bilingualism in a largely monolinguistic society. Curdt-Christiansen (2014) analyzed parent’s 

evaluations of their children’s Chinese language learning and discovered “the discourse choices 

related to Chinese language…  reveal their concerns about and voice their struggle with the 

balance between Chinese and English in reality” (p. 49). The reality, unfortunately, is that 

despite parental beliefs and efforts to control language at home, they are not always sufficient 

enough to lead to the FLP that the parent desires or intends.  

2.10 Moving Forward: Dual Language Schools as Family Language Policy 

Given its already varied and prolific background for a new field of research, FLP 

becomes a robust lens for examining parental choice and motivations. The question of why 

parents want their children to learn the heritage language must account for parental choices and 

decision-making processes. My study seeks to understand how parents seek to maintain their 

language ideologies; their motivations behind school and language choice; their interventions, or 

the investments they make to maintain the language; and their practices, or the day-to-day 

linguistic habits and how they play out within their choice of a Mandarin-English dual language 

school.  
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In my study, I focus on parents and uncover their linguistic motivations and how their 

decisions are enacted through their FLP. Taking into account Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) model 

for interrelated components of both micro (parental background, home environment) as well as 

the macro (social, political, economic, and linguistic) forces of FLP, I contend that parent’s 

choice of choosing dual language schools can serve as a form of family language policy. 

This exploration will also tackle a gap in the research regarding the methods that non-

Chinese speaking parents undertake for their child’s language learning. I highlight the ways in 

which my study can reveal the traditionally “hidden areas of family life” (Kopeliovich, 2013, p. 

250). More insight into FLP in the home can explore these triumphs and tensions, as well as 

elucidate other resources both native and non-native Chinese speaking families may have to 

support their child’s language learning. As Palviainen and Boyd (2013) describe, FLP is "by its 

very nature dynamic and fluctuating and subject to renegotiation during the ongoing life of a 

family" (p. 225). Immigration issues feature prominently in the current political climate, 

undeniably affecting the ways in which families shape the languages they use. The U.S.’s current 

relations with China, has evolved from “tense standoffs to a complex mix of intensifying 

diplomacy,” according to the Council on Foreign Relations (2018). Within this contentious time, 

examining bilingualism within the domestic realm provides an insight into how theoretical 

policies translate into everyday practical lives of individuals, families, and the community. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology and Research Design 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter 3 presents the basic design for my research study. In following Curdt-

Christiansen’s (2014) theoretical framework outlined in the previous chapter, I investigate 

parental motivations for placing their children in dual language schools as a form of Family 

Language Policy (FLP). I start with my research questions that investigate the strategies parents 

use to support the target language at home. I outline my focus on how parents utilize their FLP 

through the use of a Mandarin Chinese-English dual language school. Then, I present how I 

recruited my participants, parents of children enrolled in a Chinese dual language school, and 

describe the location of my research, the Mid-Atlantic United States. Next, I outline my 

methodology of in-depth interviewing, introduce thematic coding and discourse analysis, and 

review how past FLP scholars have used these data analysis methods to make sense of the data. 

Relatedly, I explain how I analyze my data in accordance with reliability and validity measures 

and discuss my own personal subjectivities in working on this research topic. This chapter also 

presents an overview of the participants interviewed in my study.  

3.2 Research Questions 

  As prefaced in Chapter 1 and 2, the growing popularity of Chinese dual language schools 

and families using Mandarin Chinese as a home language opens a new avenue of exploration: 

dual language schools as a form of FLP. Because parents’ choice of dual language school is 

pivotal to the actual realization of language used at home, this type of bilingual education is an 

important mechanism that can contribute to a child’s linguistic development. In light of the 
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connections between school choice and FLP, this study investigates the following two research 

questions: 

QUESTION 1: What are the linguistic and educational beliefs, motivations, ideologies, and 

experiences of the parents whose children attend a Mandarin Chinese-English bilingual school? 

How do caretakers discuss their decisions regarding their experiences with their children’s 

schooling and with respect to such factors as linguistic background and cultural heritage? 

QUESTION 2: How do parents of a child enrolled in a Chinese dual language school discuss 

how they engage with Mandarin in the home? What are their types and levels of engagement? 

What do their insights reveal about explicit and implicit family language policies and practices 

and about their identities as parents of Chinese language learners? 

To address these questions, I conducted a study that captures how parents become aware 

of the role that language plays in parenting beliefs and practices through their experience of 

enrolling their children in dual language schools. Within the backdrop of two Chinese dual 

language programs, the purpose of this study is to better understand the parental motivations that 

lead to parents’ decisions to enroll their children in Chinese language learning and to determine 

their awareness of language policies. My qualitative study explores how parents discuss their 

strategies, whether or not parents actively use them at home. Further, I aim to illustrate the 

successes and failures of the family’s language policy and how their school choice plays out in 

daily life. By interviewing parents, I uncover some of the visible and invisible language planning 

that takes place, in this case, among families living in the Mid-Atlantic United States.  
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3.3 Methodology 

Scholars have employed a variety of data collection methods in order to uncover parent’s 

FLP, including participant observation, interviews, ethnography, case studies, surveys, focus 

groups, and both researcher-based and parent-initiated recordings (Schwartz & Verschik, 2013). 

Among these data collection techniques, ethnography is common, especially when the researcher 

studies his or her own children (Fantini, 1985; Kopeliovich, 2010; Smith-Christmas, 2016). 

Interviews with caregivers are also popular (Norton, 2000; Schwartz et al., 2011; Yates & 

Terraschke, 2013) as are surveys about language use (Andersen, 2014; Ó hIfearnáin, 2009; 

Schwartz, 2008). A vast number of studies combine methods, such as Curdt-Christiansen’s 

(2004) study of Chinese families in Montreal, where the researcher triangulated her methods 

with weekly visits, observations within the community, interviews with the parents, and 

recordings of parent-child interaction. 

In my study, I used interviews to examine how parents discuss and reveal their 

knowledge of their child’s language learning in Mandarin Chinese. The advantage of an 

interview, as opposed to other methods, is that it allows the researcher “to capture participants’ 

lived experiences of raising multilingual children” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018, p. 434). In the vein 

of Curdt-Christiansen, interviews are a means of capturing those experiences, while being aware 

that they may not fully reveal the reality but formed or modified reality by the interviewee. 

Further, because interviews have been a verified tool in unpacking language ideologies 

(Laihonen, 2008; Young, 2013), I used interviews as a tool to encapsulate socio-cultural 

elements (such as the parents’ background or the environment in which their children go to 

school) and how they influence the day-to-day decisions parents may make regarding their 

child’s language learning.  
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3.3.1 The Focus of my Study 

The central point of my study focuses on the ways that parents come to their decisions 

regarding school choice. Curdt-Christiansen's model (2014) as described in Chapter 2 informs 

my research in investigating parents’ motivations, their awareness of policies, their experience in 

raising bilingual children, and the role of Mandarin in their children’s futures. I also look at how 

parents explain their choice to their children and what rationales are behind their decision. 

Pivotal to their decision-making is what Moin et al. (2013) refers to as "cultural ideologies" or 

the ways parents "ground and explain their choice of bilingual education for their children” (p. 

65). Part of these ideologies are their beliefs about their children learning in two languages, 

factors behind their school choice, and reconciliations between desired and actual output in both 

the societal and the home language. 

While many studies in FLP conduct ethnographies and observations in examining home 

life, my study takes a slightly different approach in investigating those parental ideologies. I 

explored parents’ knowledge of their child’s FLP through how they discuss their motivations, as 

well as their strategies of enacting some of these language practices at home. Through 

interviews, I focused on the ways in which parents discuss their FLP. In discussions with parents, 

I evaluated how conscious parents are of their language strategies, as well as how they “jointly 

negotiate and create family/language values and beliefs through family discourse strategies” 

(Curdt-Christiansen, 2013, p. 281). I examined how parents maintain Chinese in dual language 

schools and at home, and how they actively create values and beliefs regarding language at 

home. I referred to the discourses used to describe how parents refer to both the Chinese 

immersion school as their FLP and the strategies used in teaching or maintaining Chinese at 

home. I sought to examine how parents describe their level of involvement in their child’s 
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language learning, how active are they in maintaining the language (what Schwartz et al. [2011] 

refer to as how parents “ground their strategies”), and how they envisioned their role in their 

child’s bilingual development. 

As found in the literature, my study looked at both motivations and “strategies” parents 

use to support their children’s language development. Schwartz et al. (2011) refer to “strategies” 

in lieu of “policy” (in Family Language Policy) because the term “strategies” “denotes long-term 

plans of action and genuine efforts designed to achieve a particular goal” and furthermore 

“denotes long-term plans of action and genuine efforts designed to achieve a particular goal” (p. 

150). Relatedly, parental discourses have been used to refer to “parents’ extended verbal 

representations of their language strategies to promote children’s bilingual development” (p. 

152). In light of Schwartz et al. (2011)’s framing, the ways parents construct their FLP may be 

less of a “policy” and more centered around the “strategies” they use to support their children’s 

language development.  

3.4 Data Collection 

In order to engage with the community, I reached out to the principal and teachers at both 

institutions to introduce my study and role as a researcher. My plan was to engage with 

administrators of the school, so they might serve as advocates for my study. Then, through a 

school listserv, I sent an email invitation to the Parent Teacher Association, asking parents to 

participate. From the pool of volunteers, I recruited via snowball sampling, where participants 

nominated other individuals in their social network. 

My study consists of purposive sampling of 21 parents, which aligns with Hennink et 

al.’s (2017) findings on the range of participants needed to develop “a richly textured 
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understanding of issues” (p. 591) until researchers reach saturation. I included both parents in my 

study, also including parents interviewed together and some parents interviewed separately, 

depending on the parents' preference. 

The criteria for participation in my study was that participants identify as a “parent” of a 

child attending a Mandarin dual language program. My study featured one Mandarin language 

strand and one dual Mandarin-English language elementary school (kindergarten through fifth 

grade). The reason for focusing on the elementary level was twofold: first, the availability of 

dual language programs extending into middle grades and high school is rare. Second, the 

younger the children, the more recent the parents have made their decisions regarding school 

choice, adding to the accuracy of the information they share during interviews with me.  

In my study, I drew from a diverse pool of perspectives, in line with the current trends in 

FLP of a “broader sociopolitical concern that emphasizes sociocultural values and power 

relationships among speakers of different language varieties” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018, p. 436). 

As revealed in Chapter 2, recent studies on FLP have moved beyond traditionally Western and 

privileged backgrounds to include various perspectives from “non-Western, non-middle class, 

socioculturally and socioeconomically marginalized, and understudied transnational families, as 

well as those in indigenous and endangered language communities” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018, 

p. 425). The types of parents have extended beyond traditional nuclear families to examine non-

traditional families, such as single parents or LBGT parents. While I attempted to include more 

diverse perspectives from these families, my study consisted of families that had one mother and 

one father. However, my study did feature one parent of a Chinese adoptee, in consideration of 

studies of parents intentionally enrolling their adopted children in community language programs 
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in order to provide a linguistic connection to their biological heritage (Jacobson, 2008; Shin, 

2014).  

Because the decision for enrollment in a Chinese dual language school serves as a form 

of FLP, the parents themselves do not need to speak Mandarin Chinese, and they may possess 

different language backgrounds. For example, Curdt-Christiansen’s (2016) study of three 

Singaporean families featured three language heritage backgrounds, Tamil, Malay, and Hokkien, 

and conflicting language ideologies; but all families shared in their selection of a Mandarin-

English preschool. Similarly, in my study I refrained from setting any requirements for or 

restrictions on parents’ native language so as to allow for a variety of insights. My goal was to 

interview parents from different racial, ethnic, class, linguistic backgrounds to investigate the 

many varied motivations and experiences parents may have for enrolling their child in a dual 

language school.  

 I interviewed each parent individually for close to 90 minutes, in line with research that 

suggests that an hour and a half is the “optimum length for a qualitative research interview” 

(Elliott, 2005, p. 32). I conducted the interviews as long as parents allowed, while still being 

respectful of the parents' time. I recorded the interview on an audio recorder and jotted down 

major points as necessary during the interview. I took notes immediately following the interview, 

when my memory was fresh, so I could pay more attention to my interviewee. For the parents 

who chose to partake in my study, I presented them with a $20 gift card and Mandarin children’s 

books to thank them for their participation. 

3.4.1 Location: The Mid-Atlantic 

As addressed in Chapter 1, the majority of Mandarin-English dual language schools in 

the United States are located on the West Coast, owing to the long history of Chinese settlement 
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in the region. The East Coast has had a more recent history of Chinese settlement, especially in 

the Mid-Atlantic, the region that stretches from New York to Virginia. Over the recent decades, 

the Chinese population in the Mid-Atlantic has witnessed displacement and migration. While 

Washington D.C. used to have a sprawling Chinatown, most of the local Chinese residents have 

relocated to the suburbs, as a result of gentrification (Wang, 2015). A similar story also exists in 

Baltimore, which historically hosted a sprawling Chinese community—one now completely 

gone, save for a block featuring a dilapidated dragon mural (Scharper, 2008). The surrounding 

areas of Baltimore and Washington D.C. feature pockets of Chinese communities, however, and 

the region itself is growing; the Baltimore–Washington metropolitan area boasts one of the most 

highly educated resident populations that also has one of the largest incomes in the country 

("Economic Alliance of Greater Baltimore", 2019). In line with these trends, the study 

participants all had high educations and incomes. 

3.4.2 Participant Recruitment 

In order to engage with the community, I sent invitations for my research to the school 

PTA listserv, asking parents to participate in my study. Going through the school connected me 

closer to the network of parents and also legitimized my study for recruitment. From my pool of 

willing volunteers, I recruited via snowball sampling, where participants nominate other 

individuals in their social network until the selection of participants builds up like a snowball. At 

the end of every interview, I asked my participants if they know anyone who would be willing to 

also partake in an interview. This method has been proven to be effective in other studies, such 

as that of Gates and Guo (2014) who examined British-Chinese parents’ perspectives on the 

choice of secondary school and utilized snowball sampling in order to garner a mix of both 

professional and nonprofessional working parents. 
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Using multiple pathways for recruitment allowed me to gain a variety of different 

perspectives. In accordance with Institutional Review Board procedures and the policies 

mandated by UMBC, I sought approval and consent from the school and from each parent 

participant in anticipation of data collection, in addition to the policies mandated by UMBC. 

3.5 Using Interviews as a Tool of Inquiry 

Because I was interested in learning how parents “discuss” their planning decisions and 

at-home policies, I relied on in-depth, semi-structured interviews ranging from 60-90 minutes to 

guide my research. Interviews are vetted means of investigating identity construction and group 

affiliation (Widdicombe, 1998). Similarly, Li (2000) writes that interviews are a popular 

instrument to analyze language attitudes and ideologies. Further, as Schwartz (2010) 

underscores, “the importance of interviews cannot be over-emphasized because they provide a 

sensitive method for understanding the processes taking place within the family” (p. 185).  

I started my meeting with parents by completing a survey located in Appendix B, 

featuring demographic questions about their child. From this survey, I sought information on the 

child such as grade level and age. The reason for inquiring about the amount of time the child 

spent in the school is influenced by longitudinal studies that reveal that children enrolled in dual 

language program tend to make more language gains the longer they are enrolled (Ramirez, 

1992; Thomas & Collier, 2012); this factor would account for parent satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with a school. 

In adopting Andersen (2014)’s survey, I also asked questions about the parent’s language 

background and ethnicity. I investigated the fluency the parent has with the Chinese language, 

the typical settings in which Chinese is spoken, and the parents’ familiarity with the Chinese dual 
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language school. These questions helped to assess the parents’ level of interest in and motivation 

toward their child learning Mandarin. However, it is worth noting that many of the parents did 

not have any familiarity with (or may have limited knowledge of) Chinese or Chinese-speaking 

regions, as noted in Andersen’s (2014) study. 

The next part of my interview protocol were questions adapted from Curdt-Christiansen 

(2014). I investigated parents’ perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes toward Mandarin Chinese by 

asking questions about how parents’ language backgrounds affect their school choice, and how 

much the actual language of Chinese factors into the parents’ decisions. I also allowed the 

parents to envision their child as a Mandarin speaker in the future and where they believe their 

child’s language will take them. 

My interview examined language maintenance and how Chinese is maintained through 

FLP, the dual language school. One theme that Curdt-Christiansen (2014) discovered through her 

interviews with Singaporean families is that “the parents’ perception of languages is the 

linguistic instrumentalism revealed in their conviction of the bilingual policy” (p. 45). That is, 

how useful parents believe the language is due in large part to the policy set by the institution; in 

her case, the government of Singapore. Additionally, what Curdt-Christiansen found particularly 

enlightening during her (2014) study is how some tensions parents had with raising their child 

bilingually were revealed, including the tussle between cultural intentions and pragmatism. My 

study looked at a different aspect of language policy, through the institution of the dual language 

school—how parents interacted with the school’s teaching of the two languages—in order to 

examine parental linguistic discourses in their maintenance of different languages in light of their 

FLP.   

In order to focus less on the specifics of one school, my questions were focused more 

about dual language schools as a whole. Some scholars may caution against asking questions that 
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are too general. Mason (2002) notes that when asking general questions, interviewees usually ask 

the interviewer to clarify or to contextualize the question. In these cases, it may be helpful for the 

researcher to offer a vignette to “help ground interviewees’ views and accounts of behaviour in 

particular situations” (Bryman, 2012, p. 479). In particular, I asked parents to offer advice to 

another parent who may be struggling with helping their child because they do not understand 

the target language. Further, in presenting what might be a difficult topic, the researcher can 

illustrate realistic scenarios to elicit responses to participants’ perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes, 

especially regarding sensitive topics (Hughes, 1998). Along this line, I presented what may be a 

controversial topic regarding a real-life tension among parents to learn Chinese (Curdt-

Christiansen, 2014; Weise, 2014), and asked parents to comment.  

My interview also examined language practices in the home. In this section, I teased out 

parents’ experiences and any challenges families may face regarding language maintenance in 

the home. To do so, I asked general questions about what practices parents use to guide their 

child’s language choice and clarify instances where there may be multiple codes spoken in the 

home. As Elliott (2005) emphasizes, “the need to ask open-ended questions in everyday 

language that address the interests of the interviewee rather than the sociological interests of the 

researcher” (p. 35). For example, while I was familiar with terms endemic to FLP, such as 

“language maintenance” or “codemeshing”, many of my participants may not understand their 

meaning. 

The next part of my demographic questions investigated the parents’ background 

including marital status, income, and level of education, and interactions with Mandarin and 

travel to Chinese-speaking countries, their child’s enrollment, and a basic history of their 

decision to apply to a Chinese-English bilingual school. These demographic questions were 
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adapted from Andersen (2014)’s survey for parents and used to gauge parental motivation and 

decision making for a Spanish dual language school. Asking demographic questions provided 

insight into parental background, especially themes related to ethnic and racial backgrounds of 

the parents.  

In the last section of my interview protocol, I addressed language practices used in the 

home, which are also adapted from Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) model, examining how children 

choose to comply with or resist the FLP in the household. I also incorporated questions from 

Doyle’s (2013) study, which investigated multilingual families’ FLP in Estonia. Through the use 

of in-depth interviews, Doyle’s protocol delved deeper into the rationale and ideologies behind 

the participants’ FLP. Among Doyle’s questions were those investigating the challenges parents 

encounter, the place and status of the home and the societal language, and the future outlook for 

the language for the children after they graduate from their school. My study investigated what 

constitutes FLP in the home and how Mandarin Chinese, the non-societal language, is 

encouraged or promoted. My goal was to examine how parents discuss their FLP used at home, 

and how a dual language school fits into their scope of FLP. In line with my research questions, I 

aimed to discover what FLP looks like for parents of students who attend a dual language school 

in the Mid-Atlantic region and their language practices at home. 

To facilitate my interviews, I opted for a semi-structured interview style, which allowed 

me the support of a set of prepared questions to use as a guide, but also the flexibility for the 

interviewer to deviate from the guide if the conversation steers in another direction. Because the 

focus was on the participants' responses, this type of interviewing allowed for more freedom in 

the procedure, allowing the space for new themes or exploration of old ones to emerge. This type 
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of interviewing was used in Schwartz et al’s (2011) interview with parents of a bilingual 

preschool. 

3.6 Data Analysis: Thematic Content Analysis & Critical Discourse Analysis 

In this section, I describe my methods for coding and analysis, thematic content analysis, 

a top-down approach to analyzing themes, and Critical Discourse Analysis, a method for 

examining how language is used in sociopolitical contexts. For transcribing and analysis, I will 

detail the use of NVIVO, the software data used in coding themes. Lastly, I describe how the 

combination of these methods is used to triangulate the data. 

3.6.1 Thematic Content Analysis 

To understand the FLP, I utilized a thematic content analysis to code through the semi-

structured in-depth interview. Although analyzing data for themes has been a staple for 

qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2006), few scholars have provided a comprehensive 

definition of this method. Hatch (2002) describes thematic content analysis as the following: 

“organising and interrogating data in ways that allow researchers to see patterns, identify 

themes, discover relationships, develop explanations, make interpretations, mount 

critiques, or generate theories. It often involves synthesis, evaluation, interpretation, 

categorisation, hypothesising, comparison, and pattern finding” (p. 148).  

By segmenting the data by predetermined themes, researchers can organize the data in order to 

“make sense” of the research. Maseko (2016) puts it another way. She writes, thematic data 

analysis is the “retelling of the story through meaning making” (p. 127). By sifting through the 

themes, a researcher is able to spin a shared common thread amid the abundance of data. 
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FLP scholars have also used thematic coding as a method of collecting and analyzing 

data. For example, Piller and Gerber (2018), in a corpus of online discussion board posts by 15 

parents posting in an online bilingual forum, focused their analysis on themes related to beliefs 

and practices regarding bilingual parenting. By using the deductive method with already 

established codes, the researchers could more accurately “account for themes not explicitly 

stated in the data” (p. 5).  

In my study, I utilized a top-down thematic analytic approach, which is used to describe, 

categorize, and analyze interview data according to the conceptual framework informed by 

Curdt-Christiansen’s underlying factors of FLP (2014) model (as noted in Chapter 2, Figure 1). 

For data analysis, I utilized Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) conceptual model as a framework for 

thematic coding.  In my data, I coded responses for themes such as the political, cultural and 

economic and linguistic factors that underlie parental language ideologies, their expectations and 

aspirations for their children’s language use, and their thoughts toward their child’s dual 

language school. 

Interviews were transcribed and then analyzed through multiple rounds of coding and 

categorization through NVIVO, the software data used in coding themes. These themes focused 

on parents’ linguistic background, attitudes and ideologies, motivations regarding schooling, and 

how they conceptualized themselves as parents of Mandarin learners. Then, coded data were re-

grouped to examine the specific family language policies for their children. The re-organized 

data were inductively analyzed for themes or recurring patterns that indicated connections 

between parents’ backgrounds and parenting styles and their language practices at home. 
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3.6.2. Critical Discourse Analysis 

Discourse analysis is a popular tool used by FLP scholars to describe the processes by 

which FLP is co-constructed and used to describe everyday life within families (Cashman, 2008; 

Curdt-Christiansen, 2014; Li, 2005; Gafaranga; 2010). In FLP studies, discourse analysis is 

frequently used as an instrument to capture the construction of FLP in everyday life. Discourse 

analysis can uncover deeper elements than just a person's speech, and “how such things as 

identity, attitudes and relationships are presented, understood, accepted, rejected or changed in 

the process of interaction” (Li, 2005, p. 382). 

In linking discourse analysis to FLP, Curdt-Christiansen (2013) evaluated three families’ 

interactions with the heritage language and divided the parental policies into three types of FLP: 

1) highly organized, when parents actively dictate and structure rules regulating which languages 

to speak at home; 2) unreflective parental adaptation, where parents may have some linguistic 

strategies but unconsciously, in the author’s case, adapts to the societal language; and, 3) laissez 

faire, in which there are no set strategies and the communicator can choose whichever language 

they want to communicate in.  

Harking back to the political context of dual language schools described in Chapter 2, I 

used Van Dijk’s (2008) framework of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which looks at how 

discourse is tied to social power, especially how power is “enacted, reproduced or legitimized by 

the text and talk of dominant groups or institutions” (p. 84). In connecting CDA to parents, 

especially parents’ understanding of their school’s bilingual education, certain issues of power 

come alight. As Curdt-Christiansen (2014) asks in relation to Singapore’s bilingual policy 

favoring English, “What are the consequences of the ‘English-knowing bilingual policy?’ And 

how effective is the bilingual policy with regard to developing bilinguals for socioeconomic and 
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sociopolitical participation?” (p. 52). Similarly, in the growing tensions between the United 

States and China, how do parents reconcile their children learning Mandarin? And on the other 

hand, how do Chinese parents view a dual immersion program featuring both Mandarin and 

English with the power of English in both socioeconomic and sociopolitical circles? Studies of 

parents’ intentions and decisions regarding language choice are not only relevant to the family 

and nature of FLP but also to factors that affect social systems and institutions, such as the 

government and school structures. To answer the questions Curdt-Christiansen provided, she 

remarks, necessitates participation from “policymakers at all levels...to understand the power of 

languages in society” (p. 53). 

As Van Dijk describes, “the most obvious and therefore most widely studied form of 

ideological expression in discourse may be found in the words being chosen to express a 

concept” (p. 270). Speakers’ lexicalization, or the choice of words, is a common instrument used 

by scholars to reflect their desires. For example, in Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) study of 

Chinese-speaking parents of children enrolled in Singaporean bilingual schools, the author noted 

that the lexical choices that parents use to describe Mandarin, “advantages, communicate, easily, 

asset and opportunities” (p. 45) describe the language as a commodity. At the same time, other 

parents’ discourse choices in describing Chinese as “fail, ha-ha, at the expense, in favor of, and 

don’t mind” (p. 49) reveal parents’ concerns of their children’s language learning. As shown in 

the study, the way that parents discussed the value of learning Chinese reveals their linguistic 

attitudes and beliefs. 

Examining the parents' projected histories for their children is also valid, in light of 

Holland and Lave’s (2001) assertion that “futures, like histories, are constrained and shaped by 

lived experience that must be taken into account. Perceived realities of school as a projection of 
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their children's futures and where bilingualism will take them” (p. 328). In other words, a 

discourse analysis of how parents talk about their child’s language learning revealed the differing 

values they may hold for those languages, the tensions that come with placing their child in a 

bilingual school, and where they envision the role of these languages in their children’s futures. 

Lastly, by having parents discuss their interactions with a given language, they framed 

their own beliefs and interactions rather than my serving as the “expert” on the topic. For my 

study, I was particularly interested in how the parents describe the value of the Chinese 

language, especially in relation to the competing value of learning English. For this reason, I 

used CDA to examine the power relations among languages in the intersection of race, gender, 

class, especially how these intersections fare in educational decisions revolving around school 

choice. 

3.7 Study Reliability and Validity 

One way I maintained the reliability of my study is to triangulate my data analysis with 

the use of both thematic coding and discourse analysis. According to Johnson (1992), 

triangulation “reduces observer or interviewer bias and enhances the validity and reliability of 

the information” (p. 146). Having dual methods of analysis— discourse analysis and thematic 

coding— allows complementary tools to examine the criteria. In line with the research, I 

reviewed my code multiple times: first, through a systematic review of the discourse through 

pre-set themes; the second, from a Critical Discourse Analysis lens, which is crucial to my study 

because it moves the relevance of the research beyond just the shared themes among parents and 

explores the social implications of their motivations. 
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The second way I maintained reliability in my study is through multiple rounds of cross-

checking. In a study on bilingual parenting featuring 24 parents, King and Fogle (2006) utilized 

30 conceptual categories, which were later “created, expanded and refined throughout the 

multiple rounds of coding so that they emically ‘fit’ the data” (p. 700). King and Fogle’s study 

demonstrates the need to continually revisit the predetermined themes as a type of quality 

checking. As Creswell (2009) reminds researchers, data analysis should be an “ongoing process 

involving continual reflection about the data, asking analytic questions, and writing memos 

throughout the study” (Creswell, 2009). Throughout my study, I regularly checked the themes to 

see if predetermined nodes still fit the data and kept a journal to take notes on these changes.   

To maintain validity of my study, I followed the advice of Schultze and Avital (2011) in 

“grounding the interview in participants' own experiences” (p. 5), asking questions that only the 

interviewee would know the answer to. Schultze and Avital (2011) recommends researchers 

define “an explicit framework for guiding the participants to articulate and interpret their 

experiences” (p. 5). To uphold transparency, I shared my interview protocol with the study 

participants before the interview, so they had time to think over their responses. Having access to 

the questions prior to my interview not only puts the interviewee more at ease but makes the 

responses richer and the interview more valid. 

Regardless of these measures, the main objective of my research is to examine how 

parents discuss their choices and motivations. Rather than harping on the factual reality of the 

statements from my interviews, “these narratives cannot be dismissed as one-off fabrications 

constructed to satisfy the interviewer; instead, they are variations on the socially constructed 

accounts that people give every day as they make sense of their world” (p. 5). The larger goal of 
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my interviews was to acknowledge and give credence to participants’ retelling of their stories, 

and to affirm the experiences of parents in my study. 

3.7.1 Researcher Positionality  

A researcher’s positionality plays into the types of research questions that are asked and 

how the researchers interpret their findings (Kleinsasser, 2000). Valdez, et al. (2016) state, 

"research bias does not come from having a position, but rather from not acknowledging one" (p. 

608). Thus, revealing positionality allows the researcher to "unmask any bias that is implicit in 

those views" and "provide a way of responding critically and sensitively to research" (Griffiths, 

1998, p. 133).  

One of my principal subjectivities as a Chinese-heritage individual is that I truly want 

dual language schools to succeed. As a former ESL student and a current ESL teacher, I have 

observed how language minority students learn early on that their native languages do not matter 

in the classroom or in society. As a TESOL scholar, I know that the rate of assimilation to 

English is occurring at a rapid rate in the U.S., resulting in many minority language speakers not 

being able to speak their heritage language (Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 2001; Ovando, 

Collier, & Combs, 2005). 

Another subjectivity I have as a researcher is that though I am ethnically Chinese, I do 

not speak Mandarin. However, this did not prevent me from being able to conduct interviews, as 

many of the parents in my study also did not speak Mandarin. Additionally, I saw my native 

language, Cantonese, and cultural background as an asset in my research. Not only did this 

connect me with other Chinese-heritage individuals, but I believed my positionality as a heritage-

speaker of a non-official Chinese language provided me with an interesting perspective. Li Wei 

(2000) in his study of Chinese-speaking residents of Tyneside, U.K. reminds researchers, there is 



 

96 

"no ideal candidate for carrying out bilingualism research" (2000, p. 439), regardless of linguistic 

expertise or background. Being culturally Chinese, I can be both an “outsider” as someone who 

does not speak the language and an insider as someone who is culturally Chinese. Moreover, 

studies in intercultural communication and discourse reiterate that mastery of the language is not 

needed to elicit good data. Instead, it may be more appropriate to underscore that effective 

communication does not rely on mastering fluency of language but rather communicative 

pragmatics (Canagarajah, 2008). Further, Trudgill (1974) writes that within research on language 

varieties, it helps to be a member of the nonstandard linguistic group to reveal details that might 

be overlooked. Put another way, Zentella (1997) contends that the closer the researcher is to the 

group, the more they may take everyday actions to be significant. Relatedly, being a member of 

the Chinese diaspora lent me cultural, if not linguistic, insights, allowing me to be both an insider 

and an outsider. 

3.8 Participant Profiles 

In this section, I provide an overview of all the participants of the research. Appendix A 

provides a full list of parents, including demographic information and language abilities. This 

study features 21 parents from two schools: three parents who enroll their children in a partial 

Mandarin immersion program located in a traditional school, Panda Elementary, and 19 parents 

whose children currently attend or recently attended a dual immersion Mandarin-English 

immersion program for a charter school, Dragon Academy. The names of both schools are 

pseudonyms. Dragon Academy is an elementary school that serves two levels of Pre-

Kindergarten (Pre-K3 for students aged three years old and Pre-K4 for students aged four years 

old) to fifth-grade students. Panda Elementary is a public school where parents "opt-in" to the 
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Mandarin Chinese program. The students spend half the day in Mandarin and half the day in 

English; further, math and science subjects are taught in Mandarin, while reading, writing, and 

social studies are taught in English. Dragon Academy is a public charter school with a lottery 

(those implications of which are discussed later in this chapter). 

I included parents whose children have recently matriculated into the local middle school 

for two reasons: the first is that these parents can accurately speak about the dual language 

elementary school as a more holistic experience; the second is that they could feel freer to 

discuss the school now that their children do not attend it. This also gave me the opportunity to 

include perspectives from parents who have or who were considering withdrawing from the 

school to describe their educational experience. Table X demonstrates a quick overview of the 

parents’ ages and education in my study.  

 

Participants’ Demographics    

  Mothers Fathers 

Age Mean 44.8 46.9 

 Range 39-52 42-57 

Education* Four-year college / undergraduate 4 3 

 Post-graduate degree 11 3 

Mandarin ability No ability 8 5 

 Can speak the language somewhat 4 1 

 In the middle 3 0 

Traveled to a Mandarin speaking 
country  9 5 
Table 1. An overview of participants’ mean ages, education levels, Mandarin ability and 
experience 
 

Twenty-one parents participated in audio-recorded in-depth interviews for the study, 

consisting of 15 mothers and six fathers.  The limited number of fathers was in line with 
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historical trends where “mothers are generally more available to researchers than fathers” 

(Tamis-LeMonda, Baumwell, and Cabrera, 2013), although fathers have been shown to impact 

children’s linguistic trajectories (Costigan & Su, 2004). In most cases, parents were interviewed 

individually, although, in three instances, I interviewed participants alongside their partners. In 

these cases, the interviewees felt that their partners, who were all of Chinese descent (two 

fathers, one mother), should be included because they would provide more insight into their 

school choice motivations. All participants were currently married at the time of recording, 

except for one in a domestic partnership. Sixteen interviews took place in person, with five 

interviews that shifted to online via Webex or Zoom video conferencing due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. All names are pseudonyms. 

All 21 participating parents lived in a Mid-Atlantic metropolitan area, and all had 

household incomes of over $90,000; this income level is not surprising given the regional 

statistics regarding residents with post-graduate education and high earning incomes, as stated 

earlier. All participants had at least a 4-year undergraduate degree, with 14 possessing an 

advanced graduate degree. As shown in Table 1, more mothers attained an advanced graduate 

degree than did not, while the fathers were split 50/50, half having pursued a four-year-degree 

and the other half having obtained advanced degrees. 

The mean age of fathers was slightly higher than the mothers. By comparison, the parents 

in this study were a decade older than the parents in King and Fogle’s (2006) study of parents 

who enrolled their children in a Spanish-English DLS. The parents’ ages were consistent with 

the study because, while they had younger children enrolled in an immersion school or program, 

these parents also had older children who had matriculated out of elementary school and were 
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enrolled in immersion middle school and high schools. Participants’ children’s time spent at 

immersion schools ranged from less than one year to 12 years.  

The participants represented a myriad of ethnic identities. Ten parents identified as non-

Hispanic white/Caucasian, two parents identified as African American or Black (one of whom 

also self-identified as Latina), three identified as Asian American, three identified as Hispanic or 

Latino/a, and four were of mixed-race ethnicity (three of whom had one Chinese parent). Three 

participants also claimed Chinese ethnic or Asian spouses who were not interviewed for this 

study.  

 The parents represented a range of language and cultural backgrounds. Even though 

most parents spoke English as their native or first language, three spoke Spanish (one of whom 

also listed French), two spoke French, one spoke German, and one spoke the Taishanese dialect 

of Cantonese Chinese. As seen in Table 1, over a majority of the parents, 13, cited they had “no 

ability in understanding or speaking Mandarin at all,” five mentioned that they “Can understand 

and speak the language somewhat,” and three noted that they were in the middle of the two 

categories. No parent answered that they were a “native speaker” or had a “native-like ability in 

the language.” Most of the participants (n = 14) have had experience in visiting a country or 

region where Mandarin was widely spoken (China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore), either 

visiting family, through business or personal trips, study abroad, or on an annual school-

sponsored visit to China. For a full description of the participants, including age, race/ethnicity, 

language background, as well as the grade level and school of the focal children, see Appendix 

A.  
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3.9 Conclusion 

This research project investigates the FLP of parents who choose a Chinese-English dual 

language school for their children. My study seeks to understand how parents seek to maintain 

their language ideologies, interventions, and practices within their choice of a Chinese-English 

dual language school and in the domicile. By making family language practices more explicit, 

the data from my study can be used to inform educational stakeholders on ways to integrate 

school policies with home language practices. I intend for my study to influence educational 

policy and encourage such a growth of dual language schools in multiple languages. By studying 

themes in parents’ linguistic attitudes, I demonstrate how parents can influence the recruitment, 

maintenance, and advocacy for students in bilingual schools. 

Due to changing forces in migration and the tensions between English and languages 

spoken by immigrants, “interdisciplinary research into how family members continue or 

discontinue their family language practices in relation to the broader social and educational 

policy will continue to be welcome” (Curdt-Christiansen, 2018, p. 436). In thinking about future 

goals, my research could inform policy regarding dual language education in the United States 

and further the goals of language revitalization pioneered by bilingual scholars before me. With 

the increasing interest in bilingual schools and Chinese as a global language, cultural identities 

will continue to remain an important language to study in its multifaceted, varied contexts. My 

study seeks to understand the real concerns of parents who may be nervous about enrolling their 

child and offer practical tips for language maintenance in the home. Overall, I hope my findings 

will shed light on parents’ linguistic goals and hopes for their children, their motivations for 

wanting bilingual education, their sense of their own reasons for supporting the bilingual 

schools, and their role as parents of a bilingual child. Using tools vetted by FLP scholars, it is my 
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hope that these approaches to inquiry into parental motivation will enrich the dynamic field of 

FLP. The next chapter features a more in-depth look at who the parents in my study are, their 

linguistic and educational experiences, as well as motivations for enrollment in a Mandarin-

English dual language immersion school.  

 

  



 

102 

Chapter 4 
Parents’ Linguistic and Educational Ideologies, Motivations, and 
Experiences 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents key findings and associated discoveries that emerged as a result of 

the in-depth interviews conducted for this study. I discuss the themes along with the analysis and 

synthesis of relevant literature. This chapter will address Part 1 of my research questions:  

What are the linguistic and educational beliefs, motivations, ideologies, and experiences 

of the parents whose children attend a Mandarin Chinese-English bilingual school? How do 

parents discuss their decisions regarding their experiences with their children’s schooling and 

with respect to such factors as linguistic background and cultural heritage? How do parents 

discuss their decisions regarding their experiences with their children’s schooling and with 

respect to such factors as linguistic background and cultural heritage? 

Guided by these overarching themes, this chapter is divided into four sections. Section 1 

discusses the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of the parents themselves and how their 

identities as monolingual English speakers, bilingual non-Chinese speakers, or Chinese heritage 

speakers affect their identities and ideologies as parents of Mandarin learners—and how their 

FLP has intensified or altered their self-conceptions. Section 2 examines parents’ linguistic 

beliefs regarding both Mandarin and English, drawing from and informing Curdt-Christiansen’s 

(2014) model of the various contexts that shape ideologies—which explores how parents 

perceive bilingualism, language acquisition, and the impact of learning a language on their 

children’s futures and describes how parents accept and reject aspects of Chinese language and 

culture. Section 3 delves into the motivations that underlie parents’ educational beliefs, focusing 
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primarily on how parents negotiate their school choice in a highly competitive academic 

environment. Finally, Section 4 explores parents' experiences with and impressions of their 

child’s Mandarin learning, examining both triumphs and struggles with their chosen FLP.  

 

4.2 “I Call Them My Little Chinese Kids”: Parents’ Linguistic Identities 

Central to exploring parents’ varied and multidimensional ideologies and motivations 

regarding their children’s linguistic and educational experiences and opportunities are who they 

are as individuals. Parents’ identities shape their experiences of raising a bilingual child, whether 

the child does or does not speak a language they themselves also understand. As noted in Curdt-

Christiansen’s model discussed in Chapter 2, parents come from many different journeys and 

home backgrounds, which influence their linguistic trajectories. For the participants in this study, 

three categories emerged: monolingual English-speaking parents, multilingual non-Chinese 

parents, and Chinese heritage-speaking parents, as displayed in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Parent groups according to linguistic background 

As will be explored in subsequent sections, I discuss parents’ own linguistic identities 

and experiences with language learning in relation to their own linguistic background. First are 

the monolingual English-speaking parents: they grew up not being able to speak another 

language and felt at a disadvantage as a result. Second are the multilingual non-Chinese parents 

(those who self-identified as fluent in two or more languages, but not including Chinese): they 

wanted their children to have the same opportunity to become bilingual or, in most cases, 

multilingual. Third are the Chinese-heritage parents: they had varying fluency levels in a Chinese 

language, and some of them claimed they no longer spoke the language. I separated these parents 

into their own category because those who have a Chinese ethnic connection may have a 

particular desire to maintain their cultural and heritage language. In the following section, I 

describe how each group of parents reflect upon their own language learning experiences in ways 

that inform their language beliefs and identities as parents of language learners.  
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4.2.1. Monolingual English-speaking Parents: Making up for a Lost Opportunity 

About half of participants in this study—10 parents out of 21 (48%)—described 

themselves as not speaking another language fluently besides English and were also not heritage 

Chinese speakers. These parents speak at length about their background and lack of language 

learning and claimed this as a deficiency when entering the workplace or traveling worldwide. 

As Carol states, “I went to a very poor school in upstate New York, I barely learned any English. 

And it was a deficiency I felt as an adult in the workplace. I didn't have the extra language 

skills.” Carol reflects upon her monolingual English-speaking identity and wants to give her 

child employment opportunities and a chance to escape poverty; she sees learning another 

language as central to that prospect.  

Like Carol, other parents are motivated to enroll their child in a dual language school to 

have more options than they themselves had had. For example, Mara discusses her linguistic 

background during her enrollment decisions. She expresses, “So, I felt strongly about wanting 

the kids to learn a second language. I did not want them to be English only because I am, and I 

wish I wasn't.” Mara reconciles her own linguistic failures through her children. 

Some of the monolingual English-speaking parents also express guilt and regret about 

having not kept up with learning another language that they had been exposed to when they were 

younger. As Nina bemoans, “when I was younger, my mom was teaching me French. But you 

know, I complained about going to French school so often that she just stopped doing it. Now, 

man, I really wish she would have, you know, kept at it.” Perhaps one of the reasons 

Monolingual English-speaking parents like Nina stay on top of their children’s language learning 

is because they know they or their children may regret it later.  
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Jennifer, too, expresses regret, but reasoned that monolingualism was the norm during 

her upbringing: 

Jennifer: “When I was growing up, there was no Mandarin immersion school in South 

Florida and nor would my parents be sending me there. I think we live in a different 

world now. It's a more global world because you see people from everywhere, 

particularly if you're living in our city. But we were exposed to Spanish. I probably 

should have kept up my Spanish and I didn’t. That’s on me. Oh, I wish I could speak 

another language. So my children are not allowed to quit anything.” 

Reflecting upon her childhood, Jennifer recalls that the opportunities that she received as 

a child were scant, compared to the “global world” her children are exposed to. In her narrative, 

Jennifer may be referring to the changing demographics of immigrants in the United States, who 

bring with them diverse languages and cultures. She blames herself for her inability to maintain 

Spanish (“that's on me”) but resolves that her children will not follow in her footsteps. Echoing 

Nina, Mara, and Carol, Jennifer’s parenting choices are directly connected to their regrets, but 

for these monolingual English parents, their children could continue to carry out the futures they 

never had. 

4.2.2 Multilingual Non-Chinese Parents: Citizens of the World 

Seven out of 21 participants (33%), whom I call Multilingual Non-Chinese Parents, self-

identified as speaking one or more non-Chinese languages with varying levels of fluency. 

Among these parents, four speak one other language that was not English natively.  

Magaly, a speaker of Spanish, French, and Arabic, reflects upon her own experiences 

with schooling and recalls, “I grew up in international schools, and it was not unusual for kids to 

speak two or three or four languages, and they were fine.” Magaly grew up in Spain, where being 
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multilingual was a natural occurrence. She comments that in other countries, it is “not unusual” 

for children to speak multiple languages, drawing attention to the context of language learning 

outside of the United States.  

Another multilingual parent, Vero, had to count all the languages she had learned in order 

to remember how many she spoke. In addition to all the languages she speaks, Vero is starting to 

learn Mandarin as well, in order to supplement her children’s education. As she recalls: 

Vero: “French, Italian, oh well, [Mandarin] is my fifth now. And I know it is hard like I 

don't speak Italian, because I don't have anyone to speak Italian with. So I know you lose 

it. I also have been both inspired and a little bit disappointed by other kids that I have 

met, whose parents were who came from another country and spoke another language at 

home, but the kids didn't speak the language because the parents gave up. So I don't want 

that to happen.” 

Similar to Potowski’s (2007) study of parents who enrolled their children in a Spanish dual 

language school who had witnessed first-hand language loss from other relatives, Vero bases her 

knowledge about losing a language on her own experiences with language learning. As an 

immigrant herself, Vero is “disappointed” by her children’s language erosion and as a result, 

includes their home language in their FLP. “I speak to my kids 100% in Spanish,” she remarks 

on her home FLP, while the children’s Mandarin learning at Dragon Academy serves as an 

additional opportunity for language learning. 

Vero and Malagy are both parents who acquired additional languages and thought 

speaking different tongues was a normal phenomenon. In contrast, Bear, a father of a 9th and 

10th grader and speaker of German, Czech, Spanish, and English, recalls how his multicultural 

background made him an online sensation. When asked about his linguistic background, he 
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beams, “So, there’s an article on the internet out there calling me ‘the citizen of the world’.” 

When asked what the article addresses, Bear describes the story of his unique immersion 

experience. 

Bear:  “So one day I came home, I was 13, and my dad said, ‘So how’s your Spanish 

class going?’ I said, ‘I don’t have Spanish class.’ He went, ‘Oh, I forgot to tell you. I 

signed you up for Spanish class.’ And I was like, ‘Okay.’ So I went to Spanish class. And 

then three months later, he said, ‘So have you packed your bag? Your suitcase yet?’ I 

said, ‘Why? It’s the middle of the school year. Are we going on vacation?’ He said, ‘Did 

I forget to tell you that on Saturday you’re going to Peru, South America, to spend the 

rest of the school year in a high school in Peru?’ And I went, ‘Oh my God.’ And I hated 

him. But you know, he threw me into the cold water like this. And it turned out to be 

absolutely a life-changing positive experience for me. So this kind of radical immersion, I 

fully subscribe to it. You have to just jump.” 

While Bear resented his father’s unusual plan to immerse him in Spanish, he eventually subscribed 

to the “radical immersion.” As a “citizen of the world,” Bear believes in immersion so much that 

he enrolled both of his children into DLS, albeit in different languages: his daughter attended 

Dragon Academy while his son was enrolled in the nearby German immersion school. Even though 

he did not speak Mandarin himself, Bear’s decision to enroll his daughter was partly influenced 

by his own experiences in which he had to “just jump.” 

Nyikos (2014) writes that parents who sojourn to the United States for their children’s 

academic enrichment believe that “language learning for their children will be best achieved in an 

immersion environment, but also to invest in their children’s future global competence” (p. 20).  

Similarly, Bear's experience of his father moving him from Germany to Peru allowed him to 
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interact with a culture other than his own. Like the monolingual English-speaking parents, Bear 

expresses resentment toward his father but appreciates his unusual parenting for having resulted 

in expanding Bear’s multilingualism.  

Many of the multilingual parents reflect on how bilingualism opened doors to become a 

global citizen. For example, Frieda, a native of France, grew up speaking French as well as 

German, the language in which she conversed with her neighbor. She describes the utility of 

learning multiple languages: “Because it opens their brain to be more sensitive to a culture, to be 

communicated with another culture, another person, your neighbor, depending on the language... 

I feel like as a child, when I learned different languages, I loved just being able to understand what 

my neighbor John was saying.” Freida learned to understand and relate to her neighbor by learning 

his language. As Curdt-Christiansen’s model suggests, Frieda’s language choice is influenced by 

connections to another culture and another person, which resulted in shortening the distance 

between her and her neighbors. 

Similarly, Vero describes her goal of raising global citizens while discussing the fear 

many parents have when their child learns a language they do not speak. 

Vero: “I also think it's good because I think when you don't know something, you're 

afraid of it. I think Americans have a little bit of a problem with that, with understanding 

particularly Chinese [people], and I think my kids might one day help with that because 

they talk to Chinese people every day, they know that they are not from Mars. And I 

appreciate that.” 

In suggesting the perception that Mandarin speakers are “from Mars," Vero hints at the 

stereotype of Chinese Americans as “forever foreigners,” or the notion that Asian Americans are 

“foreign” to the United States even if they or their family have resided in the country for 
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generations. She also suggests that their foreignness is possibly tied to the language, stating that 

"Americans have a little bit of a problem with that, with understanding particularly Chinese 

[people]." However, Vero believes that children like hers are key to reversing this trend, as 

learning languages could be the key to unlocking greater understanding between groups of 

people. As a result, Vero values raising global ambassadors who can interact with other people 

who may be different from them. 

In particular, Vero happily accepts her children learning Mandarin. When asked how 

learning Mandarin influenced her family’s life, Vero explains, “I call them my little Chinese 

kids. I don't worry that these are eroding either their American-ness or their Panamanian-ness; I 

think they have one more thing to appreciate." She has embraced that her children’s language 

learning has become a part of who they are. The act of learning Mandarin has seeped into their 

identity so much that she gave them an affectionate moniker “my little Chinese kids,” even 

though her children are not ethnically Chinese.  Nevertheless, Vero believes her children are able 

to claim to be “Chinese” through the act of learning Mandarin, which does not take away from 

their other parts of their identity. Her children can also adopt the tongues of their nationality, 

American; their ethnic heritage, Panamanian; and now their language of their FLP, Mandarin. 

Similarly, June, an African American mother who spoke Spanish, believes that learning 

Chinese becomes a value-add to her children’s identity, rather than taking away from their 

African American culture. She explains, “Because we go to a Black church, so they’re very 

rooted in African American culture. Their school actually has a lot of Chinese kids. And they 

have a lot of Asian friends. So I think for them it’s just normal.” June believes her children were 

“rooted” in their African American culture by their membership in a black church. At the same 

time, she believes it is “normal” for her children to be surrounded by Asian culture and thereby 
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possess a myriad of identities, just as it was natural for individuals to speak more than one 

language. 

In summary, multilingual parents trust in their bilingual or multilingual experiences. While 

they do not think language learning is a unique experience globally, they recognize that their 

childhood may be different from what is often the case for children growing up in the United 

States, where the sociolinguistic and sociopolitical context is primarily English-centric. 

Multilingual parents may also be motivated by sociocultural decisions such as the desire to be 

global citizens or have their child understand people who are different from them. Whether they 

grew up learning different languages or were labeled a citizen of the world on the Internet, 

multilingual parents also value their child’s adoption of Mandarin as a part of their own identity. 

4.2.3 Chinese-Heritage Parents: Reconciling Language Shift through School Choice 

The third group of parents, which numbered four out of 21 participants (19%), claimed 

Chinese ethnic heritage but were from various diasporic backgrounds. Lance’s mother spoke 

Cantonese, Lin’s father spoke both Cantonese and Mandarin, Kumquat’s parents spoke 

Taiwanese dialect of Mandarin, and Yeow’s father spoke Singaporean variety of Mandarin. 

Despite their varied heritage and home language varieties, these Chinese heritage parents chose a 

Mandarin DLS so that Mandarin could become a “surrogate language” for their children and 

provide a connection to Chinese culture (Wiley, 2005, p. 22). These parents also viewed their 

Chinese DLS as a form of language reclamation.  

Lin grew up in the southern United States to a Chinese father and a Japanese mother. 

Growing up, her language of communication at home was English, but she was raised by her 

grandparents, who spoke to her in Cantonese. Part of Lin’s reasoning for enrolling her children 

was so they could have an ethnic Chinese connection. She explains,  
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Lin: “I was super proud of him. Actually, it was so funny, because it was such a role 

reversal because my mom didn’t speak Mandarin. So I was the translator since I was four 

years old, between herself and my grandparents. And now, I find my kids doing that for 

me. It was kind of funny, like very ironic that that would be the situation now, even 

though I’m Chinese.”  

Whereas Lin once served as an English language broker between her grandparents and her 

mother, her children can now speak to their grandfather, Lin's father, in Mandarin. Lin sees a 

value in Mandarin, once a forgotten language in her family, as a newly shared tongue across 

generations. 

Other Chinese-heritage parents also discuss how language was central to forming positive 

social interactions with their family, thereby fostering their ethnic identity. Curdt-Christiansen’s 

model of sociocultural factors impacting FLP notes that parents may be motivated by ethnic and 

cultural ties to a language, even if they do not speak the language themselves. Other scholars also 

have drawn the connection to the maintenance of speakers’ native language with their ethnic 

identity (Baker, 2011; Gumperz et all, 1981; Tajfel, 1981). That is, identity is deeply tied to 

language and culture and is shaped by personal experiences, all of which can then translate into 

the choices that parents make for their children.  

Lance, a father of a sixth-grader, discusses that one of his motivations for enrolling his 

child in Chinese was that he was "deprived" as a child at a young age. Lance reflects on his 

background of being a Chinese heritage speaker whose family spoke English at home. 

Lance:  "I remember as a kid asking my mom, you know, how can we learn Chinese? 

And she was like, well, we want to become more Americanized, we want to have an 

[American] accent. You know, we want to be able to fit in better. So, that's why we never 
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learn Chinese. And especially because, like I said, you know, as a child, I was deprived 

of a second language, and I never thought about picking up, and was never pushed to 

learn a second language." 

Lance’s encounter with his mother choosing English over Mandarin parallels Ballinger et al.’s 

(2020) study in which he notes that immigrants to the U.S. must negotiate their own “individual 

FLPs compete with, interact with, or accommodate existing language policies” (p. 10) of their 

host countries. From these interactions with his mother, Lance learned at an early age that being 

an American and being able to "fit in” meant speaking English. Like the story of many families, 

Lance lost his native Chinese language based on his parents’ desire for him to fully assimilate 

into the dominant American culture (see Fillmore, 1999).   

Later, reflecting on his daughter’s ability to learn Mandarin, Lance shares, “We’re like, 

no, I don't speak Chinese, but my daughter does… And because I think as a parent, you want 

your child to be better than you. And so, in some ways, I try to encourage her, and I'm very 

proud that she's learning it.” Lance notes how language can transform not only his daughter’s life 

but his as well. In his case, he could reclaim his heritage language through his children. His 

deprivation from earlier is still evident (“I don’t speak Chinese”), but he could reconcile with his 

language erosion through the language learning of his offspring (“but my daughter does”). 

Lance’s FLP is where his own past and future come to meet.  

As mentioned earlier, Yeow had a cathartic experience of his children meeting his family 

members in Singapore for the first time and conversing in the same language. 

Yeow: “You know, it wasn't sort of validating, it wasn't like I wanted them to be who I 

wasn't, but it was just neat to see that we brought these kids back from the U.S. I'm the 
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only cousin who doesn’t really speak Chinese, but my kids are, so it felt good to pass that 

on. It skipped me, so I can't say pass that on, but it felt good to give them that.” 

As an expatriate from Singapore to the U.S. as a young child, Yeow’s separation from his close 

relatives also meant estrangement from his ethnic language. The trip to Singapore gave Yeow an 

opportunity to reintegrate his children with his family culture and involve the older generation as 

community support for the FLP. Like Lance, Yeow is not looking to replicate his childhood, 

stating, "it wasn't like, I wanted them to be who I wasn't." Rather, Yeow chose his FLP not in 

order to validate their own identity but to be a pathway for their children to formulate their own 

linguistic and cultural identities. He wants his children to develop their own agency and identity 

in relation to their new linguistic, social, political, and social worlds. 

As a father, this moment of seeing his children interacting with his family in a language 

he could not speak is an experience that brings Yeow joy. Even though his original desire to 

enroll his children in a dual language school had more to do with the school’s reputation and 

performance than language, he nevertheless feels rewarded by his experience with his family 

reunion in Singapore. As Palviainen and Boyd (2013) describe, FLP is "by its very nature 

dynamic and fluctuating and subject to renegotiation during the ongoing life of a family" (p. 

225). Yeow, while originally drawn to the Mandarin immersion program because it was a “good 

school” came to appreciate the linguistic rewards that the program afforded his children. As the 

only cousin who did not speak Mandarin growing up, Yeow reconciles with his language loss 

through his chosen FLP. This narrative suggests that parental motivations are susceptible to 

change and that having the experience of Mandarin immersion as FLP itself can shape parental 

choice.  
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4.3 “When You Need to Access It, It’s There”: Parents’ Linguistic Beliefs  

Curdt-Christiansen (2009) defines language ideologies as “context specific and related to 

and interwoven with economic, political, socio-cultural and linguistic factors as well as parental 

educational experiences and expectations” (p. 355). These factors are illustrated in Curdt-

Christiansen (2014)’s model featured below:  

 

 

Figure 2. Curdt-Christiansen's model (2014) of interacting factors or contexts that affect Family Language policy. 

As presented in Chapter 2, Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) model of FLP consists of four 

environmental factors that influence language policy: sociolinguistic, socioeconomic, 

sociopolitical, and sociocultural factors. Sociolinguistic factors are related to how speakers 

perceive a language, including language beliefs and attitudes regarding bilingualism, language 
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acquisition, and Mandarin as a language. Socioeconomic factors refers to the investments parents 

make for their child, especially in economic opportunities such as future employment prospects. 

According to Curdt-Christiansen (2014), “[the] Chinese language, as a result of China’s growing 

role in world trade, has gained considerable power in providing access to economical 

advantageous job possibilities” (p. 38). Sociopolitical factors refers to “political decisions on 

language policies” (Curdt-Cristiansen, 2014, p. 38). In this case, I delve into how the political 

tensions between the U.S. and China may influence parents’ decisions. Sociocultural factors 

“links to the richness and wealth of a shared past and to shared meanings, beliefs, values and 

understandings (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009, p. 339). Specifically, I look at how parents perceive 

Chinese culture, and how it may clash with their own parental identities. Taken together, these 

factors underpin parents’ ideologies and beliefs, which influence their school decision making. In 

the next section, I unpack how these forces may play in parents’ motivations for enrolling their 

children in a Mandarin immersion school. 

4.3.1 “Chinese is a Very Difficult Language” 

In this section, I outline parents' perceptions of bilingualism, especially focusing on the 

cognitive benefits. I describe how parents laud the advantages of learning another language. 

However, while some of these linguistic beliefs are grounded in research, others are inaccurate or 

exaggerated. While parents describe Mandarin as a challenging language, I explain how parents 

are also able to mitigate the perceived difficulty of the language. I detail parents’ perceptions of 

the role of pronunciation in acquiring linguistic proficiency. While the parents’ beliefs and 

attitudes reveal their motivations behind their enrollment, the participants’ discussions also show 

how the parents’ experiences of enrolling their child can influence their language ideologies. 
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Discussions with parents revealed their sociolinguistic ideologies, including parents’ 

knowledge as well as misconceptions regarding language learning theories. Studies dating back 

to the 1960s indicate a period in age development when it is more opportune to learn a language 

with native-like fluency, following a Critical Period Hypothesis (Lenneberg, 1967). This theory, 

supported by a variety of linguistic and cognitive scientists, suggests that there is a “critical 

period” or a learning curve associated with learning a language with young children having more 

facility to learn a language up to puberty (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994; Birdsong & Molis, 2001). 

While there are instances of adults who are able to master a language, their acquisition of 

pronunciation and grammar is less likely to match that of a native speaker. In the present study, 

10 of the 21 participants (47.6%) believed that children are better suited to learning a second 

language than adults. As Keri reasons, “we knew that learning languages was best done in 

childhood.” The younger their children learn the language, parents feel the better they would be 

able to retain the language.  

Expanding on parental beliefs about cognitive impacts of language learning on the brain, 

parents who are not bilingual speakers themselves are keenly aware of the literature that 

demonstrates that learning a language is cognitively beneficial for their children. Thirteen out of 

21 participants (62%) mention how bilingualism impacts their child’s “brain” in their interviews, 

referencing literature they have read or studied to deepen their understanding and also 

information from community members about bilingualism. For example, Lena discusses the role 

of learning languages in rewiring the brain. She states, “You know, from the different things I’ve 

read, learning a foreign language helps your brain to work and understand other aspects of life 

and academics as well.” Lena drew on her knowledge from literature to form a positive 

perception of bilingualism, which motivated her to enroll her children in a Mandarin immersion 
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school. Similarly, Mara, a mother of two fifth graders, relies on her background as a child 

psychologist and provides a more specific explanation of bilingualism's cognitive benefits. She 

states, “being exposed to a second language is just really good for the synapses and the 

connections in the brain. And it's just really good for cognitive development.”  Both Lena and 

Mara use the qualifier “good” to describe the linguistic impact of the brain (“good brain 

training,” “good in general,” “good for the synapses,” “good for cognitive development”) and 

speak effusively about the benefits. Curdt-Christiansen (2014) describes sociolinguistic factors 

that impact how people perceive a language, which may include “sources for beliefs about what 

language is good/acceptable or bad/unacceptable” (p. 37). From the perspective of these mothers, 

bilingualism is overwhelmingly positive.  

Margaret, a mother of a second and third grader, also mentions the benefits but framed 

bilingualism in terms of child development. She maintains, “I think it’s like the building blocks 

of your brain when you learn two languages when you’re growing up.” Although not a second 

language speaker herself, Margaret is well-versed in bilingualism theories and consulted with 

friends on her school decision. As a result, Margaret is convinced that bilingual exposure (the 

“building blocks”) helps with cognitive development. Margaret’s concept of building blocks 

holds weight in research studies that show early language exposure establishes patterns that are 

stored in a child’s memory (Flege, 1991; Kuhl, 2010). Further, while comparing the differences 

between English and Mandarin, she adds, “And other people have also said that, like, [Mandarin] 

is pictorial and tonal is very right-brained, where English is so confusing.” In comparison to 

English, Margaret privileges Mandarin's more organized structure. Margaret’s perception of 

Mandarin is partially accurate in that studies analyzing cross-language differences in the brain 

network shows more activation in the right hemisphere for Mandarin speakers than for English 



 

119 

speakers, due to more processing in pitch in a tonal language (Ge, et al., 2015). However, the 

finding does not specify Mandarin as being “very right-brained.” Further, many linguists reject 

the “myth that Chinese languages were predominantly processed by the right hemisphere” and 

challenge the notion that a pictorial language would be connected to cerebral image processing 

(Mair, 2016). 

Some parents are so satisfied with bilingualism's cognitive advantages that they would be 

pleased even if their child decided not to use Mandarin in the future. Magaly explains that she 

viewed the act of learning a language as still enriching for cognitive development, even if the 

learner does not plan to travel to a country where the language is spoken or use it later. When 

asks if her child would continue to use Mandarin after school, she responds, “[learning 

Mandarin] is like riding a bike that even if you haven't done it in a long time, that it's easier to 

get up or like get that switch turned on in your brain, and hopefully, the Chinese is more 

connected.” Magaly believes that her daughter is forming the cognitive “building blocks”—just 

as Margaret envisioned—even if she does not use the language later in life. Similarly, under this 

model, Lance, father of a 6th grader, believes that even if his child does not use her Mandarin, 

the language will remain imprinted. He states, “You might not use it again later on, but it's still 

there. And then when you need to access that, it's there.” Like Magaly, Lance also believes that 

his child’s youth lend her resiliency in learning a language and ease in retrieving the language 

after it is lost.  

Magaly and Lance’s theories on their children picking up the language after attrition may 

be oversimplified. While research on the re-acquisition of a heritage language is limited, Park’s 

(2016) study of Korean-heritage adoptees shows that they had phonetic perception in their native 

language even when their speaking experience was interrupted for two decades. However, the 



 

120 

adoptees’ retention consists of “phonetic and phonological features rather than more complex, 

higher order grammatical features” (p. 791). Further, comparisons to riding a bicycle may be 

exaggerated, as numerous studies show that maintenance of a language requires sustained 

attention. As Nyikos (2019) states, “The expansion of the child’s cognitive capabilities requires a 

continuous and commensurate expansion in their vocabulary and complex linguistic structures 

used to encode increasingly complex and abstract thoughts” (p. 21). The lasting benefits of early 

language exposure may be more complex than either Magaly or Lance envision.  

According to King and Fogle’s (2006) interviews with parents whose children attend a 

Spanish-English bilingual school, “parents draw selectively from expert advice and popular 

literature, using it to bolster their decisions in some cases while rejecting it in others” (p. 695). In 

their descriptions of the cognitive underpinnings of bilingualism, parents in the present study not 

only draw from expert advice but also position themselves as experts, playing a direct hand in 

molding their young children’s minds. Lena, Mara, and Margaret showcase their high levels of 

education by citing research-based academic studies or referencing neurological terminology in 

describing brain development. In particular, Mara refers to her career as a child psychologist as 

justification for her authoritative knowledge. Yet, in describing theories of bilingualism, parents 

also reveal some misconceptions regarding language acquisition. Margaret’s theory of 

Mandarin’s preponderance in the brain’s right hemisphere and Magaly’s and Lance’s beliefs of 

their children’s linguistic resilience after language loss both reveal that parents have internalized 

inaccurate information from popular media or their networks. These media and community 

sources, just as King and Fogle (2006) describe, help bolster parents’ “reasons for raising their 

children bilingual” but provide “relatively little information about the processes and challenges 

of raising bilingual children” (p. 707). Thus, parents may be receiving information that is 
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inaccurate, oversimplified, or cherry-picked to portray a more glamorous view of bilingual 

education. The parents’ responses to the cognitive benefits correspond to this perspective, as they 

were overwhelmingly positive. In fact, not a single parent mentioned any negatives when it came 

to the connections between the language and the brain, showing that the parents fully trust in the 

cognitive benefits of bilingualism. 

Based on the belief that their child’s language learning at a young age benefits the brain, 

a dual language immersion education presents parents with a chance to provide their children 

with a cognitively demanding education, regardless of the language. Moreover, parents are 

satisfied with their school choice because they view Mandarin as serving a crucial role—not only 

as an additional language to learn, but also as a particularly “difficult” one. Indeed, a common 

theme that emerged from how parents discussed their motivations was how “difficult” Mandarin 

is or what a “challenge” it is to learn. The same finding was reported by Andersen (2014), who 

cites non-Chinese parents’ perceptions of Mandarin as being a “challenge” for their children (p. 

38), compared to other languages. Parents may hold these beliefs because of the perception that 

the language poses difficulty to native English speakers. Phonological (tones) and orthographic 

(strokes) differences between Mandarin and English may pose a challenge for English speakers 

learning Mandarin (Hao, 2017). This may lead many parents to believe that Mandarin is more 

academically “rigorous” than English.  

 Of the 21 parents who participated in this study, seven (33%) refer to learning Mandarin 

as “difficult” and a “challenge” for their children.  

 “Chinese was the most difficult, so he learned early on, and hopefully, that's going to 

stick with him.” (Frieda) 
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“And it’s such a difficult language to learn that secondly, if she were to pick up anything 

else, like Spanish or French, a second or third or fourth language might come easier.” 

(Keri) 

“And then I also, my thought process was that Chinese is a very difficult language to pick 

up as an adult. Most, many languages are always harder as an adult, but I think Chinese is 

particularly harder.” (Maria)  

All three mothers revere and value Mandarin over other languages because of its complexity. 

Maria and Frieda are both speakers of Spanish and French, respectively, and opted out of 

sending their children to either Spanish or French immersion schools because they reason that 

they could teach their children those languages at home; Mandarin would provide a different 

language learning opportunity, and a “difficult” one at that. Keri picked Mandarin because she 

believes that learning a rigorous language would set the groundwork for “easier” language 

learning later on, explicitly mentioning Spanish and French. These mothers contextualize 

Mandarin as a more advanced language, a gold standard for language immersion.  

On the other hand, while some parents believe Mandarin was difficult, many also believe 

their children were gifted language learners who could meet the demanding challenges of 

learning another language. Carol describes her daughter’s intellectual proclivities toward 

language learning: “So, our oldest daughter was very clearly extremely intelligent from day one. 

And we could tell right away that she needed to be challenged in school. And I felt that the extra 

language would keep her mind busy.” Carol’s reasoning reflects the high expectations she had 

for her child’s learning. She bases her daughter’s intellect not on school test scores but on her 

personal assessment. Sensing her daughter's need to be “challenged,” Carol actively took control 
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of both her child’s education and language development, determining that Mandarin would fit 

the bill.  

Vero echoes Carol’s same claims that her eldest child was an academically advanced 

student; according to Vero, her daughter was ready to read at nine months old. Vero recounts that 

while she spoke Spanish at home with her children, she decided to enroll her daughter in an 

English speaking Montesorri preschool. Not having had much English input until then, Vero’s 

daughter experienced significant difficulty adjusting to an English-speaking environment and 

cried often. Vero recalls, “So after four months, even when she was crying, she was learning in 

English. So that made me really happy, and then I went like, ‘Okay, these kids are going to learn 

Chinese. We're going to make this happen.’' Through her daughter’s tears, Vero could sense her 

daughter’s precociousness and aptitude for learning Mandarin. Vero spins the narrative of her 

child’s struggle and frustration into a moment of her child’s resilience. Later in her interview, 

Vero also tells the story of how a child psychologist recommended she withdraw her daughter 

from the Mandarin school because of the difficulties of learning a third language (Spanish, 

English, and Mandarin). However, Vero decided to go against the wishes of her daughter’s 

psychologist and keep her child enrolled. Like Carol’s perception of her daughter, Vero 

establishes herself as an authority figure who knows what is best for her child. Personal 

interaction and maternal understanding of their child’s unique characteristics lead these mothers 

to view themselves as experts in their child's educational trajectories. The attitudes often serve to 

critique the lack of challenging school curriculum and negate other adult authority figures in 

favor of parental control. The parents’ views mirror Auerbach’s (2002) study which showcases 

narratives from Latino and Black parents as powerful stakeholders in their children’s education. 

When they were rebuffed by school administrators, the parents interceded with counselors on 
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their children’s behalf. Far from being silent, parents serve as negotiators, sometimes in spite of 

their child’s interests. 

Circling back to the perception of Mandarin being difficult, some parents feel that there 

were ways in which the challenge gave a further advantage to their children. Jennifer, a mother 

of four, touts how she feels that learning Mandarin aids her children’s musical ability: 

Jennifer: “I also think, you know, my sister was saying if your kids are musical at all, 

which our kids are, but Patrick takes guitar lessons and the other kids are taking piano 

lessons. But you know, having that helps them with both pieces. It helps with the 

language; it helps with the music because Chinese Mandarin is a tonal language. So, you 

know, if they have any musical ability, they can pick that up, and they understand the 

nuance.” 

Jennifer believes that learning a tonal language could carry over to their perception of different 

musical abilities. Jennifer may be basing her claim on Pitch Generalization Hypothesis, the belief 

that learning tonal languages draws attention to pitch and aids in music perception (Creel et al., 

2018). Similar to the benefits of pitch awareness, parents also perceive that learning Mandarin 

would aid in other abstract concepts, such as understanding math. Lin, a mother of a Pre-K4 and 

a middle schooler, believes that her eldest’s learning of Mandarin also improves his “match 

concepts, because of the way Chinese sort of reverses the way that you think and speak of 

things.” When probed a little further to discuss her son’s performance in math, she explains, 

“Since he’s been in seventh grade, we had him evaluated, and he is off the charts in math, which 

kind of makes sense why his language skills would be off the charts.” Lin sees high scores in 

math and language skills for her son and suggests the two are causally related: the acquired 

Mandarin language skills have led, in her view, to her son’s higher math scores. Thus, in 
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describing their children’s abilities, both Lin and Jennifer associate Mandarin with being a bridge 

to learning advanced concepts, such as music or math.  

Parental depictions of Mandarin as challenging yet special, and as a stepping stone for 

future success, aligns with how China or Chinese culture are often represented as foreign, 

shrouded in mysticism and hard to understand (Hubbert, 2019). In this study, the mothers’ 

assertions closely align with Hubbert’s (2019) analysis that Mandarin language learning is 

viewed as “cool” for its “ability to define the speaker as ‘different’ and thus special” (p. 51). For 

non-Chinese speakers, learning Mandarin becomes an “exoticized source of cosmopolitanism 

and difference” (p. 56); in other words, parents believe that their children will be set apart from 

others by their language ability. Further, taking Edward Saïd’s Orientalist (1978) perspective, 

Hubbert (2019) posits that the West constructs a certain image of the Orient in a way that is 

palatable to Western culture.  This view aligns with Prado Fonts’ (2008) treatise on Orientalism, 

which summarizes, “Saïd explains to us that our visions of the Orient are nothing more than re-

presentations, ideological constructions anchored in a specific perspective–in our case, 

Eurocentric–and with an inherent agenda” (p. 2). In this ideological context, parents construct 

Mandarin as a means beyond a language, as a highly coveted skill. While parents’ agenda may 

not be fully manifested, they believe that high musical or math abilities are enhanced or that their 

children may be rewarded by future college admissions or other pathways to success by having 

learned Mandarin. 

While the parents remark on their child’s language acquisition, they also note the 

importance of teaching a child a language early so they may develop a native pronunciation. 

Frieda describes the cognitive effects of language learning, “I feel like there is an age at which 

you need to learn a language in order to be blending in.” Her experience of “blending in” was 
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based on having no marked accent in a language. In other words, Freida was motivated by her 

desire to ensure her child sounded like a native speaker. Being both an immigrant from France to 

the United States and a non-native English speaker, Frieda remarks that she will always have an 

“accent” in English, her third language because she learned it later in life. By enrolling her son in 

a bilingual school early, Frieda feels relieved that her son will acquire an additional language, 

Mandarin, but with the advantage of a native-like pronunciation.  

Another immigrant mother, Vero, offers a similar perspective of being a bilingual speaker 

who also struggled with English pronunciation. She laments her struggle of "understanding and 

being able to pronounce a word because as a language learner, I know that the devil is in the 

pronunciation." Vero believes that her children learning Mandarin while they were young helped 

with their understanding and pronunciation. As she describes, “So I think that those who are 

giving their kids those two advantages, the fact that they can understand another language and 

the fact that they can pronounce it better. Like, I would never be able to pronounce ‘th’ in 

English properly or many other things because yeah, if I had learned them earlier, I think I could 

have mastered them.” 

Both Vero and Frieda’s life experiences with learning languages impact their perceptions 

of language acquisition. The parents seem resigned to their fate of not being able to acquire 

native-like speech as an adult, supported by studies that suggest difficulty in acquiring a native 

accent is correlated with age (Flege, Munro, and Mackay, 1995; Olson & Samuels, 1973). But 

while they both had struggled with and were alienated by the process of learning English, the 

immigrant mothers discuss how they wanted their child to attain fluency—not in English or in 

their home language, but in a third language—Mandarin.  
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While Vero and Frieda are just two instances of immigrant mothers who believe that their 

child’s native accent is paramount to their success, many native English-speaking parents also 

cite their child's accent in Mandarin pronunciation as vital to learning a language. Jennifer argues 

that to "speak really well," her children have to "have a good accent." It was not enough to learn 

Mandarin, but her children had to speak it well. In other words, a good pronunciation is an 

indicator of proficiency in the language. 

In summary, discussions with parents reveal both their knowledge and misconceptions 

regarding language learning theories. Despite Mandarin’s designation of a “difficult” language, 

parents are able to mitigate their children’s difficulty by underscoring their child’s 

precociousness or aptitude for learning languages. Parents believe that Mandarin ability brought 

about other abilities as well, such as an understanding for math or a heightened awareness of 

musical tones. Lastly, discussions reveal that it is not enough for their children to learn 

Mandarin, but they must do so with a flawless accent. These perceptions, whether they were 

grounded in research or not, show the extent of parents’ sociolinguistic knowledge regarding the 

chosen language for their children, Mandarin.  

4.3.2 Mandarin as a Language of Opportunity 

Curdt-Christiansen (2009) refers to the socioeconomic context of FLP in terms of 

“whether and to what degree language variables affect economic variables, such as earnings and 

salaries” (p. 356). In this section, I relay how parents base their schooling decisions on the 

perceived economic opportunities of learning Mandarin. Parents paint the utility of Mandarin, 

especially in relation to China’s rise as an economic power, and they conceptualize language 

learning as an investment in their children’s futures, especially as potential diplomats or business 

professionals. However, contrary to parents’ invested interests, their children may deny their 
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parents’ imagined career choices. I present how the parents reconcile Mandarin learning even if 

their children’s economic dreams are not realized. 

Nine out of 21 participants (43%) admit that their motivation to enroll their students in a 

Mandarin language school was influenced by China's rising power, especially as an economic 

competitor. Bill, Magaly, and Maria qualified the language as “useful” and “important” with 

respect to China’s economic advantage: 

“It’s also just an increasingly useful language. You know, China’s a bigger part of the 

world economy than ever.” (Bill) 

“I think it's a language, it's really important and it will continue to be important. You 

know, I think China as a country as an economic model, as a cultural model is only going 

to go up.” (Magaly) 

“French, in my opinion, is just not as useful a language, to be honest… German, I really 

love the language. It’s just not as useful as Chinese in terms of the opportunities that you 

can have later on in life if you speak Chinese. I see China as a big economic power.” 

(Maria) 

Their descriptions suggest that the parents may have observed current economic trends of 

China as the second largest economy in the world (Silver, 2020), and determined Mandarin had 

the most utility out of other languages. The participants also speak of China’s economic worth 

increasing in the future, fueling the value of Mandarin in the linguistic marketplace. For 

example, Maria, a fluent speaker of Spanish, French, German, and English, decided two of the 

languages she spoke, French and German, were not as “useful” as Mandarin, even though both 

France and Germany are in the top 10 competitors of the global market (Silver, 2020).  
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Given the economic backdrop, many of the parents feel compelled to imagine futures for 

their children, especially regarding their careers. Parents explain the career pathways that 

Mandarin could facilitate for their child, such as in diplomacy or other economic opportunities. 

As Eleanor explains, 

Eleanor: “You look at the U.S./China relationship and the economic part of that and the 

future of these two biggest economies in the world working hand-in-hand for the 

foreseeable future. One, I thought it would give her a head-start in, maybe… It’s crazy to 

predict or impose or say you want your child to learn Chinese because she’s gonna do 

business with China one day or be a diplomat or something. But you know, I think that it 

doesn’t hurt, you never know.” 

While Eleanor dismisses the idea of picking a language for her child strictly because of its utility 

for future careers, she also reasoned that it remains a great opportunity. In an evaluation of 

students in Confucius Institutes, Hubbert (2019) finds that students said they learned Mandarin 

for the sake of “constituting a future self in the face of the exigencies of competitive college 

admissions or an unpredictable job market” (p. 46). From a parental perspective, these caretakers 

may be just as wary that their children will be exposed to a competitive working environment 

and feel the need to carve out future careers—even starting when their children are as young as 

three years old. 

June’s imagined futures for her children similarly directed her to Mandarin: 

June: “I really wanted her to do something with economics, for sure, when she gets older. 

So I was thinking that China is such a big world power, so that’s why I chose Chinese… I 

was thinking more like diplomacy or economics or a bank, things like that, when they get 

older. But those kinds of things related more to the world economy, and that’s why I 
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leaned more towards Chinese. And we’re big on math and STEM for them. So also, 

Chinese I felt like I was better with that, versus some other international career fields.” 

In her decision making, June relates Mandarin as the language of STEM—science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics. Her reasoning could be impacted by the fact that in the United 

States, STEM majors are the most popular among Chinese international students (Allen-

Ebrahimian, 2015b); thus, learning Mandarin may, in June’s vision, enable her daughter to stay 

competitive with other STEM careers or, in an era of economic competition, help her to equalize 

the playing field.  

However, parents’ dreams of their children becoming business professionals may be just 

be that: their dreams. In one instance, Lance recalls a conversation he had with his daughter, who 

rejected business for another career: 

Lance: “But yeah, I think in the long term, it could work in—if she's getting a job in a 

business. You know, she says she wants to kind of like, be like, a marine biologist and 

stuff. And I'm like, well, you know, there's a lot of different cultures, because, think 

‘marine’, if you're doing anything about ocean life, it expands the globe. You never know 

who you're going to work with.” 

Lance’s example shows that while parents can guide their children to learn a language, it is 

ultimately their child’s decision to continue with the language. As King and Fogle (2013) 

propose, children can influence their own FLP and "play an active role of influencing code 

choice and shaping family language ideologies" (pp. 196-97). Like Lance, in spite of their 

pushback, June also coaches her children about the utility of Mandarin in careers other than 

economics: 
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June: “I have told them, ‘You know, you can always use it in a career.’ But the oldest one 

likes to sing. So I’ve tried to encourage her… Of course, I would want her to do economics 

or engineering, but I was saying, ‘Even if you think about singing on the side in Chinese, 

that would still be a way to utilize that.’” 

Both Lance and June still believe Mandarin is “useful” even if their children are not going to be 

economists or work in business. While they originally selected Mandarin for pure economic 

reasons, they expand their view to include its utility as an international language. The economic 

vitality of Mandarin thus extends to all careers, even to marine biologists and singers. 

The rise of China’s financial power motivates parents to select Mandarin as the language 

with high economic capital. Piller (2001) argues that parents use bilingualism as an investment, 

the profits of which will yield a high return. Drawing upon Bourdieu’s (1991) notions of capital, 

Norton (2000) contends that learners invest in learning a language because it will provide them 

with resources, symbolic and material. Similarly, parents believe that the Mandarin their children 

are learning now will become “useful” in the future, and open doors to their financial and 

economic success. Even when their children reject their desired outcomes, parents still seek to 

validate Mandarin’s utility as an international language. 

4.3.3 The U.S. versus China 

In discussing parents’ ideologies, I describe how parental ideologies of Mandarin are 

often directly tied to the perception of Chinese culture and China as a country. While White 

parents approve of some of the Chinese parenting practice of being a “tiger mom”, they 

disapprove of being called a mother in Mandarin. Further, despite its role as the national 

language of China, many parents accept and value the learning of Mandarin while also 

admonishing the Chinese government. Next, I cover how parents discuss the effect of the 
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COVID-19 pandemic on decisions to learn Mandarin. Finally, I provide some political context of 

recent U.S. policies, such as closing down sites of Chinese culture and language learning such as 

Confucius Institutes, to illustrate tensions between the U.S. and China and how learning 

Mandarin may be caught in the middle of the political brawl.  

It is not surprising that highly motivated parents are up-to-date on the latest parenting 

trends. In their interviews, many of the participants reference the ideology of “tiger parenting” or 

being a “tiger mom,” popularized by the 2011 book by Amy Chua, Battle Hymn of the Tiger 

Mother. The term refers to a usually ethnically Chinese mother who practices traditional strict 

child-rearing practices. In her book, Chua details strict disciplinarian practices such as name-

calling, making threats, and having high expectations. While the book and subsequent term came 

under criticism, it has nevertheless permeated into U.S. parenting discourse. In this study, 

Jennifer perceives “tiger mom” as a humorous term. When describing her husband’s insistence in 

sticking through Mandarin school, Jennifer states, “I always joke that my husband is a tiger mom 

because he wants them involved in everything.” Her depiction of tiger mothers is encouraging, 

labeling a father who strives for his children to succeed, in contrast to the critical portrayal of a 

strict disciplinarian. She also implicitly jokes about her husband traversing gender norms to 

assume the role of a typical tiger mom, focusing on her children’s educational attainment above 

all else. 

While Jennifer relishes the tiger mother (or tiger father) trope, she also expresses her 

unease at her child’s traditional Chinese cultural learning practices. Jennifer describes an 

interaction with her young son, where he accidentally code-switches into Mandarin: “Sometimes 

I'll say something to my youngest son, he will answer me in Mandarin. And I’ll say, what did 

you just say to mommy? He’s like, ‘oh, wait.’” In this mother-son exchange, Jennifer confirms 
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that her son clearly understands that the home language was English. By invoking “mommy,” 

she reminds her son who he was addressing, delineating her maternal identity as an English 

speaking parent. Keri, a white mother who studied abroad for two semesters in Taiwan and 

China, told a similar story. Despite her knowledge of Mandarin, she expresses some displeasure 

at being called “mama” instead of “mommy.” She recalls her displeasure, “there are certain 

words that they use that I don't love. Like I like to be called ‘mommy.’ And when they say 

‘mama,’ I don't like that." Even though Keri did speak Mandarin, she rejects being called 

“mama,” which she associates with being a Chinese mother, as the word for “mother” in 

Mandarin is also “mama.” Even though Jennifer and Keri are mothers of Chinese language 

learners, they are still rooted in their self-conceptualizations of who they are as a parent.  

Although their children were learning Mandarin, these White mothers are anxious about being 

spoken to in Chinese, especially regarding their child’s maternal forms of address. In formulating 

their identities, in other words, they do not mind being a “tiger mother,” as long as they are also 

“mommy.”  

When asked how parents envision their child using Mandarin in the future, eight out of 

21 participants (38%) mention the possibility of their children traveling or studying abroad in 

China. For example, Jennifer references a conversation with her husband with their choice of 

Mandarin as their FLP. She explains, “He likes to joke with me and say, well, you're the one 

sending them to this Chinese school. You know, they're all going to move away and live in 

China, and then we're going to be stuck here by ourselves.”  In sharing this jest, Jennifer 

positions her children as living in a faraway land and speaking in a foreign language, while she 

and her husband are “stuck here” in the U.S. In her discourse, Jennifer connects the learning of 

Mandarin to abandoning one’s home country, positioning it not as an opportunity for simply 
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traveling to China as other parents have described, but as an eventual means of departure and 

separation between parent and child.  

Views of the competitiveness of Mandarin language learning also seemed to rise and fall 

with the perception of China. As mentioned above, parents cite China’s economic power as an 

attraction for enrolling their child in a Mandarin dual language school. However, Yeow, a father 

of two children, believes the lure of learning Mandarin may be declining.  

Yeow: “If you'd asked me, I know, 10 or 15 years ago or even before that, right when, so 

in China was really booming, all you heard was, okay, your kid needs to learn Mandarin. 

That's the way we're going to be a global superpower, and the way to advance in business 

is to learn that there was a big rush. I felt like when we had kids, that started to taper off a 

bit, right, there was a big rush, and then it started to taper off even. But I don't know if 

some of that still exists. It's probably going to die off now with the virus.” 

Yeow discusses the trend of learning Mandarin because China was once hailed as a "global 

superpower" and learning Mandarin was "the way to advance in business," but reasons that now 

the motivation for learning Mandarin will "die off now with the virus," referencing the COVID-

19 novel coronavirus that began to spread in late 2019 and early 2020. During the time of this 

interview, the virus was not yet at a pandemic level and had not fully reached the United States. 

Still, Yeow may be forecasting the declining views of Mandarin, as American views favoring 

China are indeed waning (Silver, Devlin, and Huang, 2020). Before the misperception of the 

coronavirus as a “Chinese virus,” the trade war between the U.S. and China that began in 2018 

added further tensions to the two nations (Cerutti, Gopinath, and Mohommad, 2019). Given the 

close association of Mandarin with China, the degree to which parents desire their children to 

learn it rises and falls with the current condition of Chinese-U.S. relations.  



 

135 

Other parents can show that they can laud the Chinese language while simultaneously 

rejecting elements of Chinese culture. Recall Margaret who discusses how learning Mandarin 

will yield future opportunities for their children, including to "get them into a college" and 

"separate them from the other kids." However, later in the interview, she states frankly, "I would 

not ever let them live in China, because I am not a fan of the government there." In other words, 

Margaret’s choice for her children to learn Mandarin arises from not appreciation of China itself, 

but from a belief that learning the language will delineate them from other children as well as 

yield future rewards like university admission. In this example, Margaret can separate the 

learning of Mandarin from China’s politics.   

Margaret’s criticisms about the Chinese government coincide with U.S. Secretary of 

State Pompeo and lawmakers' recent decisions to close down Confucius Institutes, centers of 

learning Chinese language and culture nestled within universities across the country. In early 

2020, Pompeo criticized these centers for spreading “well-funded propaganda efforts and 

influence operations” on behalf of the Chinese government (Wong, 2020). Further, in June 2020, 

then-President Trump signed an order that suspended entry into the United States by “aliens who 

present a risk to the U.S. labor market following the Coronavirus outbreak” (The White House, 

2020). The order suspended work visas used to hire Mandarin teachers from China to work in 

Mandarin immersion programs (Weise, 2020). While states like Utah granted exemptions to the 

executive order precisely for their dual language immersion programs, the fate of other programs 

across the country that depend on foreign teachers for Mandarin instruction remains uncertain. In 

this regard, tensions arise within “an educational landscape that ‘needs’ but continues to fear 

China” (Hubbert, 2019, p 53); this situation may have continued repercussions, both educational 

and political, if the relationship between the U.S. and China continues to devolve.  
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Referencing Norton (2000), Curdt-Christiansen (2009) defines language as “cultural tools 

[that] convey our social experiences, origins, history, gender, age, ethnicity, nationality and race, 

and thus express our identities” (p. 356). These parents’ examples demonstrate how despite their 

school choice, parents may not fully embrace Mandarin because of its association with China. 

Their rejections of Mandarin also form their parental identities and continue to shape interactions 

with their children.  

4.4 “It Was a Matter of the Best School” 

When I shared the purpose of my study with Yeow, the father of eleven year-old twins, 

he revealed that he had also been reflecting upon the same research questions. He asked me, 

“Who is going to make a very conscious decision…. to send your kid to a Chinese language 

program?” Yeow’s reasoning is that a parent’s decision to enroll their children in a Mandarin 

immersion program was likely a “conscious” or purposeful choice, especially for parents who 

have limited experience with the language and no community support.  

In referring back to Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) FLP model, parents’ educational beliefs 

also play a role in their school choice. In this section, I explore parents’ reasons for why and how 

parents chose the Mandarin immersion school. I focus on the following topics: how parents 

search for their desired school; what they want in a school system, including test scores, 

administrative support, and teachers; what parents feel to be inadequate aspects of a school, 

including non-school factors; how parents navigate the challenges associated with the options 

available; and how the language immersion program play into their decision making, if at all. 
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4.4.1 The Search for a “Good School” 

Choosing a school often involves selecting a neighborhood in which to live and, 

accordingly, a school district. In the U.S., public school districts are zoned, which means the 

address of residence determines the school the child will attend (Catsambis & Beveridge, 2012). 

The competition for good schools can be incredibly high since studies have shown that a 

student’s address can impact their probability of attending university (Gardner, 2001; Parker, 

2012). Therefore, as Liang (2015) states, “it is critical for their families to choose a high-

performing school district if parents want their children to excel” (p. 136). 

In the interviews with parents, a common thread among participants was that they want 

the best schooling for their child, regardless of whether it is a language immersion school. 

Parents exercise their networks to determine the best school in the area, including speaking to 

their friends and neighbors and visiting open-house sessions at the schools. Keri even utilized a 

popular online message board forum to learn about the neighborhood schools. As she explains, 

Keri: “it's basically parents talking about every aspect. But there's a special school forum 

thread and people are so like, typically mean to each other, really catty but incredibly 

informative at the same time. So, I learned a lot more, [laughs] probably not the best way 

of learning information, but that was another way that I learned that Dragon Academy is 

good and desirable.”  

Keri crowdsources information to determine, based on other parents’ insights, that Dragon 

Academy was a “good and desirable” school. Despite not having met these parents in person, 

Keri trusts their judgment of the school. Nine other parents also stake Dragon Academy’s 

reputation as a “good school” and cited it as a significant decision point for their child’s school 

enrollment. Parents reveal that they ranked Dragon Academy as their top choice because of the 
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“academics” and the “quality of instruction.” Like Chinese immigrant parents in Liang’s (2015) 

study on school choice, parents judge a school based on its academic merits. 

 Seven out of 21 participants (33%) also discuss Dragon Academy’s “reputation” among 

the schools in the local area in that the school had a “proven track record of success” (Carol). 

According to Great Schools, an aggregate for school ratings and performance evaluations, the 

school ranks 9 out of 10. Test scores at this school are far above the state average, suggesting 

that most students at this school perform “at or above grade level.” Dragon Academy’s math and 

reading test scores are considerably higher at 56% and 57%, respectively, compared to the 

district’s math test scores, which are at 36%, and the reading test scores are at 38%. 

Apart from test scores, many parents praise other aspects of the school, such as the 

devoted teachers and the reputable administration. Yeow explains, “Unrelated to Dragon 

Academy, but related to education, we both had that experience of having such a supportive 

administration. It was something that when we both moved in, I think we looked for ever since.” 

To a lesser extent, some parents remark on other aspects of the school—ancillary to academics—

that motivated their school choice. Eleanor comments that her husband was more attracted to the 

facilities, and "Mandarin was more of a plus" or an add-on. Lin admires that her child gets to do 

“yoga things during the day.” Although this may seem like a strange criterion, Dragon Academy 

features sun-lit rooms for art, yoga, musical performances, and performing arts; in addition to a 

one-acre recess (the students receive two recesses a day) and an outdoor nature space. Parents 

seem more driven by the holistic environment of the school, rather than the language immersion 

program. 

Among the parents who participated in this study, those whose children attended Dragon 

Academy thought immersion is a plus, but schooling was the most important factor. As many 
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parents shared, the type of school was not as important as long as the school is known as “a good 

school.” Vero explains her choice between Dragon Academy and a Spanish immersion school: 

“It was not a matter of Spanish. It was a matter of the best school, and I don’t mind any 

language, as long as the quality of education is high. So that’s why we went with that school over 

Spanish, even when that’s my kid’s native language”. If Dragon Academy was not a top-

performing school, Vero admits, she would not enroll her children. Jennifer also agrees that the 

language was not the most important decision factor in her school choice process. She states, “I 

hate to say it didn't have to be Mandarin; I'm really glad that it is.” Similarly, Lin wants Spanish 

immersion for her child, but in the end, she is grateful she enrolled in a Mandarin immersion 

school. Yeow, a Chinese heritage father, explains that he even considered the language as 

secondary to the quality of the school. He reveals frankly, “If they didn't have a quality 

education, but they had the Mandarin, I don't think they [his children] would have gone there.” 

Even for parents of Chinese descent like Lin and Yeow, the participants reveal that they 

prefer a “good school” over one that teaches their heritage language. If the school had not had 

the same high quality academic reputation, they would not have enrolled their child, regardless 

of Mandarin instruction. This raises the question of what would happen if Dragon Academy was 

an average or lower-performing institution? Would there be less interest from parents? How 

would the demographics of the school change? In this regard, the fact that Dragon Academy 

offers Mandarin appears to be perceived as a welcome add-on, but that the real selling point for 

parents is its strong academic reputation.  
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4.4.2 “It Was Part of Our Family Heritage” 

One exception to the Dragon Academy parents who focus on school quality was Carol, 

who had another added motivation for enrolling her children as a mother of a Chinese adoptee. 

She explains, 

Carol: “Because my daughter is adopted, I felt committed to leaving her at Dragon 

Academy until at least, you know, in their program until the end of fifth grade because I 

wanted her to have the, you know, half of her teachers are from China. So I wanted her to 

have the mirrors that are afforded culturally, and racially, and linguistically. And so I was 

very reluctant to pull her from the program for those reasons. I had other compelling 

reasons outside of the language.” 

Even though Carol is a white mother with two biological daughters and an adopted 

Chinese daughter, she recognizes the need to provide cultural and linguistic accommodations for 

her Chinese-born daughter as part of her family’s FLP. Carol’s motivations are also found in 

Shin’s (2013)’s study of white English-speaking American mothers who enroll their adopted 

Korean-born children into community language schools. As Shin writes, these mothers are active 

in “promoting cultural identification for the child but also reinterpreting racial and cultural 

identity for the family” (p. 175). Carol, whose eldest daughter attended a Spanish dual language 

school, decided to switch schools and enrolled both her adopted middle daughter and her 

youngest daughter in Dragon Academy. She explains, “We've been very happy with the 

experiences we've had at both [the Spanish and Mandarin immersion] schools and we wanted to 

support our middle daughter's educational experience and her place in the family by having our 

youngest daughter follow that same track, so she went into the Chinese immersion program 

rather than following her oldest sister's path.” Carol makes a conscious decision to not only 



 

141 

maintain and support her adopted daughter’s native language, Mandarin, but also solidify the 

adoptee’s role in the family. Recall earlier that Carol, as a monolingual English-speaking parent, 

institutes both Spanish and Mandarin as the FLP, while inculcating Mandarin as a shared 

language between her two youngest daughters.  

Although the 19 featured parents whose children attend Dragon Academy far 

outnumbered the three parents in my study who enrolled in Panda Elementary, their discussions 

regarding school choice decisions differed vastly. These parents did not comment on the school's 

quality, even though the quality was quite high (63% in math and 68% in English language arts, 

compared to 47% and 53% in the school district, respectively), but mostly focused on the 

Mandarin immersion program, indicating that their focus was more on the language rather than 

the school. 

In contrast to discussions on “good schools,” Panda Elementary parents explicitly 

mention they sought out Mandarin immersion program because of the language component. Both 

mother June and couple Lance and Nina had moved within the area so their child could enroll 

and stay within the Mandarin strand. Nina explains this sacrifice to her daughter, “I was like, 

‘well, the only reason that you can go to this school is because you're there for the Chinese 

program.’” In comparison to the parents of Dragon Academy, the Panda Elementary parents 

seem more invested in Mandarin language learning for their school choice decision. 

For parents Nina and Lance, Mandarin language immersion fits into the puzzle of their 

family, both with Nina’s work and Lance’s cultural heritage. As Nina explains, “So, at the time, I 

was working for a Chinese owned television company and I was taking Mandarin classes at 

work. And of course, Lance is part Chinese. And so, I felt like [I enrolled] because it was part of 
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our family culture.” For Lance and Nina, Panda Elementary’s Mandarin program became a 

natural added component to their family language policy. 

However, June does not have the benefit of being from Chinese heritage or working with 

a Chinese company. She was so motivated for her child to learn Mandarin that she began to 

enroll her child in weekend programs. She reminisces, “When my youngest daughter was two or 

three, I put her in a program called Language Start. And it was a Saturday program, and we put 

her in there. And the Chinese [immersion] program, I was interested in even before she was 

born.” Having been a student of immersion herself, June knows that the best way to learn a 

language was to surround herself with native speakers.  

It is also worth noting that the demographics of Panda Elementary also features 30.8% 

Asian-identified students, or three times as many students compared to the 10.8% Asian-

identified (not including mixed race students) at Dragon Academy. June comments on the 

demographics of her child’s classroom, “it’s sort of normalized, they do have a lot of Chinese 

people in their classes and in their schools. So, my daughter’s school, I think it’s about 40% 

Asian. And then kindergarten and first grade, their class is about 80-85% Chinese.” June feels 

that it was natural for her child attending a school where she would be among the minority of 

non-Chinese ethnic speakers. Perhaps as an African American parent, the idea of being part of a 

minority racial group in the classroom does not pose a threat to her as it would other parents. 

Additionally, along with all the benefits of immersion, learning Mandarin offers another 

advantage for her child to learn a language that is not Standard American English. 

Contrary to studies that show parents choose language schools to maintain heritage 

language (He, 2008; Lee, 2002; Mu, 2014), for some parents, a Chinese background was not an 

indicator for their school preference. For example, Yeow and Lance are both fathers with 
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Chinese-speaking parents, but differ in their own parenting desires. For Lance, Mandarin 

immersion was an important part of his identity, whereas for Yeow, language immersion was not 

his initial choice. The differences in motivations showcase that even with shared linguistic 

backgrounds, parents may have different and often complex reasons for enrollment. 

 

4.4.3 Parents Demand Better Education: Public Schools versus Charter Schools 

A shared perception among parents is that the neighborhood public schools were 

inadequate. Many of the parents were concerned that local schools were limited, in resources and 

especially in quality. The participants griped that there were “not many options” and “so few 

schools to choose from” that it was “difficult to find a good school” in the city. As parent Vero 

explains, “We live [in the city], and it’s a very un— not friendly environment, when choosing 

public school—the public school system because it’s hard to find a good school. So I started 

learning about schools since my daughter was three months old.” In a competitive environment 

with a perceived lack of options, parents took steps to ensure their children have access to the top 

tier schools. Many of the parents drew upon their social networks for determining school choice. 

Parents’ idea of a desirable school relied on the academic rankings, good quality teachers, and a 

“friendly environment.”  

However, the parents’ perceptions of a quality school differ widely from what the 

traditional public schools in the local area have to offer. The struggling district schools have been 

the subject of many education documentaries. As a result, parents commonly uproot or change 

their residence to have access to better schools for their children (Holme, 2002; Sattin-Bajaj, 

2011). Parents who do not want their children to attend a low-performing school, and who are 

faced with limited school options, respond by taking charge of their own children’s futures, such 
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as starting their school research as early as three months in Vero’s case. As Jennifer similarly 

expounds, “I think more families are staying in [in the city]. They're demanding better education 

for their kids.” 

Equipped with knowledge and resources, wealthier and highly motivated parents may be 

expected to cover private tuition costs or relocate to a better school district. The reality is that the 

benefits do not necessarily cover the costs—in this case, an exorbitant price tag. Carol reveals 

her decision-making process when choosing among local area schools: “The second option was 

Ostra School, which is bilingual Spanish public school, but you would have to live, you have to 

buy real estate in the school zone, which was, you know, would involve moving and was very 

expensive.” Like Carol, Margaret weighs the cost of moving versus the cost of private education, 

saying: “What was interesting, we even looked into moving to a better school district, which is in 

some ways like a half-mile to the south over on Castle Hill. And I was like, ‘You move and 

spend $200k on the house, or you stay and spend the $200k on private tuition over the course of 

however long.’” 

Within the confines of a metropolitan city with many competitive families, the availability 

of choices is limited. As Nathan (1998) argues, “The price of admission to many ‘public’ suburban 

schools is the ability to purchase a home with hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars 

and to pay real estate taxes” (p. 502). The lack of options leaves many families caught between 

buying real estate in a desirable school zone or moving, both of which are costly options.  

4.4.4 Charter Schools: A Third Space 

As a result of the poor neighborhood public schools, the strain of moving, and private 

tuition costs, many parents resort to charter schools for their children. As father Winston 

contextualizes, “I didn’t really realize that if I wanted our kid to really have an education, we had 
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to win a lottery. Because schools were terrible in [the city] at the time.” Charter schools are 

known as “schools of choice,” and enrolling in them is also a two-step process: parents must first 

“choose to choose” to rank their choices in the lottery from a list of charter schools; second, if 

accepted for one or multiple schools, parents may select from their charter choices or defer to 

their neighborhood public school (Buckley & Schneider, 2006). In the end, many parents decide 

on a dual language school as a third space (Bhabha, 1994; Gutiérrez, 2008), where families could 

save both money and still receive a quality education for their children. 

When it came to applying to the school lottery, seven out of 21 participants (33%) refer 

to their enrollment as “luck” or “chance.” Parents like Keri only know how lucky they are 

because other families were rejected. She reveals, “We are, we tell people all the time we are 

extremely lucky to have gotten to Dragon Academy when we did because now I think the 

waitlist is in the thousands to get in.” Keri’s prediction of the competition to enroll at Dragon 

Academy is correct. At an open house in January 2020, Dragon Academy school administrators 

revealed that there were 1800 applicants in the past academic year for fewer than 40 available 

seats.  

Perhaps in part due to the high competition, parents express their incredulity about how 

difficult it would be to enroll their child and how they did not expect to get in. Still, others talk 

about how certain chance events like seeing a listserv email or noticing a bumper sticker in a 

grocery store parking lot led to their discovery of the school. Margaret claims that her daughter's 

acceptance felt like a real lottery, like gambling for the prize of school admission. She equates 

the school to actual money saved from alternative schooling options, musing, “It was like the 

lottery. You feel like a lottery when you enter the school because it’s like, “Oh, it just saved us 
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all this money.” According to Curdt-Christiansen’s (2014) FLP model, school investment itself 

can serve as a socioeconomic choice. 

For some of the parents, at the time of enrollment, Dragon Academy was not part of the 

district lottery but had a separate application system where families could apply and be 

considered on a first-come-first-serve basis. There were two options in turning in an application: 

online or in person. The night before the application was due, Margaret and her family noticed a 

line forming outside of the school, and she wanted her family to be among the first to be 

considered. 

Margaret: “So we basically slept outside all night long. And that got you a timestamp 

application.” 

May: “You said you slept outside for your kids’ education.” 

Margaret: “Yeah, I think it was not sleeping. But we got there around 9 o’clock at night, 

and then they opened the gates at 8 [AM] ” 

May: “What number in line were you?” 

Margaret: “We were the second people for pre K3 because I went with my neighbors, 

whose daughter is also in the same grade. So we were number two in line, and people 

were doing online also. So whatever— however that worked. It was about the 

timestamp.” 

Margaret shows that she exercised her strategy of being the first to receive a timestamp in getting 

her child into Dragon Academy by eschewing the online application and being the first to turn in 

her application in person. Her admission, “it was all about the timestamp,” shows her knowledge 

of surpassing the separate lottery system, and she was able to beat other parents by turning in her 

application before anyone else. 
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When asked why she wanted to camp out for a chance to submit her child’s application 

early, she stated, “there’s just so little control you have in the lottery process, that it felt like a 

little more control you could have of at least being there in person.” For Margaret, the charter 

school lottery system is an isolating process, and it gave her a sense of “control” to have a direct 

hand in her child’s education. Even if they did not camp outside the school for a spot at the 

lottery, many parents feel the need to be proactive in using strategies to negotiate their child’s 

admission into Dragon Academy. For example, some parents drive their children hours a day to 

school or move within the district so their child can continue to attend Dragon Academy. Two of 

the parents cite instances in which they withdrew their child from daycare or disrupted their 

ongoing enrollment in another elementary school to attend the dual language school.  

However, winning the lottery is not always the best outcome for the parents. Both 

mothers Cara and Kumquat expressed that they would like to move out of the city, but their 

child's education is what keeps them restrained to living in this particular area. Keri discusses 

how she weighed her children’s school over relocating, “it’s a big struggle because we want to 

move and live somewhere else and it’s the biggest thing that’s holding us back from moving is 

that we know we won a—literally won a lottery—and it’s like almost impossible to recreate what 

Dragon Academy has.” Parents value and commit to their choice, but their decision may 

constrain them. In speaking highly of their experiences at Dragon Academy, parents reveal some 

underlying tensions regarding their school choice. The following section explores these 

experiences more in-depth by featuring both parents' successes and their struggles. 
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4.5 Parent’s Experiences: Triumphs and Successes 

This next section explores some of the success stories parents discussed that justified 

their school and language choice. Because they could not assess their children’s language 

learning, the parents rely on moments that reflected their children's learning and led to them 

feeling justified in their school choice. For parents who do not know the target language fluently, 

it is not uncommon to be unaware of their children's linguistic progress or lean heavily on native 

speakers to assess their language skills. While many of the parents spoke openly about their 

triumphs regarding their decision for enrollment, three cases stood out: parents Mara and Yeow’s 

trip to Singapore, Lin’s conversation with a classroom teacher in China, and Carol’s experience 

observing her daughter take part in diplomatic visits between China and the United States. 

Mara and Yeow: A trip to Singapore 

While parents Mara and Yeow had initially enrolled their child in Dragon Academy 

because of its reputation, they reinforced their decision when they observed how well their 

children were able to sustain the heritage language. The couple discuss how, via interactions with 

relatives on a trip to Singapore, they were able to discern that their children’s language learning 

experiment was a success: 

Mara: “So, Ethan came over, and my mother-in-law was sitting with Auntie Kim, and we 

had asked Auntie Kim only to speak to the kids in Chinese because she was a teacher and 

we’re like, ‘Pretend you don't even speak English. If they’re going to talk to you, they 

have to talk Chinese’. We did that with Uncle Chua. So, Auntie Kim said something to 

Ethan, and then there was this long pause. And she was thinking, ‘no, I guess he didn't 

understand what I said,’ and she was about to say something in English. And then Ethan 

piped up with a full answer, you know, good Mandarin, like, grammatically correct, and 
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she was like, ‘okay.’ So, it just took him a while to process what was said, what he 

wanted to say, and how to say it in Chinese. But bam! and Uncle Eli did writing. I 

remember him writing with the two of them.” 

Yeow: “So, that was a nice reinforcement, that after three, three and a half years, their 

Mandarin is coming, well, nicely.” 

According to Curdt-Christiansen’s FLP model, Mara and Yeow both engage in the sociocultural 

context of their children learning Mandarin to connect with Yeow’s relatives back in Singapore. 

The interaction not only validates the children’s learning but provides an opportunity to 

strengthen family bonds. Their children are able to communicate in written and spoken Chinese, 

compensating for the parents’ lack of linguistic capital. They tap into their Mandarin knowledge 

to not only activate their biliteracy but also their social capital, or “the social relations between 

people” (Ren & Hu, 2013), in facilitating intergenerational bonds. 

Lin: An interaction with Chinese classroom teachers 

Similar to Mara and Yeow, Lin’s trip to a Mandarin-speaking country allowed her to see 

the fruits of her son’s language learning. Lin and her son embarked on a school-sponsored trip to 

mainland China, where her son took part in a Mandarin classroom for one week. Lin noticed that 

her child was having “a tough time” with the traditional Chinese teaching methods and spoke 

with the classroom teacher. In the interaction with the teacher, Lin described how she first 

learned of the impact of the learning her child is receiving.  

Lin: “And the teachers there actually told us afterwards like a lightbulb went off for them 

because they realized the kids wanted interaction in the language and not just to be taught 

to. And I don’t think that they realized that our kids would be able to interact in Chinese 

about the subjects they were teaching them as opposed to just talking to them about it. So 
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they’re like, ‘The kids that you guys bring over, they have a much more fundamental way 

of doing creative problem solving and thinking outside the box than any of our kids do 

here.’ So I was like, ‘Oh, well, there you go. That totally makes sense.’” 

In this interaction with the teachers' feedback from China, she received praise for her child not 

only learning Mandarin but also interacting with the language in more complex ways than native 

Chinese students. In comparison to the children in Chinese classrooms, Lin’s child possesses 

“creative problem solving and thinking outside the box,” something Lin admires as a parent. Lin 

also values how her son and his classmates “wanted interaction in the language and not just to be 

taught to” in a traditional Chinese curriculum, demonstrating their engagement and agency. Lin 

sees the competing classroom cultures as evidence that her son was learning under “the Western 

model,” which Li (2005) refers to as “understanding the essentials of a given topic or developing 

expertise in a field, as well as to personal insights and creative problem solving” (p. 191). This 

model of learning contrasts with the Chinese perspective of learning, which often focuses on rote 

memorization of the subject material (Li, 2005). Likewise, Shin’s (2013) study of American 

mothers of Korean adoptees observes similar sentiments. While the mothers want their children 

to learn Korean, they object to the largely rote-learning approach taken by the Korean teachers in 

the Heritage Language school. Not only did Lin witness the effect that Dragon Academy’s 

curriculum had on her child, she was also proud of the global curriculum: “Like, he’s able to see 

things so differently that I’m like, ‘Okay, he’s gonna go out there into the world and be a really 

good citizen as opposed to just like a really book-smart kid,’” she beams. In this moment, Lin 

observes and values the blending of both worlds: Mandarin language with American style 

learning.  

Carol:  The Coming Together of Two Nations 
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While seven parents explicitly talk about the “future opportunities” their children will 

receive in learning Mandarin, Carol tells the story of an unforgettable experience: her daughters 

meeting the First Ladies of the United States and China. 

Carol: “You know, and even the White House. When Mrs. Obama was traveling to 

China, they went to my daughters’ school to make the announcements, and so we have a 

lovely photo of my daughter sitting on Mrs. Obama's lap. They gave a little Chinese 

lesson to Mrs. Obama.”  

May: “Really?” 

Carol: “Yeah. And the school was present when Mrs. Obama and the Chinese President's 

wife went to the zoo to name the panda.” 

May: “Oh, they did?” 

Carol: “They did. Some students from their school were chosen to go sing in Chinese and 

help with the naming ceremony.” 

May: “Were your daughters a part of that as well?” 

Carol: “They were part of some of it. And seeing that it's part of the politics and the 

coming together of two nations. I mean, that's a pretty powerful lesson for language.” 

In the last example, Carol refers to the visit in which President Xi Jinping's wife, 

Madame Peng Li Yuan, accompanied then-U.S. First Lady, Michelle Obama, to visit Dragon 

Academy on a state-sponsored tour. The school showcased President Obama and President Xi's 

commitment to the One Million Strong Initiative, a program that encouraged one million 

students in the U.S. to speak Mandarin Chinese by the year 2020 (Allen-Ebrahimian, 2015). 

Carol is proud to have not only her school but also her daughters featured prominently, teaching 

the First Lady of the United States "a little Chinese lesson.” For parents, Mandarin learning 
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serves as an opportunity to display their acquired language skills—in this case, on the national 

stage with foreign dignitaries, starring the First Lady of the United States and the First Lady of 

the People's Republic of China. Carol talks proudly about taking part in the “coming together of 

two nations” and is especially proud that her daughters played a role in diplomatic visits between 

the U.S. and China. Carol’s suggestion that it is “part of the politics” suggests that it is not a 

coincidence that her daughters were selected: one daughter, like Carol, is of European-American 

descent; the other daughter was adopted from mainland China. The sociopolitical context of her 

two American daughters united in singing a song in Mandarin embodies a shared understanding 

between the two nations.  

For Panda Elementary parents, their moments of realizing their child’s success with the 

language are not as grandiose on a scale of speaking Mandarin to diplomats, but small moments 

where their children can showcase their linguistic prowess. For example, Nina tells the story of 

how her mostly white-passing daughter conversed with Chinese waiters at a restaurant: 

Nina: “I guess I know the vocabulary that she uses and so we can try to encourage her to, 

you know, ask the waitstaff. Then what happens is, then the waitstaff will say, ‘oh, is she 

learning Chinese?’ I was like, ‘yes, she is’. And I think like that they're somewhat 

impressed by that, especially, like I think when they see her with me, because she does not 

look Chinese. She's a very Caucasian looking girl. The waitstaff is really impressed, [they 

say] ‘wow, here's this Caucasian learning our language’. And, I think she kind of enjoys 

that kind of attention.” 

While the ability to order food from a menu seems a simple activity, Nina is able to put 

her child’s Mandarin speaking ability to the test, impressing not only the waitstaff but also 

instilling confidence within her daughter. Because her daughter is white-passing and she herself 
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is Caucasian, Nina also notes that the perception of Caucasians speaking someone’s language 

elicits admiration. She does not mention that her partner is half-Chinese--making her daughter a 

quarter Chinese-- or the fact that their family’s heritage language is Mandarin. However, in this 

transaction, Nina felt more secure in her role as a language learning parent that her child is not 

only learning the vocabulary but is able to engage with the language with native speakers in 

meaningful contexts. 

In describing opportunities that Mandarin learning afforded their families, parents justify 

their school choice. The impact of parents’ FLP ranges from small intimate moments in family 

life to a very public and crafted scene between the U.S. and China. In each case, parents describe 

the moments in which they realized that their FLP was the right decision, whether it be 

opportunities to connect with family members, showcasing one’s Mandarin skills at a Chinese 

restaurant, a chance to share with teachers in China about American ways of learning, or a once-

in-a-lifetime moment to sing to foreign dignitaries. In their narratives of pride and success, the 

motivations that parents had intentionally set for their children pivoted to new justifications to 

support their decision making. For parents in the beginning stages of making their school choice, 

their justifications centered on their child’s cognitive development or how language learning was 

part of a framework for academic and economic success. For parents whose children had spent 

many years at a dual language school, they talk about how, over time, they had acquired 

additional cultural and political motivations during the process of their children attending the 

dual language school. These interacting social factors show that parents’ motivations are not only 

susceptible to change over time, but that the experience of raising emergent bilingual children 

also shaped parental choice, their own identities and sense of self worth.  



 

154 

4.5.1 Parents’ Experiences: Struggles and Tensions 

In the face of social, emotional, linguistic, and academic challenges, not all experiences 

are positive. Parents can reach junctures that cause a rift in their attitudes and motivations. In this 

section, I identify some key struggles that parents expressed regarding their children’s language 

learning, including adjusting to an immersion model of education, perceived difficulties in 

reading and writing English, Dragon Academy’s social justice-centered curriculum, and Panda 

Elementary’s status as a strand program in comparison to a full Mandarin immersion. 

Any entry into a new education experience can be daunting. As Tan (2011) describes, 

“entering the school system is a life-changing experience for children and families, dramatically 

expanding the social world of the child and injecting a broad range of cognitive, social, and 

cultural influences on his or her development” (p. 310). This is especially true for parents whose 

first foray into their child’s school system takes place within a Mandarin immersion program. 

Indeed, the majority of Dragon Academy and Panda Elementary parents were not able to speak 

Mandarin.  As Yeow notes, “there are very few kids in Dragon Academy and in the Chinese 

program that actually have native [Mandarin] speaking parents.” Similarly, Lin explains the 

anxiety parents felt, even on the first day of school, "I look back and think how nervous we were 

when we dropped our kids off that first day in pre-K-4, and like the minute they walk in the door, 

it’s nothing but Chinese. And to a lot of the parents that aren’t Asian, that’s super shocking to 

them.” Parents naturally worry over separation from their children on the first day of school; 

when compounded with the added component of learning a language, some parents find it too 

difficult to handle. Lin specifically mentions how “shocking” it is for non-Asian parents to enter 

an immersion environment where the language of instruction is foreign. Yet, this experience is 

the norm for many children of immigrants, like Lin, who relayed her experience growing up as 
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one of the few Asian Americans in rural Georgia and who entered public schools where neither 

their language nor culture are observed in the classroom (Tan, 2011).  

Nina, a parent of a student in Panda Elementary’s Mandarin immersion strand, also 

describes her internal struggles as a parent when she dropped her child at the school-sponsored 

camp.  

Nina: “While they were in camp, they spoke Mandarin the whole entire day, except for 

when they could go out at recess or during lunch. And I was working a night shift and so 

she would call me when she got done with her day. And she called me, I think like on the 

second day and was just in tears. She said, ‘Mom, I don't understand anything, I don't 

want to do this. Please don't send me back.’ Like just, it was really heartbreaking to have 

that phone call. And so, I got off the phone and I was seriously thinking like, this was a 

really bad idea. Like, I... maybe we should not have just thrown her into the situation like 

that.” 

Hearing her daughter’s emotional response, Nina began to reevaluate her decision of immersing 

her child in Mandarin. Her feelings of regret and anxiety about enrolling her child in an 

immersion camp coupled with her recollection of her daughter calling her in tears invokes 

Whelehan’s (2012) description of the tensions mothers experience in their childrearing practices. 

As Whelehan states, “the intense feelings of inadequacy and guilt suffered by many mothers who 

regard themselves as perpetually on the threshold of bad motherhood – not because they actively 

harm or neglect their children, but because of their conflicted responses to their offspring, 

exacerbated by the volume of advice available to new moms, which implies that there is a single 

model of ‘good’ motherhood” (p. 148). As a result, Nina’s experience of worrying that 

immersion camp was a “really bad idea” conflicts with bilingualism as a societally coveted 
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“good” parenting practice. In the end, Nina decided to forge ahead and enroll her daughter in the 

Mandarin immersion program, despite her worries. 

Parents espouse concerns about an all-Mandarin curriculum, primarily about how they 

would support their child at home if they themselves lacked Mandarin-speaking skills and social 

networks to help guide their children. For example, Keri brings up her concern over how to 

maintain the language when the parents are not fluent or do not know it. She explains, "The real 

question is how are they going to keep their Chinese when they haven't— if you don't speak it at 

home and, and there's, and you don't have a social network of Chinese, then like, I mean that's 

the real sad thing. And the more frequent credible [laughs] concern, I think." Keri, a White 

mother who had experience learning Mandarin in two countries, is worried about keeping up 

Mandarin despite English influences. In other words, it is not just the monolingual or English-

dominant parents who are worried that their children are not learning Mandarin; Chinese 

speaking parents are too.  

By the same token, parents worry about whether their children would lose their skills in 

English. Indeed, studies have shown that students in dual language programs may fall behind in 

English when learning another language, but those who do tend to catch up and excel to their 

peers by fifth grade (Thomas & Collier, 2003). Parents’ reservations about losing English is what 

Weise (2014) refers to as “First Grade Freak-Out” (p. 146), the fear that their child is not on par 

with kids their age in language skills. While students’ performance in dual language schools is 

well-documented in many studies (Thomas & Collier, 2003), less attention is focused on how 

parents mitigate the concern of their child falling behind in English.  
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The parents in my study did express concerns that their child’s English skills will falter as 

a result of having more time devoted to Mandarin and less time to English. For example, Jennifer 

compared her child’s reading in English progress with her counterparts at traditional schools: 

Jennifer: “They don't start English until kindergarten. They won't start in Pre-K4, which 

is what most schools are starting, right? So kids are reading really well in kindergarten, 

well, my kids aren't reading really well till first grade and beyond because they only get 

half of the amount of English that all of their peers and single language school are 

getting. So that's been a little bit challenging.” 

Jennifer question whether the students are picking up essential linguistic skills in English with 

such a limited time. Eleanor, too, echoes this sentiment, sharing worries that her son will not 

have a strong English reading and writing foundation. She reasons, “So in a way, is spending two 

and a half days a week of your five-day week, in a different language entirely, holding you back 

from really learning to read in English and to write in English? And reading and writing are very 

critical.” Even though their children attend a Mandarin school, parents like Eleanor and Jennifer 

are grounded in the reality that they live in the broader social context of the United States, where 

the de facto language spoken is English, and want to feel confident that their children would not 

fall behind in their academic facility with English as a result.  

Some parents are also worried about writing in English, with specific concerns about 

penmanship, letter formation, and spelling. Margaret opines about how her children’s 

“penmanship is horrible” while Mara, the child school psychologist, observes that the children 

attending Dragon Academy are “doing wonky ways of writing letters.”  Mara recalls a time when 

she notices her son struggled with writing his letters in English:  
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Mara: “Because I know what I know, at the end of third grade, we're at the conference 

and I basically said, ‘I see a lot of reversals still with the letters and numbers. And I know 

that that's normal up to a certain point. By eight, you really shouldn't see many reversals. 

I'm just curious if you guys see that too’, and they said, ‘yeah, we see that too.’ And the 

Chinese teacher said, ‘oh, yeah, and I've seen him reverse some Chinese characters, I've 

never seen that before’. So, it's like well, to say something, I brought it up.” 

Mara uses her background in working with children as her guide (“knowing what I know”). 

However, Mara underscores that she had to bring up her concern with the teacher during the 

conference. Even for a parent who does not know Mandarin, Mara feels confident to challenge 

the Chinese teacher on her son’s writing ability but is disappointed that she had to be proactive in 

addressing her son’s writing concerns. Finally, also related to English writing, two parents 

explicitly mention that their concerns were the inability of the children to write in cursive. Lin 

attributes the anxieties to a generational divide. She remarks, "It’s a hard thing for folks from our 

generation to flip their thinking and being like, “So the kids aren’t learning their American 

history, and they’re not learning to write cursive."  

While parents like Jennifer, Eleanor, and Margaret, who were native English speakers, 

express their reservations about their children potentially falling behind in their English language 

skills, two parents who were bilingual in another language had a different reaction. Frieda, a 

French-speaking mother, points to her son acquiring English despite not teaching it at home. She 

noted, “We can tell all those parents that our son didn't learn English from us and he picked it up 

right there on the streets or just being with his friends. So I'm not concerned about them not 

learning English.” Freida believes living in the dominant-English environment as the United States 

would be enough for her son to learn English. 
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Similarly, when asked if she was worried about her children’s English abilities, Vero 

reveals that she was “not worried at all.” She continues, “otherwise, I wouldn't even speak 

Spanish to my kids,” explaining that she is more worried about her children’s Spanish abilities 

than their English development. Vero is confident that her children "will have exposure in 

English" because she trusts in the process of bilingual immersion. She clarifies, 

Vero: “It is not that they are not learning English; they are learning less vocabulary in 

English. But I think that eventually, they catch up because the school is good. So, the proof 

that it’s not true is that the test results compared to all the schools in [the city] are higher 

in Dragon Academy in English, even when they spend half of the time learning another 

language.” 

Vero does not worry about her child's acquisition of English because she trusts in the research and 

the quality of the school. As bilingual speakers, perhaps both Vero and Frieda are more confident 

in their child’s acquisition of languages because of their multilingual backgrounds.  

However, Vero does note that other parents had voiced their concerns to her about the 

school neglecting certain aspects of teaching English. She explains, 

Vero: “What is interesting is that they are telling that to me because I'm not a native 

English speaker, and I think I have a quite… not a perfect vocabulary in English, but I am 

able to express myself. I studied [for] a master's degree in the States. So, I think you can 

acquire vocabulary, and that's going to happen. But anyways, I think they don't think 

about that, that they are telling that to me.” 

Vero notes the parents' irony in voicing their English concerns to her since she is a bilingual non-

native English speaker. In fact, Vero sees her own experience of acquiring English proficiency as 

contradicting the parents’ concerns. She also explains that other parents do not consider her 
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identity as a non-native English speaker, which felt like an erasure to Vero—as Allahar (2005) 

defines, “the act of neglecting, looking past, minimizing, ignoring, or rendering invisible an other” 

(p. 125). When other parents discuss their concerns about their child’s declining English abilities, 

they neglect to see Vero as a successful language learner and render her linguistic experience 

invisible.  

Vero’s account also reveals the ways in which a dual immersion school may ignore the 

contributions of language minority families, especially bilingual parents. Valdés (1997) echoes 

these negatives of dual language immersion in her article, “A Cautionary Note Concerning the 

Education of Language-Minority Students,” in which she raises questions about the quality of 

education, especially for language-minority students. In her account, she describes how 

Mexican-origin community members feel disenfranchised in supporting native English students 

to acquire Spanish, thereby highlighting the “power and powerless in wider society” (p. 17). 

When other parents express to Vero their fears of their children not being able to acquire 

English, they inherently dismiss her bilingual identity. 

However, what the Dragon Academy parents feel is lacking in the English curriculum are 

featured as points of contention for Panda Elementary parents. Lance comments on how the 

Mandarin immersion their school featured was not enough: 

Lance: “Our program is a partial immersion program. If I had my way, I would say it should 

be a full immersion program.” 

May: “Why?” 

Lance: “Because I think, especially at that age and I'm a little old school in the sense that I 

feel like you got to push them all the way into it full. I don't believe in softly pushing them 

in [the language] a little bit. Is it helpful? Yes. But the way our program works, she'd learn 
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Chinese and math, but she could learn social studies in English, also utilizing Chinese as 

well.” 

Recall that Lance had described his experience of being “deprived of a second language”, an 

experience that undoubtedly guided his thoughts about immersion. Lance expresses disdain 

about his daughter only receiving two subjects in Mandarin, and wishes she received more. 

Earlier in the interview, Lance hints that despite the Mandarin his daughter was receiving, it did 

not deter her from reverting to English outside the classroom. He explains, “The funny thing 

about trying to keep kids on track for stuff like that, is that once they leave that classroom 

setting, right to play time, they're all speaking English.” Seeing the effects of the proliferation of 

English, Lance feels as if Panda Elementary’s Mandarin strand was just the tip of the immersion 

iceberg. Perhaps because of their diverse linguistic upbringing, Lance, Frieda, and Vero marshal 

the act of learning a second language often in spite of English. As a result, their experiences and 

opinions regarding immersion vastly contrast from English monolingual backgrounds. 

Apart from English, some of the parents express other concerns about the curriculum 

taught at Dragon Academy. Describing some of the parents’ backlash against the teachers and 

administrators, Lin explains how the Dragon Academy curriculum differed from that of a more 

traditional school: “So our kids are so much more aware of global issues and cultural issues. 

Like, they talk about social justice all the time. They have open conversations about racism, 

sexism, inequality. And those are things that are very extracurricular in other schools, whereas 

it’s a main focal point at Dragon Academy.”  Similarly, Yeow, the father of two sixth-graders, 

discloses that initially, he was “surprised” that the school would so heavily “focus on social 

justice and the environment and taking an active role and in sort of shaping your world.” Later, 



 

162 

Yeow expresses his appreciation for the racially diverse student body of Dragon Academy, 

which is even more multicultural than his own schooling experience in Singapore.  

Some aspects of this curriculum give parents pause. While Lin personally embraces the 

curriculum, she shares that some parents disagree with the school’s world-centric curriculum: 

“That’s like their [Dragon Academy’s] unit of thought is like, ‘How do you fit into the world?’ 

So I think for some parents, it’s very hard for them to be like, ‘what are you learning about? 

You're learning about how you fit into the world? What about learning like the capital of 

Nebraska?’ type of thing.” As Lin describes, the school privileges global and cultural knowledge 

over memorizing capitals of states. This shows a disconnect among parents who are comfortable 

with their children learning a foreign language but find discomfort in the shift in perspective to a 

more global worldview, which affects traditional or nationalistic concepts being taught. 

Winston describes how his older daughter, who attended Dragon Academy three years 

ago and is now enrolled in the feeder Mandarin program at the high school, echoes his 

dissatisfaction with the lack of a traditional U.S. history curriculum. Winston critiques, “I think 

it’s unfortunate that my 8th grader doesn’t know anything about the Constitution. Like, I think 

that’s the time. That’s really the time I started learning civics and sort of, you know, world 

history as a global thing.” Like many parents, Winston bases his reasoning about what his 

children should learn on his own educational experiences. By “world history as a global thing,” 

Winston delineates learning about the world as an ancillary topic rather than as an American 

practice, separating global studies from civics education. Lin’s and Winston’s testimonies show 

how parents’ expectations conflict with their ideologies regarding the curriculum.  
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Other parents also feel that their expectations for a quality bilingual educational experience 

were undermined by topics not related to language. Jennifer expresses that she was often “worrying 

that the school is sometimes too focused on social justice.” As she explains, 

Jennifer: “They do some projects around social justice, and the kids are allowed to 

choose things like abortion, LGBTQ. And I'm not trying to say like, I don't appreciate my 

kids understanding this and recognize the world that we live in today. However, I think in 

fifth grade, it's kind of young. And if my kids wanted to do something that was 

considered more conservative, like pro-life, they would not allow that.” 

Like Yeow, Jennifer is surprised by the curriculum; in this case, she deems it too mature for her 

children. As a “pioneer parent” (Weise, 2014) who enrolled her children in the DLS for the sake 

of immersion, Jennifer is thrown off guard by the social justice curriculum. She recalls, “I was 

hearing from other parents what their kids were doing, we were like, oh my gosh. So if our 

daughter is going to leave anyway, we don't want her exposed to all of that.” Jennifer believes 

that heavy topics such as diversity and inclusion should be reserved for the family, revealing 

tensions between education taught at school and instruction provided at home. At the time of the 

interview, Jennifer had decided to withdraw her eldest child from his middle school and was also 

considering taking her youngest children out of Dragon Academy. Jennifer’s worries reflect the 

impact of parental concerns about their child’s education, especially if the school’s curriculum 

does not fit with a parent's view of a dual language immersion school.  

4.6 Conclusion 

While the parents interviewed in this study fit the economic and academic profile of 

“designer” or “elite bilingualism” parents (De Costa, 2010), this study offers a more nuanced 

analysis in uncovering the language ideologies and complex identities of parents who choose 
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Mandarin immersion for their child. In summary, parents have multifaceted and often complex 

approaches to and motivations for enrolling their children in a Mandarin-English dual language 

school. This chapter explores parents’ beliefs and ideologies about language learning and 

educational opportunities, which are often tied to sociolinguistic, economic, political, or 

sociocultural factors (Curdt-Christiansen, 2016), as well as their own linguistic, cultural, and 

educational experiences that inform their FLP.  

First, parents converge on the benefits of bilingualism but differ in their understanding of 

Mandarin. Like parents in King & Fogle (2006), parents rely on their knowledge of the academic 

literature and “expert advice” regarding bilingualism. Findings show that the parents in this study 

are largely knowledgeable about academic research regarding bilingualism— not surprisingly, 

due to their high economic and academic achievements. Many of the parents in this study are 

aware of the linguistic flexibility of young children to acquire a second native language and 

wanted a bilingual immersion experience for their children, regardless of language. As a result, 

parents balance the perceived difficulty of Mandarin with their child’s language resiliency. They 

also converge on the belief that learning a language is infused in the brain, and even heritage 

language loss is repairable and re-immerse in the native language. At the same time, their views 

about China and the Chinese language often reflect conflicting and often contradictory 

ideologies—such as praising the economic ability of China while admonishing the Chinese 

government or accepting “tiger mother parenting” but rejecting Chinese maternal forms of 

address. 

While parents perceive Mandarin as a valued, exoticized, and othered language, they still 

recognize the primacy of English. Parents want their child to acquire Mandarin insofar that it did 

not interfere with their English acquisition, and at times they worried that it would. Under Curdt-
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Christiansen’s (2016) model of factors influencing FLP, English's sociopolitical context in the 

United States explains why many families give precedence to English as the dominant or 

majority language, even for families who enroll their children in Mandarin immersion programs. 

Despite research that shows their children will eventually surpass their non-immersion peers in 

English, parents worry that their children's reading and writing skills may suffer. Even for 

parents who are well-read on the benefits of bilingualism, they may not necessarily be 

comfortable with the prospect of their children’s language learning having unintended 

consequences on their academic performance in English. 

Parents of Mandarin immersion learners show high expectations and interest in their 

educational futures. This chapter addresses the stories of real parents that use their means and 

community resources to chart the direction of their child’s education. Despite most of them not 

speaking the language and often in the absence of a linguistic support network, the parents in this 

study advocate actively for their child’s education, developing strategies to enroll their children 

in their desired school. As highly educated, well-resourced, and motivated parents, they took 

proactive steps to research and plan for their child’s education, including scouring message 

boards, touring schools, and even camping outside for a chance to be first on the application list. 

This study adds insight into how parents make decisions or enact various strategies to garner a 

spot at one of the city’s most prestigious or sought-after schools. The data also speaks to how 

parents form their own “third space” for schooling, looking at DLS as a suitable substitute in the 

face of perceived lack of quality schools in the area and the rising costs of private institutions. 

Third spaces can be a confluence of “school and home when the traditional academic space 

transforms, becoming a more humanizing and equitable space that blends home and school 

experiences and where knowledge learned at home is valued and drawn upon in the classroom” 
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(Turner, 2016, p. 109). In applying Turner’s definition, the school choice is not a fixed entity, but 

a dynamic one in which the parents, teachers, and school administrators work together to 

continually reshape. Parents speak of their child's experience learning the Chinese language with 

an American style of questioning, creating a third space for language learning. Parents are 

expressive in their concerns and negotiate with the teachers and school administrators about best 

practices. Instead of being passive recipients, parents become active agents in negotiating their 

own home and schooling experiences.  

Finally, as evidenced in the data, parents’ own personal experiences shape their child’s 

language learning and, in turn, are shaped by their child’s linguistic experiences. For example, a 

multilingual speaker herself, Vero calls her children “Chinese kids” because of their ability to 

serve as cultural and linguistic ambassadors. In another example, Yeow, as the only member of 

his family who did not speak Chinese growing up, saw his own children interacting with his 

relatives in his native language. De Houwer (1999) writes that a parent’s beliefs and attitudes can 

influence their child’s language use, but the opposite is also true: the child’s language behavior 

also affects parents' perception and decisions regarding language. Parents exert their identities as 

parents of emerging bilinguals in complex, context-driven ways. Via language learning, 

monolingual English-speaking parents express how they gave their child opportunities they 

never had but wished they did. As bilingual and multilingual parents reflect upon their linguistic 

journeys, many note how Mandarin has added to, rather than subtracted from or replaced, their 

own ethnic identity or native language. These parents view themselves as raising global citizens 

or ambassadors for a greater understanding, not only of the Chinese language but also Chinese 

people.  Meanwhile, parents who are ethnically Chinese indicate a stronger affiliation with their 

ethnic identity and familial association due to their enrollment in Mandarin immersion programs.  



 

167 

Regardless of parental views, however, the parents in this study indicate that they grant 

greater agency to their children in guiding their educational futures. While they have set the 

linguistic foundation, it is ultimately up to their children whether they will maintain the 

language. While this chapter presents some of the beliefs of attitudes parents hold in, the next 

chapter will investigate how these ideologies translate into actual practices. Pertinent to this 

discussion is how language policies match or conflict with their individual home policies. The 

next chapter will continue to explore in depth how their FLPs contribute to the parental identities 

of Mandarin language learners. 
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Chapter 5 
Parents’ Family Language Policies and Practices  

5.1 Introduction 

Parental ideologies regarding language may heavily influence parents’ decision making. 

According to Curdt-Christiansen (2013), “At the home front, some parents make conscious 

decisions and plans to enrich their children’s linguistic repertoire or to maintain their home 

language” (p. 277). In this chapter, I turn to a closer look at how parents actively incorporate 

Mandarin in their day-to-day lives. 

I analyze the participants’ language choices and practices at home that are, according to 

Curdt-Christiansen (2016), “value-laden in everyday interactions and explicitly negotiated and 

established through FLP” (p. 1). In exploring these values, I examine Part 2 of my research 

questions: 

How do parents of a child enrolled in a Mandarin dual language school discuss how they 

engage with Mandarin in the home? What are their types and levels of engagement? 

What do their insights reveal about explicit and implicit family language policies and 

practices and about their identities as parents of Mandarin language learners? 

To aid in my analysis, I refer once again to Curdt-Christiansen’s model of interacting factors of 

Family Language Policy to explore parents’ language maintenance and their practices.  
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Figure 2. Curdt-Christiansen's model (2014) of interacting factors or contexts that affect Family 
Language policy. 
 

This chapter dives into how parents’ ideologies interact with Language Management, 

how parents negotiate their children’s language use, and Language Practices, how their children 

actively use or resist the parents’ policies. Regarding Language Management, I first examine 

parents’ expectations for their child’s learning of Mandarin. Next, I look at how parents interact 

with(in) four main domains: the school, family members, community partners, and literacy and 

media resources. I primarily consider how parents who have no knowledge of the language 

facilitate opportunities for their child to learn Mandarin. Within each domain, I also address the 

various Language Practices and policies parents set for their children’s language use and how 

they enforce these rules.  These parental linguistic practices range from “the highly planned and 

orchestrated, to the invisible, laissez-faire practices” (Caldas, 2012, p. 352). In this intersection 
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of beliefs and practices, I unpack the ways in which parents’ rules may overlap or contradict one 

another, including language policies that may affect their family values or thoughts about media 

and technology consumption. Finally, I explore how Language Management and Language 

Practices both impact parental beliefs and shape parental identities.  

5.2 “I’m a Little Bit of a Nazi”: Parents’ Language Expectations  

In diving into an exploration of family language policies, it is crucial first to highlight 

parental expectations with language acquisition. Learning Mandarin in a dual language school or 

program may differ from learning the language in other situations, especially since students may 

only receive the target language instruction 50% of the time, as is the case for Dragon Academy 

students, or in two subject areas (math and science), as is the case for Panda Elementary 

students. Due to the constraints on instruction, parents may have different expectations regarding 

their child's fluency. Discussions with parents revealed how parents were able to manage their 

expectations with language learning. The language learning process requires planning, as Keri 

described: “Learning Chinese, your kid is probably not going to get fluent unless you have a 

whole plan for getting them fluent because I don't think that the school even necessarily bills 

itself that way. I think that they are like, we're giving you an incredible grounding in Mandarin.” 

Keri points out that the dual language school is not guaranteeing fluency in the language but 

rather a solid educational foundation. Keri is realistic about her children’s learning of Mandarin 

and knows that enrolling in a school as their main FLP is not enough to become fluent.  

Carol also believed that the school was not the only important factor in their children 

becoming bilingual. She recommended, “I think [parents] need to be educated about the process 

of learning new languages and what to expect and how to support it at home... they should be 
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thinking about the educational plan for supporting bilingualism after the elementary level.” Both 

mothers referred to having a “plan” for language learning, emphasizing that parents need to take 

both informed and deliberate steps to achieve bilingualism, if that is their intended desire.  

However, for some parents, the ability to receive some Mandarin instruction may be the 

goal of their FLP. This expectation was often the case for the bilingual or multilingual parents in 

my study, who privileged their native tongues over Mandarin. As a native Spanish speaker, 

Maria explains: 

Maria: “My standard for Chinese is, I’m happy if they have some level of fluency that they 

can work on when they’re older. I don’t expect them, because we don’t speak Chinese at 

home, to have that… I am not unrealistic that way in what my expectations are. I just want 

them to at least be able to express themselves and do well enough in writing and reading. 

But my expectations are lower than what I expect in Spanish.” 

Maria’s lowered expectations for her children using Mandarin are a direct result of the fact that 

she is not a Mandarin speaker. Her low expectations may also represent a lowered belief in her 

ability to facilitate Mandarin learning, compensated by her high expectations for Spanish. Maria 

continued, “Because I think that the Spanish-- I’m a little bit of a Nazi with this. You know, there 

are different ways in which people speak a language proficiently. For me, my standard for Spanish 

is that my children must be able to speak like a native speaker, i.e., like me.” In comparison to 

Mandarin, with which she is presumably more lax, when it comes to Spanish Maria self-proclaims 

herself as a “Nazi” or a strict enforcer of her native language. So, these parents who value 

multilingualism do not treat all of the languages equally. In this case, Maria, who is a heritage 

Spanish speaker, is much stricter about using Spanish in the home than Chinese.  
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To enforce Spanish language use at home, Maria adopted One Parent One Language 

(OPOL), a century-old strategy of managing bilingual acquisition and an early Family Language 

Policy theory (Grammont, 1902). Maria described how it works in her household: “So my kids, 

they grew up bilingual Spanish/English. They only speak Spanish to me, and they only speak 

English to their dad. And I am also very strict at home.” Under OPOL, called the “The Holy Grail 

of Language Planning” (Wilson, 2020, p. 9), each parent speaks a different language as part of the 

home FLP. In turn, Maria’s children must talk to her and her partner in these assigned languages, 

which Maria reveals that she enforces through “strict” authoritarian rule. Maria also undertook 

speaking the minority language, common in mixed language households (Lanza, 2004). All three 

native Spanish-speaking parents (including Maria) implemented plans to teach their children in 

Spanish. The other two mothers, Vero and Magaly, describe their multilingual FLPs: 

Vero: “Our house is a little crazy. That’s to put it in simple words. I speak to my kids 

100% in Spanish. My husband, who is also from Panama, speaks to them in 85% 

Spanish, and the rest is French because he's a French native speaker.”  

Magaly: “I have a rule that at bedtime— If it's my turn to do bedtime, I will always read 

one book in Spanish. Like it’s always one daughter picks one book and the other daughter 

picks one book. One book always has to be in Spanish. They can pick a book in English, 

but they always have to pick a book in Spanish. And it’s always understood. I don’t think 

my husband has that rule. I think he can read books in English, but I always read in 

Spanish.”  

For the Spanish-speaking mothers, using Spanish was non-negotiable, emphasized through words 

such as “100%,” “only,” and “always” to describe their unequivocal commitment to teaching their 

heritage language. These descriptions contrasted with their partners’ linguistic practices, who 
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spoke another language natively, or in the case of Magaly’s husband, who also spoke Spanish, but 

who had more flexibility to use other languages.  

However, it was not only Spanish mothers that chose to speak their native languages to 

their children deliberately. The data revealed that all immigrant parents, including Frieda, a 

French-speaking mother, and Bear, a German-speaking father, all had deliberate conversations 

with their children to speak their native language at home. Frieda described how she negotiates 

her son’s language use in both French and English: 

Frieda: “I would say in the house, we require that he speaks French. And when we do have 

French families over, I asked him that they do speak French among them. Although the 

French-speaking parents-- we are all the same-- we want to hear them communicate in their 

native or like our native language, I guess. But I also asked him to respect that when there 

is a person who doesn't speak the language he wants to communicate with me, which would 

be French in some instances, that he does respect and change into English so everybody 

can communicate.” 

In Frieda’s household, the prescribed language is French unless there is an interlocutor who does 

not speak French, in which case she asks her son to communicate in English out of “respect.” 

Through her explanation of language policies, Frieda inherently incorporates morality in teaching 

her children to switch to English to include rather than exclude others. This finding was consistent 

with Reay’s (2020) study that showed families’ FLP not only underscored the link between family 

and culture but also “the morals and value systems that underpin them” (p. 125). 

Multilingual non-Chinese families may have complex policies that reflect their varied 

language situations. In Bear's case, his FLP to send his son to a German immersion school and his 
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daughter to a Mandarin immersion school, mirroring Bear’s native German and his wife Mary’s 

native Mandarin, reflected a more modern day OPOL. As he describes, 

Bear: “So when the entire family is together: Mary, Molly, Brian and me, it’s English. But 

then, when Brian and I, for instance, want to coordinate something without the girls 

knowing it, it’s German. And the same is true for them. When they want to play a trick on 

us, their default language is Mandarin. Or when they want to prepare, when they’re in a 

social setting, and Molly wants to get some hints from Mary on how to appear better or 

what to do better, then the default language is Mandarin. It’s almost like the secret code 

between everyone.” 

Bear lovingly referred to his varied FLP as a “broken phone,” or Telephone, a game in which a 

messenger conveys their message to another, who says what they heard to another—until the last 

player reveals the message, usually to humorous effect. Bear characterizes the languages used in 

his household in a way that focuses less on enforcement and more on jovial social situations, such 

as playing “tricks” or using “secret codes” among various family members. Like Frieda, Bear 

teaches his child to code-switch “in terms of the suitability of each language in a particular 

interaction” (Wilson, 2020, p. 9). In other words, their FLP includes teaching their children to use 

certain languages not only for particular addressees but for various social situations. While Bear 

is optimistic about his global family using various codes, his FLP decision to split his mixed 

heritage family for his two children to be enrolled in separate immersion schools seems like he is 

pursuing a ‘multilingual ideal’— not so much only Mandarin as a language of opportunity in a 

globalized world. 

The non-ethnic Chinese participants in my study were more outwardly spoken about their 

heritage language planning, with many of these parents revealing that they had little or no 
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engagement with Mandarin, at least not explicitly. One parent, Margaret, expressed that she did 

“literally nothing to aid the Chinese, whatsoever” to incorporate the language into their daily 

lives. As revealed in the previous chapter, many parents did not speak Mandarin fluently and 

relied on the dual language school for their language use as their primary FLP. They were 

confident in their child's learning of Mandarin so much so that they did not feel the need to 

facilitate the language at home. In addressing the needs of parents, school officials need to 

consider that some parents prefer to be more hands-off.   

5.3 Family Language Policy Domains 

 

Illustration 1. An illustration of Family Language Policy Domains 

  Spolsky (2012) argued for an examination of language through the use of “domains”, 
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which consists of a participant of a speech community whereby “each participant may have their 

own beliefs about language choice” (p. 4). Spolsky explores how language is constructed 

through domains such as religion, business, military, and health, examining the pockets in which 

language is spoken. In other words, each domain has its own unique ecology with complex 

systems of linguistic exchange. From the data, there emerged four specific areas in which parents 

incorporated Mandarin, what I refer to as the three domains for language learning: the dual 

language school, family members, and community support. In the following sections, I address 

how families seek out language support for their children, how parents discuss their children’s 

reaction to the intervention strategies and parental concerns regarding these resources. 

In describing the school domain, I evaluate how the DLS, including school officials and 

administrators, teachers, and support staff can influence family decisions. I unpack what parents 

expect from their child’s school in not only a form of immersion education but also a source of 

language learning. In the next domain, the family, I discuss how different members of the 

household contribute to the FLP. I detail three types of parenting styles, giving examples of how 

parents include Mandarin in their at-home learning. In this section, I also discuss the role of 

grandparents, siblings, and other extended family members in providing language support. In the 

last domain, I describe the role of the community resources in facilitating language, including 

visiting the museum, touring local Chinatowns, or attending events at the embassy. I investigate 

how parents turn to tutors, au pairs, and live-in teachers to provide more direct linguistic support. 

In these domains, parents reveal the many ways in which they facilitate at-home linguistic 

support. 
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5.3.1 The First Domain: Dual Language School 

As Spolsky (2012) states, “the school has turned out to be one of the most powerful 

institutions attempting to influence the family domain by proclaiming the need for everyone to 

speak the language chosen as the instructional medium” (p. 5). Research on parental involvement 

in school is a crucial factor for student success, and the same is true for dual language schools 

(Alanís & Rodríguez, 2008; Craig, 1996; Peña, 1998). Parents in this study revealed how the 

school aided their facilitation with Mandarin at home, from teachers sending consistent messages 

informing them of their child’s progress to recommendations for movies in Mandarin to watch, 

language learning apps to download, or local cultural events to attend. Historically, schools plan 

outreach events for parents to help them feel more connected to the school (Henderson & Mapp, 

2002; Henderson et al., 2007), and dual language immersion schools are no exception. Dragon 

Academy also offers optional Mandarin language classes for parents, although only three parents 

admitted to taking the classes. Mara enrolled in the school-sponsored language classes 

simultaneously with her children until she realized that her children were outperforming her in 

Mandarin. 

Mara: “I [took classes] when the kids… I think when they were four when they started 

school. And I took a class, and I came out of it. I have a mental block counting to 10; I 

think I always skip nine, I can't remember nine. And one day, I was like saying ‘shuāyá.’ 

Kids were like, ‘why are you telling me to brush my teeth right now?’ I said, ‘but you 

understood what I said!’”  

While Mara only took one class, she retained specific phrases. At this moment, she realized her 

self-efficacy in being “understood” in speaking Mandarin. For parents who may not know the 

target language, taking language classes at their children’s school can serve as a means to assess 
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their children’s language comprehension. Mara and her children can discuss and negotiate 

meanings behind words, building the familial bonds between mother and child.  

 In addition to teaching the language, schools can provide a social connection to the 

culture, including a “teaching of folk arts and traditional cultural practices from students’ 

communities” (Wu, 2013, p. 41). As Carol describes, Dragon Academy also provides a ripe 

opportunity for families to engage with Chinese culture through holiday celebrations or events. 

She reiterates, “So we might go to events at the Chinese embassy, or we'll go to Chinese opera. 

We just went to a Lunar New Year festival. The school itself has a Lunar New Year event where, 

you know, the whole event is just in Chinese. The parents can come to it. We do a lot through the 

school, a lot of events.” Despite the lack of linguistic maintenance at home, Carol provides her 

children with social connections to Chinese culture through the school. While Kung (2013) 

showed that Chinese-speaking parents believe it is their responsibility to pass on their heritage 

language and culture to their children, for non-Chinese monolingual English parents like Carol, 

the school becomes the foundation for introducing cultural events and nurturing cross-cultural 

understanding. 

As far as providing a linguistic connection between home and school, four out of 21 parents 

(19%) did note that their school provided “packets” of Mandarin worksheets. However, one parent 

mentioned that she had to “ask for them,” implying that it was not readily available. However, 

during the eve of the COVID-19 pandemic, the interviewees discussed how they picked up packets 

from the school when the school was closed.  

Aside from a packet of Mandarin worksheets or a list of promising phone applications, 

Dragon Academy does not give out homework until fifth grade, releasing parents from any 

expectations regarding helping their child with homework in a language they likely do not 
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understand. In Curdt-Christiansen’s (2013) study on Chinese-diaspora families in Singapore, 

“mothers communicate with their children during routine homework support and by this realize 

their FLP” (p. 8-9). Homework serves a vital role for parents to socialize their children in the 

language and as an opportunity for linguistic input. Therefore, the absence of homework would 

also indicate a diminished opportunity for Mandarin connection. As Magaly describes, “I mean, I 

wish I could help them [with Mandarin], but the school doesn't require homework... It doesn't 

expect us to be able to help them.” The message Magaly received from the school’s lack of 

homework requirements meant lowered parental expectations for language management. 

This minimal approach to homework hasn’t always been the case at Dragon Academy, 

however. One parent, Lena, discussed the school’s change in policy since the time she enrolled 

her eldest daughter: 

Lena: “So when she started in kindergarten, first grade, they would send home homework 

packets. And during those first parent-teacher conferences, I spoke with the teachers, and 

I said, ‘Look, I love that you guys are so invested in helping the kid learn, but I send my 

daughter to school for… Like, she’s gone for six hours out of the day. And when she comes 

home, there are just other things that are more important, like the time she spends with our 

family and her siblings. We’re not going to be doing the homework. Is that a problem?’ 

And they were all really supportive and understanding. And within a couple of years, they 

just stopped. Like, I think it became a school, just a school-wide thing, that they pretty 

much stopped sending home homework packets.” 

Perhaps one of the first voices in Dragon Academy’s no homework movement, Lena actively 

pushed back against the school’s homework practices because she felt they constrained her family 

values. For Lena, her FLP of sending her daughter to the school for six hours was enough. 
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Nine out of the 19 Dragon Academy parents (47%) spoke positively about the fact that 

there was no expectation for homework help. Recall Mara, who cited her expertise as a child 

psychologist in the last chapter in discussing bilingualism's cognitive benefits. She supported the 

claim of forgoing homework as pedagogically sound. Mara reasoned, “There's so much research 

that shows that no homework is, you know, beneficial. Like the only thing you want your kids to 

do is read outside of school. But other than that, doing homework in elementary school, there's 

no research showing a benefit.” In lieu of homework, the school shifted its home literacy focus 

(perhaps due to the research, as Mara suggested) to have parents read to their children in English 

and their children read to their parents in Mandarin. However, as Jennifer notes, even the 

expectation for reading can be unrealistic for busy families. She explains, 

Jennifer: “Well, they’re not, you know they don't do a lot of homework there, which is 

good and bad. I mean, I kind of love it. What they really focus on is they say, ‘Read. You 

read to the kid and have them read, and that's the most important thing.’ So, read in 

Mandarin, read in English. They don't do a ton of Mandarin because when you’re like 20 

minutes, four kids, that’s a lot of time, right?” 

Further, the participants revealed the message from the school administrators relayed was that if 

the parents actively engaged with Mandarin at home, it would contradict or be counterproductive 

to their children's learning. When asked about the ‘no homework’ policy, Margaret responded, “I 

think that’s why they [the school administrators] said, “Don’t enforce Chinese at home because 

then Chinese becomes a chore.” Margaret was explicitly told not to engage with Mandarin as a 

home FLP because her children would perceive the language as anything other than fun or 

engaging. Shohamy (2006) writes that schools also represent a form of “authority imposing rules 

about what is ’allowed’ to be used in language and what is not” (p. 11). For the school 
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administrators to recommend Margaret forgo Mandarin as instruction at home suggests there 

may be variation in what parents believed in what support looks like for their children. Some 

parents did not want their children to resent Mandarin by requiring them to speak it at home and 

so, kept the language learning at school only. This separation of languages also strengthens the 

school as a knowledge-bearing institution and source of language expertise. In comparison, 

studies of Spanish immersion schools feature workshops with parents that specifically focus on 

at-home intervention strategies (Garcia, 2017; Maldonado-Higle, 2014), while there was a dearth 

in literature for similar workshops serving parents attending Mandarin dual language schools. It 

could be that the perception of Mandarin as a “difficult” language as revealed in Chapter 4 may 

lead schools to relax expectations for non-Mandarin-speaking parents so as to not intimidate 

them from participating in the program. 

 While Dragon Academy recommends against enforcing the language, some parents try 

their hand at supplementing at-home learning. For example, Panda Elementary parent, Lance, 

asks his daughter what she learned in school every day to reinforce the subject material. Lance 

explains his strategy, "The minimum that'll do is even if you're not learning Chinese and you're 

trying to get them to teach you a little bit, they are saying and maybe pointing out the characters 

and saying the language. And so by repeating what they've learned that day, it's like homework 

without you telling them to do homework." Lance enacts a role reversal FLP where his daughter 

serves as the language expert who teaches her father the lessons she’s learned. Lance does not let 

his lack of Mandarin proficiency hinder him from providing his daughter with supplemental 

home instruction. 

Another father, Winston, does not let either his lack of Mandarin knowledge or lack of 

school-based homework deter him from helping his daughter. He dismisses homework as a task 
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with which non-Mandarin-speaking parents cannot engage, citing, “It’s just homework. I can’t 

do algebra anymore either. But I can be there, and I can help. I mean, I can search the web for 

them and find stuff. Once you understand what the specific problem is, what the expectation is, 

then I think that you can support it.”  

Despite not knowing Mandarin, Winston is still engaged and present in his children’s 

education. He remarks,  

Winston: “I make sure that they do the work. I ask if they need help. And most of the 

time, they say they don’t. Then I see the report card, and it’s like, ‘Oops!’ I mean, I drill 

into it. ‘Why is this grade lower than the other grades? How can I help?’ And usually, she 

won’t tell me, but the teacher will. I mean, I don’t know. Dragon Academy is super 

supportive.”  

Winston stays informed about his daughters’ progress through report cards and conversing with 

the teachers. As the other parents have alluded, the school remains a stronghold not only for 

linguistic maintenance but also for parental support and reassurance. The reliance on teachers 

and school administrators shows the need for variability for parents, between offering strong 

home support to a more hands-off approach, in order to sustain a child’s language learning. 

In summary, interviews with parents revealed that for some parents, especially for non-

ethnic Chinese families, the DLS is the major source of their FLP. Parents revealed how they 

were informed by school administrators not to maintain the language and negotiated with 

teachers regarding homework so that it would not become a chore. Other parents, however, took 

on the role of maintaining the language at home, even if they had no Mandarin proficiency. The 

DLS provides parents with connections to Chinese culture and language, especially for parents 
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who would not otherwise have these connections. These insights prove that strong school 

partnerships are viable to families in their child’s learning of Mandarin.  

5.3.2 The Second Domain: Family Members 

While the school is a primary resource for many families regarding language 

maintenance, parents also provide opportunities for their children to learn Mandarin in often 

subtle ways. I begin by describing how parents engage with Mandarin at home via different 

approaches, either through direct or indirect reinforcement. Next, I explain how other family 

members, including grandparents and other extended family members as well as siblings, are 

important to negotiating children’s language use within the domicile.  

Parents: Authoritarian, Authoritative, and Permissive 
 

In her groundbreaking work on parenting styles, Diana Baumrind (1971) examines three 

different typologies: authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive. Authoritarian parents expect 

discipline and set clear goals for which their children must achieve. The parent is the absolute 

power authority who expects obedience and little questioning or pushback. In comparison, 

authoritative parents maintain firm discipline for their children but are also willing to consider 

their child’s perspectives. These parents strike a balance between authoritarian and permissive 

styles. Lastly, permissive parents give their children autonomy and put few restrictions into place 

as part of their child-rearing. 

In the context of Baumrind’s work, I adopt these three parenting styles as a framework in 

determining three subsets of parents’ engagement with Mandarin based on their home FLP. In 

Figure 4, I label each parent by category. It is also worth noting that these styles relate 

specifically to their use of Mandarin at home and may or may not be indicative of their overall 
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child-rearing practices. I describe each type of parent before delving into examples from the 

participants in this study. 

 

Figure 4. Grouping of Parents by FLP Parenting Styles. 

 The first category consists of Authoritarian parents who explicitly enforce Mandarin at 

home. These parents will often respond how they will ‘push’ their children to learn Mandarin, 

reference how they used reverse psychology, or “forced” their children into at-home immersion 

regardless of their children’s sentiments. They exhibit high levels of control in enacting their 

FLP, often disregarding their childrens’ reactions. This category featured two Asian-American 
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parents, Eleanor and Lance, both of whom referenced their linguistic background as motivation 

for maintaining Mandarin. 

 The second grouping of parents are Authoritative parents who play an active role in their 

child’s language learning but who are not as aggressive in their policies as the Authoritarians. 

Like Authoritarians, these parents exercise high levels of control over their children’s language 

learning, but they exhibit high levels of warmth. Authoritative parents have set rules for language 

at home such as “speak only Chinese" Sundays or maintain rules for speaking Mandarin with 

relatives but were less stringent about enforcing them. They often have discussions with their 

children regarding their language learning process and are both responsive and demanding when 

it comes to maintaining the FLP. This category consisted of a majority of Multilingual parents, 

who empathized with their children about their bilingual skills and often were more restrictive in 

their own heritage languages than they were with Mandarin.  

The third category consisted of Permissive parents, permissive guardians who believe 

that their children learn a language passively or through play. These parents revealed that they 

did not have any fixed or definite rules, were mostly “hands off” when it came to their children’s 

FLP, or they mostly relied on the DLS for language maintenance. Half of the parents who fell 

into this category were Monolingual English parents, citing their lack of Mandarin ability as the 

main impetus for their laissez-faire approach. The other parents were confident in their children 

being able to acquire Mandarin through passive means, using words like “fun” or “play”. The 

next section details of how they exemplify these styles: 

Authoritarians: Pushers of FLP 
 

Kim and Wong (2002) summarize Baumrind and Black’s (1967) authoritarian parenting 

as attempting to “control their children through a set of standards, emphasize respect for 
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authority and order, and discourage democratic exchanges between the parent and child” (p. 

186). In this context, Authoritarian parents will strictly enforce Mandarin education at home, 

despite their child’s protestations. All four parents used the word “push” to describe how they 

encouraged their children to use Mandarin.  

Recall from the last chapter how Lance, a Chinese-heritage parent, admitted he was 

“deprived” of a language. Cognizant of the fact that languages can be lost if they are not used, 

Lance consequently believes he should “push” his child to learn Mandarin. He reasoned, “I think 

if we don't push her, she'll easily say, ‘okay, I don't have to [learn Mandarin]. Now, I can, you 

know, do whatever I feel like or do something different.’ I think, though, as long as we keep her 

on track and pushing her toward it."  

As an Authoritarian parent, Lance believes it is his responsibility to encourage his 

daughter to practice the language. He also believes that if he exerts pressure on his child, she will 

appreciate it over time. He reasons, “You just force them into it and say, you got to do it all the 

time no matter what. And then you super immerse them. Now, can they hate it? Sure. But you 

hope that in the long run, like us as adults, always look back at, like, ‘Oh, I'm glad mom gave me 

piano lessons or taught me this or that.’” Although he recognizes that his daughter may end up 

disliking language learning, Lance rejects that possibility in favor of what he believes is best for 

his child, continuing his FLP at the risk of his child rejecting the language and potentially 

himself. 

Another Authoritarian parent, Eleanor, explained how she compelled her child to speak 

Mandarin by preparing her daughter to converse with strangers, 

Eleanor: “She’s shy by nature, and so she’s not like super… like, she’s just kind of shy. 

Like even if in any situation, Chinese or not, she is a little hesitant when people start 
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speaking to her. But then I’m like pushing it out, like, ‘Show me. Speak Chinese.’ And 

then she does it. When she’s in a right frame for it, she’ll do it. She’ll speak. But she’s 

shy, and she’s soft-spoken. And I’m like, ‘Speak loudly and clearly so they can 

understand what you’re saying.’ Then, I’ll have her practice a couple of times, and then 

she’ll go talk to them.” 

Even if speaking in public seemed antithetical to her child’s timid personality, Eleanor 

trains her child to articulate so others can understand her. She uses a series of imperative 

commands to her daughter to “speak” and “show” her the language, emphasizing her parental 

control. In doing so, Eleanor establishes her FLP of Mandarin not as a language just to be used 

by the daughter individually, or only in the context of school, but as a performative speech act 

that must be “practiced” before she can engage with strangers.  

In another example, Eleanor discusses how she encourages her child to reaffirm her 

Mandarin through reviewing her baby books,  

Eleanor: “When I had her the other day looking at Chinese books, and we were going 

over words, she couldn’t remember them. I was like, ‘No, you’re gonna have to.’ 

Because I had these baby books, they’re meant for babies. And I’m like, ‘Here’s the 

tiger,’ like the word for tiger. And then ‘rabbit,’ and then the colors. We can’t give these 

away for another kid because you keep forgetting them. So, I reincorporated Chinese 

time too.” 

In this exchange, Eleanor explains how she refused to accept her daughter's forgetfulness of 

words in her Mandarin baby books. She also reminds her child, who was nine years old at the 

time of recording, that the books are meant “for babies,” which shows that Eleanor has set higher 

expectations for her daughter’s linguistic ability. In doing so, Eleanor also places the burden on 
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her daughter by telling that she is possibly depriving another child of a book because the 

daughter continues to forget Mandarin words. Eleanor positions herself as an authority figure, 

wielding “Chinese time” as somewhat of a punishment for her daughter’s memory lapses.  

Both Lance and Eleanor’s identities as Asian American parents present another lens 

through which to examine their Authoritarian Parent strategies. As Ang (2006) states, “the ways 

in which family members relate to each other are primarily a reflection of culture” (p. 504). 

Studies on Asian and Asian American parenting practices show that strict and disciplinarian 

child-rearing practices, which were often seen as controlling, were actually signs of care and 

concern for their children (Chao, 1994, Chao & Sue, 1996). Further, parents of Asian heritage 

may value intense scrutiny over their children as a means of bestowing filial attention (Chao, 

2000). Asian cultures also place a greater emphasis on education than Western cultures, 

according to Confucian teachings (Ang, 2006), which could lead to more parental devotion to 

their child’s academic activities (Coleman, 1987; Waite, Rindfuss, and Detray, 1986). As 

Authoritarian Parents, Lance and Eleanor may be enacting strict disciplinarian practices, 

centered in Asian cultural values, intended to help their children succeed in learning the language 

rather than as a means of being malicious or punitive.  

Authoritative Parents - Supporters of FLP 
 

Lance and Eleanor are not the only parents who create or engineer opportunities for their 

children to speak Mandarin. Vero reveals the lengths that other non-Chinese speaking Dragon 

Academy parents will go to inhabit or experience authentic language-speaking environments. As 

Vero asserts, “Look, I know a parent who used to take her daughter to Chinatown to speak with 

Chinese tourists, so her daughter will practice Chinese. So, what I do is nothing.” Parents like 
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Vero may believe that they are not doing enough to facilitate their children’s language learning 

compared to other parents.  

However, when I probed Vero further to explain what she does to encourage Mandarin, 

she explained her strict FLP. She states, the “The rules are like, if you don't do your homework 

like writing, you cannot watch TV at all. And if you watch TV, you have to be either in French 

or in Chinese. Just half an hour every day.” In Vero’s household, Mandarin becomes a 

transactional reward after completing their homework. As an Authoritative parent, she gives her 

children agency in their choices and is highly responsive to their needs. As Darling and Steinberg 

(1993) describe, Authoritative parents “were warm, established clear, rational guidelines while 

allowing the child autonomy within those boundaries, and clearly communicated both their 

expectations and the reasons behind them” (p. 489) Vero also addressed conversations she had 

with her children about the importance of learning languages, as well as the reasoning why they 

may experience difficulties in becoming multilingual: 

Vero: “I also talked to them and said, ‘This is good for your future and for your brain, your 

brain structure and how you might have less vocabulary now’ because they noticed that 

they have limitations in English. They know that and I said, ‘But you have the ability to 

understand things that other people don’t and that’s super cool.’ And they like science so 

they have accepted this as true, as a good thing.” 

Wary of the kids’ emotions, Vero serves as a language mediator who encourages her child to 

learn Mandarin but does not “push” them as hard as perhaps Lance or Eleanor. In contrast to the 

Authoritarian parents, Authoritative parents exercise high expectations but with less control. 

Vero holds out the idea of taking one’s children to Chinatown for conversation practice with 

tourists as an extreme example—but, she still does promote her daughter’s language learning 
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through enforcement of their writing homework but does so with seemingly less overt pressure. 

By allowing her children the choice of whether to complete their homework, Vero allows her 

children some autonomy in their learning, but not all. The discussions Vero has with her children 

also underscores that she appreciates the verbal give and take in a “reciprocity of communication 

and use of explanations and reasoning” (Darling & Steinberg, 1993, p. 492).  

While Authoritative from Authoritarian parents both have high expectations for their 

children, what separates Authoritative parents is the knowledge of their children's progress, 

awareness of their children’s feelings toward language learning, and the ability to mold their 

expectations to feedback. Maria, who exhibits an Authoritative FLP explains that her parenting 

style when it comes to her FLP is to be “ready to be supportive of your child. Also to ‘enforce’ 

when they need to go the extra mile.” As Baumrind (1968) states, “The authoritative parent 

affirms the child's present qualities, but also sets standards for future conduct” (p. 261). Parents 

in this category had clearly delineated rules for language maintenance at home, but were flexible 

in carrying them out. Instead, they used words like “support” and “understand” their child’s 

struggles, while still maintaining high expectations. 

Authoritative Winston also admitted that although he has no competence in teaching the 

language and does not do much other work to guide his daughter at home, he has in the past used 

drills to help her with writing characters. As he described, 

Winston: “Long story short, we do almost no home support. For a while, Katy was having 

trouble with stroke order. And so, like in the first grade or something, when they first 

started doing Chinese characters, first or second grade, she was having a lot of trouble; she 

was doing really badly with it. So, we sat down together every afternoon, and we did and 
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wrote three characters ten times and went through the stroke order. And learned it, just on 

paper. And that was very helpful. And she’s never had problems with Chinese since then.” 

 
Though Winston does not specifically “push” their children to learn, he informally works with 

his daughter through writing practice and other writing drills. Winston noted that he used a 

website, Yellowbridge, an online Mandarin-English translator, and would follow along in 

learning the tutorials on character strokes. As an Authoritative parent, Winston is “warm, 

democratic, and firm with their children” (Kim & Wong, 2002, p. 186). Winston reveals that he 

sits with his child to go over the stroke order, using the plural pronoun “we” in describing sitting 

alongside his child. Similar to Berger (2012), who wrote that Authoritative parents “consider 

themselves guides, not authorities” (p. 299). These parents, like Winston, also talk about how 

they would sit with their child to go over concepts. Military spouse, Mike, would explain that in 

the early years of his daughter’s schooling: “There were a lot of tears, it was frustrating for her to 

feel it out.” Nevertheless, Mike explained how he not only drove his daughter to school and 

“would sit in the class with her.” While the Authoritative parents will reference that they are not 

experts in Mandarin, they will nevertheless accompany their children in their language learning 

journey. 

Winston’s style of learning facilitation is reminiscent of Fung and Cheng’s (2012) study 

with Hong Kong parents who, in home-based literacy instruction, “preferred traditional academic 

drills and rote learning,” including dictation (p. 24). When asked about using more modern 

learning applications such as phone applications to help his child write in stroke order, Winston 

rejected its usage in favor of more traditional learning. He reflected, 

Winston: “There’s just… A lot of stuff that’s worth doing isn’t fun. It’s not fun to study or 

write a term paper or do research. It can be interesting, and it can be challenging, and there 
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could be moments of fun, but a lot of it is just frickin’ hard work. And you just have to 

buckle down and do the hard work. And, playing a bunch of games and jumping up and 

down, that’s not what it’s gonna be like when you get a job.”	

Winston believes that language learning requires diligence and behavioral control, rejecting the 

“fun” or the game-fied nature of some language learning applications. Although a white parent, 

Winston’s perspective dovetails with Confucian principles, which emphasize “effort and 

willpower as the essence of successful learning” (Fung & Cheng, 2012, p. 27). He believes the 

effort put into learning a language can translate into other life skills such as acquiring an 

occupation.  

Permissive Parents: Players of FLP 
 

Included in Winston’s quote is an implicit reference to the third category of parenting that 

I identified in this study, Permissive parents, who believed that language acquisition was best 

through passive means or play. As Magaly explains, language is learned through “Permissive”: 

Magaly: “My older daughter in kindergarten does Mandarin one day, and then English 

the other, and then Mandarin and English, and Mandarin and English. So, they both, I 

think, are learning really good English and good Mandarin… They learned from osmosis, 

you know from watching Daniel Tiger or Library Hour or Music Time or like other 

activities in the world." 

In the previous chapter, Magaly believed that bilingualism was a natural process. Here, she uses 

the term “osmosis” signifying that media consumption and other activities can lead to language 

knowledge without the child's awareness.  

Unlike Authoritarian parents and Authoritative parents, Permissive parents do not enact 

disciplined strategies or explicit language policies. As Magaly points out, they let children learn 
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language by virtue of doing regular activities that happen to take place in Chinese—for example, 

they often let their children watch Chinese television without time constraints as a means of 

learning the language. Other parents will incorporate their interests in play, which scholars 

converge on as “an effective form of pedagogy to promote learning in the early years” (Fung & 

Cheng, 2012, p. 17). For example, Chinese-heritage mother Kumquat described how during the 

summer when Dragon Academy was out of session, she would implement Mandarin learning at 

home in ways that included forms of play. Here is how she described a typical day of instruction: 

Kumquat: “Every morning, he has a ‘morning challenge.’ Some part of which is in 

Chinese. It’s like, “Here’s a puzzle. Here’s a math question.’ And then, “Here’s some 

Chinese thing as well. Or a Pokemon thing.’ Because in PreK-3, they were doing 

morning messages. But it would be his name, and then he gets to practice, and then we 

try to go over some Chinese. My Mandarin isn’t very good. Then we do some math. And 

then he gets to do a maze. And then he gets to do Pokemon, which is this buddy [holds up 

Pokemon card]. But then, the Pokemon names are in Chinese. So, like, yeah. It makes it 

fun because he really likes Pokemon.” 

Kumquat replicated her child’s school activities in implementing morning exercise into her home 

sessions, although she notes that her own Chinese language abilities are limited. Nevertheless, 

she mixed into her at-home FLP instruction various learning exercises, including puzzles and 

mazes, which were in marked contrast from the exercises and set rules that Authoritative 

introduced at home. Although she has some elements of writing instruction, Kumquat designed a 

play-based curriculum, where the parent adapted to the child’s interest in Pokemon, a popular 

cartoon card game, to create a joyful language learning experience.  
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While Winston rejected activities marketed as “fun” because he felt it took away from the 

ways that effort on routine tasks and daily practice is necessary for achievement, Kumquat 

valued her son’s enjoyment in the activity and its use in Mandarin transmission. In her 

description, she presents both Mandarin instruction (“some Chinese thing”) and the card game 

(“or a Pokemon thing”) as viable options. Kumquat’s indirect Mandarin instruction would fit the 

typology of an Permissive Parent: indulgent, giving into their children’s interests, while placing 

low demands on their children’s language learning. The Permissive parents used words like 

“fun” and “play” to describe how they facilitated their children’s Mandarin usage at home, which 

contrasted with the high demands set by the Authoritative Parents or the highly restrictions of the 

Authoritarian Parents.  

Kumquat was not the only parent who valued the “fun” aspect of language learning. Mara 

also described how she retains Mandarin as a light-hearted activity in her household:  

Mara: “If you want to expose your kids beyond what they're getting at school, find fun 

ways to do that, like with shows or because we did do some fun things when they were 

little. But we didn't sit down like I bought the flashcards, I bought them, but we didn't sit 

down with them and make them…Yeah, I mean, every so often we busted out the 

flashcards and very rarely, but we tried to make more of a game out of it when we did, 

you know or things like that. Or if they were looking for a word, but they couldn't think 

of it, I’ll be like, well, let's get the flashcards out, see if that helps, you know, stuff like 

that. So again, yeah, just to keep it anything you do outside, just keep that fun because 

they are getting a lot of Chinese.” 

Moreover, Mara only encouraged the use of flashcards if they were a game or jumpstarted her 

children’s memory on other Mandarin words. Flashcards were not compulsory and were used as 
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supplemental materials rather than direct learning instruments. As a result, Mara’s description 

would make her a Permissive Parent who believed in learning by unconscious assimilation. 

Mara’s advice to keep Mandarin “fun” shows a clear separation of the language expectations 

between home and school, perhaps influenced by the school official’s recommendation not to 

enforce Mandarin at home, as described earlier in this chapter.  

Despite both their limited Mandarin abilities and the lack of parental expectation to 

maintain the language, these parents are far from uninvolved in their child’s learning. Even 

parents who claimed that they had no home support revealed methods of support at home. 

Whether they were Authoritarian, Authoritative, or Permissive Parents, they sought out 

opportunities for their children to practice the target language, underscoring the home domain as 

an essential aspect for language maintenance.   

However, parenting styles may change over time. For example, Lin admits that at the 

beginning of her eldest son’s enrollment into Dragon Academy, she believed she had to be more 

active in her child’s language learning. As she states, “We really didn’t know what we were 

getting into, so I was more stringent with him because we had the workbooks that they could 

bring home.” However, over time, Lin trusted in the school’s teaching and no longer relied on at-

home intervention. “I realized that it wasn’t necessary,” she adds. Similar to how parents’ 

identities are not static, parents’ commitments and practices can shift over time, especially as 

parents adapt to and deepen their trust in their children’s school.  

Further, my research speaks to how different parenting styles were influenced by but 

were not necessarily determined by parental background. For example, while Chinese heritage 

parent Lance exhibited authoritarian practices, Kumquat, who was also ethnically Chinese, opted 

for a more permissive role. This study suggests that parents even from the same cultural or 
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linguistic background can display varied strategies. In each case, each parent found what worked 

for their family. Thus, the typologies, while a useful snapshot in a moment in time, may not fall 

so neatly in categories of native or nonnative, or heritage and non-heritage designations. My 

research adds to the breaking down of such divides in presenting a more complex portrait of 

parental engagement with language maintenance. Next, I turn my discussion to shed light on 

other family members, specifically grandparents and siblings, who add to the ‘family’ in family 

language policy. 

Grandparents and other Extended Family Members 

As outlined in Chapter 2, grandparents not only serve as caretakers in the absence of 

parents, but they also contribute to their grandchildren’s literacy learning through sharing books, 

workbooks, television, and radio (Curdt-Christiansen 2012, Ren & Hu, 2013). While early 

studies in at-home language education focused exclusively on parents’ work with children in the 

domicile (Gregory, 2001), more recent studies have pointed to the role of extended family 

members in influencing linguistic development. According to Curdt-Christiansen (2020), 

“Besides the parent-child dyads, members of the extended family, such as grandparents, aunts 

and uncles, as well as siblings, can also influence family language maintenance/shift” (p. 5). 

Many learners are motivated to learn their native or heritage languages to communicate with 

grandparents and relatives. In turn, grandparents serve an essential role in facilitating linguistic 

connections across generations (Braun, 2012; Curdt-Christiansen, 2012; Winter & Pauwels, 

2005). This may be especially true in cases where grandparents tend to their grandchildren while 

the parents are working.  
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Grandparents provide their grandchildren with a rich immersion in language learning 

outside of school, even if the parents no longer speak the language. Lin describes how her 

Chinese-heritage father and stepparents integrate Mandarin at home:   

Lin: “My father travels back and forth these days with us a lot. So he speaks to them [her 

children] in English and a little bit in Chinese. So when my stepmom and all of my 

stepparents, it’s all Chinese. So Chinese TV, Chinese movies, like all of that. And when 

my dad’s there, it’s a lot of Chinese speaking to his friends or whoever, and watching the 

Chinese movies, songs, shows.” 

Lin’s relatives continue to be a strong force in creating an environment where her family can 

speak Mandarin authentically. Even Lin’s mother, who is of Japanese heritage, contributes to her 

grandchildren’s Mandarin learning through pointing out the similarities between Chinese 

characters and the Japanese writing system, Kanji. 

Lin: "So my mom and my oldest do that a lot. So she’s like cooking and doing 

something, or she’s doing something Japanese— she has a ton of Japanese books—  

sometimes he’ll pick it up, and he’ll recognize the words, and they’ll talk about the 

similarities in writing and the differences of what it sounds like. So, she can actually 

recognize a lot of things, and then he can kind of read some of the stuff that she has.  

There’s definitely a connection."  

With few exceptions, Kanji is derived from the Chinese system, Hanzi, incorporated in Japan 

from the 5th to 9th century when they did have their own writing system (Fan, 2014). The Kanji 

words share similarities with their retained Chinese meaning; consequently, Lin’s mother and 

son share in pointing out the similarities and differences between the orthographic system and 

pronunciation. Not only is this a moment to share in their metalinguistic awareness, but it also 
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provided a chance to form a solid intergenerational connection made possible by a common 

writing system between Chinese and Japanese. 

Lin’s son’s ability to speak Mandarin also opens doors to other opportunities. Lin 

mentioned how her father wanted to advance his grandson’s language abilities, “So, my dad’s 

adamant about bringing my sons to Taiwan with him whenever he and my stepmom go next. I 

think the kids are supposed to go on another trip with him next year to China.” As Lin 

demonstrates, a popular form of language support among Chinese-heritage parents will be taking 

trips to visit relatives in China, Taiwan, or Singapore. As referenced in the last chapter, Yeow’s 

trip to Singapore where his children spoke Mandarin with his relatives helped reinforce the 

language and his family’s assurance in attending the Mandarin dual language program.  

Likewise, Bear referenced sending his daughter home to live with her maternal 

grandparents to improve her fluency. He recalled, “There were times where she was also all by 

herself in China at one point with her grandparents. So she’s been exposed to the language and 

the culture so intensively that to her, it’s probably very easy to switch from one to the other.” For 

decades, a popular trend for Chinese parents has been to send their often minor children to North 

America for education or for an increased opportunity to matriculate through an American or 

Canadian university (Wu, 2016). These children are called “parachute kids,” for how they are 

sent alone or unaccompanied to descend upon another land (Chen, 1991; Tsong & Liu, 2009). 

However, Bear is enacting a reverse-parachute, sending his children to live alone with 

grandparents to practice the heritage language. Sending his child to live with grandparents was a 

transnational vessel by which Bear’s daughter could be safe and protected, be exposed to the 

culture of her maternal heritage, and be immersed in the language by native speakers.  
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In addition to nurturing the language, grandparents also reinforce the culture. Ruby 

(2012) looked at intergenerational connections in the Bangladeshi community in East London 

and claimed that grandparents facilitated their grandchildren’s language skills and cultural 

identities. Similarly, Margaret, a white monolingual English speaker, describes how her 

husband’s Chinese American stepmother imparts part of her cultural heritage to her step-

grandchildren. 

Margaret: “And their family is like in Los Angeles, an American and really tight Chinese 

American family. So, she sends us the red envelope. We used to be out there for Chinese 

New Year, most years. Because it was also his [her son’s] grandmother’s birthday right 

around then. We haven’t been in a couple of years. But then she came, and we went to 

like the same thing: a restaurant and we did the big banquet. So yeah, that was really fun. 

So, she’s very much like making sure that it’s a part of their cultural upbringing as well.” 

Margaret expresses how her husband’s step-grandmother introduced the celebration of Chinese 

New Year, also referred to as Lunar New Year in other Asian countries. During this holiday, 

family members will give red envelopes full of money to children, which represents “the giving 

and receiving of luck” (Robinson, 2012, p. 29). Another critical aspect of the holiday includes 

throwing a lavish banquet, as Margaret describes, where the family can sit around a round table 

and share in many cultural dishes. What is striking about Margaret’s celebration of Chinese New 

Year is that it is a holiday typically when families can come together. In Margaret’s case and the 

context of many modern blended families—even if they are on opposite coasts and not related by 

blood—grandparents can exhibit cultural transmission to younger generations. 

In sum, grandparents yield a strong influence on FLP. While the literature delves into 

intergenerational transmission of grandparents to their grandchildren through their role as 
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caregivers (Curdt-Christiansen, 2016; Li, 1994), this study reveals the important role that 

grandparents serve一even if they are not direct caretakers. Grandparents actively contributed to 

creating a stimulating learning environment for their grandchildren in maintaining Chinese 

language and culture. I echo Ren and Hu (2013a)’s urging that “it is necessary for future studies 

to examine the role of grandparents as key agents of FLP” (p. 80). 

Siblings 
 

The literature on language and literacy development shows that siblings can contribute to 

social, cognitive, and emotional development within the family unit. (Bryant, 1989; Dunn, 1989). 

Apart from grandparents, siblings can also form an essential link to language maintenance, but 

according to Schwartz (2010), “we lack detailed studies and have few clear indications regarding 

actual language interactions between siblings at home” (p. 174). Seventeen out of the 21 focal 

children (81%) in the study had siblings, although not all had enrolled in Mandarin immersion. 

Many dual language schools such as Dragon Academy had a “sibling preference” whereby if 

parents had an older child enrolled in the school, their younger child was also given an 

opportunity for a seat before the school opened up to a lottery available to everyone. This system 

allowed parents to secure their child and their siblings to attend a highly coveted school and 

provide additional language support.  

For families with no connection to Chinese-heritage individuals, having another 

Mandarin speaker can be beneficial to a child’s learning. Recall Carol, who in the last chapter, 

explained how she enrolled her youngest daughter into Mandarin immersion to maintain 

linguistic continuity for her adopted daughter. As she reiterates, “With our middle daughter 

again, that was very easy. We wanted to do what we could to preserve her connection to her 

country and her culture.” In Yates and Terraschke’s (2013) study on multiethnic families in 
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Australia, the researchers noted that one parent’s support in Mandarin with her daughters “may 

also encourage them to use it with each other, thereby establishing it as a fully valid and 

important family language” (p. 121). Thereby, parents can support their children in sharing the 

language with one another.  

For many families, the presence of other siblings in the Mandarin immersion school gave 

the children an additional opportunity to practice the target language. Carol also mentioned how 

her children spoke Mandarin almost as a secret language to one another. “But the kids now speak 

Chinese well enough that they speak Chinese to each other. We have a lot of children's books at 

home. And I try to encourage the older children to read the baby books to the four-year-olds, 

which forces them to practice reading because I want them to be literate as well as 

conversational.” In examining Bangladeshi and Anglo brother and sister dyads in East London, 

Gregory (2001) found that “siblings act as adjuvants, stimulating and fostering each others’ 

development” (p. 301). In Carol’s family, her daughters serve as discussion partners, reinforcing 

literacy in the target language. Carol also mentions that it is her eldest child who imparts 

knowledge to the younger siblings. Ironically, older children often serve as language brokers in 

many immigrant families, where parents do not speak the language of the host country 

(Blackledge, 2000; Perez et al., 1994; Volk, 1999). 

Especially in monolingual English families, parents will try to facilitate their children 

speaking to each other in Mandarin, often in clever ways. One strategy Mara has in encouraging 

her kids to speak Chinese is to have them argue in Mandarin. She suggests, 

Mara: "Every so often, if the kids are bickering, I'll say, ‘do it in Chinese because I don't 

want to hear it.’ And then they do. They start kind of trash talking to each other in 
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Chinese and then coming up with how they can insult each other and makes me—you 

know, they’re laughing.” 

Mara has her children engage in a shared language that she does not participate in herself. 

Mara’s children’s bickering harks back to Gregory’s (2001) study that reanalyzed the notion of 

parents and other adult figures serving as models of “superior knowledge, status, and authority,” 

and instead found that “siblings are able to play out their anxieties and practice newly acquired 

knowledge on an equal footing” (p. 319). In this instance, Mara maintains her status as an 

authority figure but revels in her ignorance of Mandarin, which allows her to not understand and 

engage with her children arguing. Their shared language allows the children to insult each other, 

engaging in a co-constructed joyful experience, as demonstrated by their laughter.  

Similarly, Malagy enjoys that her children can have a secret language to speak when they 

do not want their parents to understand. She explains, "I've heard that some parents, but, like, the 

kids as they grew old, they'll just speak to each other in Mandarin when they don't want their 

parents to understand it. It's kind of cool." Instead of being frustrated that she cannot understand 

her children’s shared language, Magaly remains proud to foster a part of their identity. 

Siblings offer an opportunity for children to practice the language with a peer. Far from 

passive learners, siblings can provide relief for adults from being the sole experts on language 

learning. Lastly, findings revealed how parents often use creative and festive ways to encourage 

or facilitate their children to practice their language. 

5.3.3: The Third Domain: Community Support 

I now turn to language maintenance outside of the family, focusing on the community. 

King, Fogle, and Logan-Terry (2008) point out that “the community context plays a crucial role 

in determining the success of bilingual family language policies” (p. 10). Outside of school and 
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home, support from the community often influences whether or not the focal child speaks the 

target language. In this section, I discuss how parents will seek out public spaces and cultural 

events, and other means of language support in the form of tutors, nannies, and other 

neighborhood partners. 

In the absence of language support, many parents partner up with other Mandarin 

speaking parents for playdates or group outings so that their children have interactions with 

native-speaking peers. When asked how Magaly felt about raising her children in a language she 

did not understand, she reasoned that she had a community of Mandarin speakers she could use 

as a resource instead. In one instance, she sought out the help of an old college roommate, who 

was a native Mandarin speaker, to investigate the meaning behind her child’s singing: 

  
Magaly: “So, there was one time that my three-year-old was singing, she sang for like 20 

minutes in Mandarin. And I was like, what are you singing? What song is this long? And 

why is your older sister joining in? It must be a song that everybody knows, because 

otherwise you wouldn't be joining in the middle of a 20 minute song. And you know, she 

was singing with it like tonality and rhythmic awareness you wouldn’t expect of a three-

year-old. So, I finally recorded a segment and I sent it to a friend. And the friend said, ‘she's 

counting.’” 

With the accessibility of phones, parents have more access to connect to other parents to set up 

gatherings or to share video recordings in Magaly’s case. Liu (2018) writes that Chinese 

community also provides caretakers with not only linguistic and cultural connections but also 

“social and emotional support” (p. 28). For Magaly and other non-ethnic Chinese parents, 

Mandarin-speaking friends and members of the community can supplement their understanding 

of their children in the absence of the target language.  
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As mentioned earlier in the parental connection between school and family, school 

officials provide opportunities for community support, including opera shows and embassy 

events. Many parents try to find opportunities within their community to facilitate interest in 

Chinese culture. For example, Mara takes her children to the local Asian art museum of their 

own volition. She explains, "Dragon Academy got out of school every Friday at one o'clock, and 

I would take them to the museums, and I would let them pick. Most of the time, they didn't pick 

the [The Asian Art Museum] but sometimes we did, and whenever we did, they liked it." As 

Hogan-Brun (2012) writes, museums, art centers, and libraries can serve as “safe and shared 

urban spaces” for languages, especially minority languages, to be displayed publicly. For Mara, 

these community spaces also serve as a bridge of linguistic continuity after school ends. 

Similar to Mara, Carol scouts out neighborhood support, including events for her children 

to attend. She recalls, “So we might go to a performance at the Chinese embassy or at the [art 

center]. We went to the Chinese acrobatic show that was at one of the universities. You know, 

they're performing there, but it was all in Chinese when they were speaking. There have been 

some Confucius Institute performances that we've been to.” Carol's role as an adoptive parent 

also reflects Shin’s (2013) study, which found that parents of transnational adoptees often sought 

authentic and natural ways to expose children to their heritage language. Moreover, Carol 

provides methods for her child to connect to her heritage by using cultural artifacts such as 

Chinese acrobatics and Confucius Institutes or Chinese government-sponsored language and 

cultural centers (see Chapter 1). 

However, parents may feel uncomfortable attending cultural events with their children, 

especially as Carol noted if the entire performance is “all in Chinese.” Vero reports that parents 

who do not speak Mandarin may have their latent anxieties emerge during such performances. 
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As he explains, "I have heard many times like when we have performances in Chinese some 

parents say, ‘Oh that lasted one hour, and they were just speaking Chinese, and I don't have any 

idea what they were saying.’” Vero’s account shows that realistically, parents may have limits in 

their quest for opportunities for exposure to Chinese in the community. 

Further, not all parents may be so keen on Confucius Institutes, as Carol mentions. The 

previous chapter discussed how then-Secretary of State Pompeo had accused Confucius 

Institutes of covert propaganda operations (Wong, 2020). As Winston reveals, “I read someplace, 

a long time ago, that they actually… Anybody who has any contact with the Confucian Society 

[sic], ends up in a database, and they kind of track them throughout their trajectory to see where 

they are. It’s sort of like soft espionage.” Winston’s concerns on these organizations reflect 

recent criticism that accuses Chinese embassies abroad of using Confucius Institutes “to carry 

out political surveillance, covert propaganda and inhibit research on sensitive area” (Starr, 2009, 

p. 79). However, Yang (forthcoming, 2021) illustrates that anxieties over Confucius Institutes 

reflect a perceived “weakening of the US State” (p. 220). Winston’s hesitance about Confucius 

Institutes may reflect fears about the Chinese government's interference, even within the promise 

of community support.  

In sum, while parents discuss the many opportunities for language maintenance in the 

neighboring area, not all mothers and fathers interviewed may approve or even like the types of 

language support available. The findings indicate that the FLP is dynamic and influenced by 

current international politics. Economic conditions might restrict parental time and family access 

to relevant cultural and educational activities. 
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Tutors, au pairs, and live-in teachers 
 

Next, I turn to the community's role in developing a child’s language, domestic helpers, 

or private tutors. Families may hire private tutors if they perceive their children struggling with 

schoolwork. Parents can also seek language support to supplement their children’s heritage 

language or to resolve their guilt or limitations surrounding not being able to directly provide 

linguistic support. These show that parents may have more complex reasons for hiring language 

support from outside the family.  

Parents who believe their children may need extra language support but cannot provide it 

may feel that hiring a tutor is best for their child. Carol describes that a Mandarin immersion 

experience is different from traditional schooling and that parental teaching can only go so far. 

She explains, “if there are challenges and you don't feel like your kid is getting to the level you 

think they need to be, you may have to hire tutors, so you have to be prepared for and open-

minded about that.”  

The ability to provide tutoring for children is often a marker of upper-middle or high 

economic social class. Gu and Tong (2019) show in their study of families in Hong Kong that the 

families who could afford tutors hired them to have an advantage over other families. Out of the 

21 parents in this study, four confirmed that they had hired or were currently employing a 

language tutor, although many of the parents spoke about the possibility. The biggest drawback, 

however, was that it was costly. Eleanor thought hiring Mandarin tutors for her children was 

costly, but the financial investment was worth it if an authority figure, such as a teacher, believed 

they would benefit their children. Eleanor reveals the conversation she had with her son’s teacher 

in which she asked if her son needed additional language support:  



 

207 

Eleanor: “I’d say point blank, ‘Does she need a tutor? Does she need additional help 

outside of school?’ They’re like, ‘Not right now.’ And we’re like, my husband and I, 

‘Well, we’re gonna have her do these things [worksheets] anyway.’ But I said that if at 

any point she needs any additional help, please let us know because we’ll get that help.”  

Eleanor reiterated that she does not currently have a tutor but remains poised to hire one if 

necessary. Her willingness to acquire linguistic assistance (if needed) adds more to her discursive 

positioning as a committed, dutiful parent. By recalling the parent-teacher conference, Eleanor 

frames her decision as a facet of “good parenting” (King & Fogle, 2006, p. 695), able to sacrifice 

whatever is necessary for her child’s learning. On the other hand, this excerpt sheds light on how 

little Eleanor may be aware of her child’s language skills, reflected in her anxieties around 

providing additional language support outside of school.  

Jennifer, a parent who did pay for tutoring, also mentioned the cost, but reasons that the 

tuition-free education her children were receiving through the dual language school offset the 

cost: 

Jennifer: “Yes, you have to pay for it, which is kind of a drag, but you're also getting a 

free school. And that's one thing that we're always pointing out to ourselves, and people 

point out to us, and we point out to others: we're getting a free education. So, because we 

don't have to spend $20,000, $30,000, $40,000 a year on private schools, we can spend a 

little money for an English tutor, or we can spend a little money on a Mandarin tutor.” 

Bourdieu (1977) noted that parents pass on to their children forms of “capital” or “all the goods, 

material or symbolic, without distinction, that present themselves as rare and worthy of being 

sought after in a particular social formation” (p. 178). Capital not only referred to physical 

artifacts such as money or property but cultural and educational values. In the educational 
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marketplace where parents may covet private schools, providing their children with tutors 

enhances the academic experience of their dual language school. Similarly, Seo (2019) explored 

parenting practices in a bilingual Korean family and found that tutoring was “the source of the 

children’s linguistic capital” (p. 210).  

Despite parents’ efforts, children may not be so receptive to tutoring. Jennifer explains 

how she hired tutors to maintain her son’s Mandarin after he graduated from Dragon Academy. 

She recalled, “When he started his new school, there was no option to take Mandarin, so got a 

tutor for him. And he didn't love the tutor. And I really liked her because she's tough and that's 

what he didn't love about her.” Unlike an opera show or a trip to the embassy, tutors pose a 

different, often undesirable means of community language support since it may seem like a form 

of forced interaction in the language or an extension of schoolwork. 

Jennifer’s example showed how non-Chinese families viewed tutoring. Nina and her 

husband Lance discussed how tutoring was viewed in their mixed family. Nina’s daughter also 

resents tutoring, but as she explains, her motivation for hiring a tutor is irrespective of her child’s 

academic performance: 

Nina: “I would say the most difficult thing is K—— is probably not necessarily a fan of 

the Chinese characters. I think since third grade, she has gone to a tutor. And oh, she 

kicks and screams every week. ‘I don't want to go to Chinese. Why do I have to go…?’ 

She has requested several times to get out of the program. And I keep telling her— 

because she's not doing so great right now— I keep telling her if you flunk and you have 

to change schools, I'm still sending you to a Chinese tutor once a week.”  

Nina uses the Chinese tutor to help support her child’s performance in school. But more than just 

a supplement for her studies, a tutor reinforces the notion that her daughter’s Mandarin learning 
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is an integral part of her heritage and, ultimately, her FLP. Shin’s (2014) study on transnational 

adoptive mothers showed that parents engage in community language programs as a way of 

“culture keeping” or maintaining ties to the ethnic heritage of their adopted children. Despite her 

daughter’s protests, Nina, a white mother married to a Chinese-heritage spouse, provides an 

avenue for “culture keeping” to facilitate her daughter’s ethnic identity. In doing so, she retains a 

strong commitment to their family Chinese culture, even if it is not her own.   

Her husband Lance shows a little more sympathy for her daughter’s plight. As an Asian 

parent, he described some of the conflicting ideologies from his perspective:  

Lance: “[If I had] completely my way, I'd be like... ‘typical Asian parents, I'd have to go 

to Chinese school on the weekends.’ Yeah, ‘I should have a tutor,’ and unfortunately, it’s 

not completely fair. Because [at the school, there are] a lot of Chinese families, but 

because their parents speak it, they hear it in the household all the time. She doesn’t hear 

it in our household at all, so it makes [learning the language] difficult.” 

Lance mimicked the discourse of traditional Asian parents and their parenting practices, which 

includes sending children to a language school on weekends or hiring private language tutors 

(Bu, 2015; Seo, 2019). Lance can reason with his daughter’s frustration with her tutor since 

many of her classmates come from Chinese-speaking families, and the language may come more 

naturally for them. His admission can also be a sign of guilt for not speaking the language and 

providing natural linguistic input. As a result, hiring a tutor can be a symbolic representation of 

his identity as a Chinese-heritage parent and perceived failure for not being able to pass down the 

language. Further, Lance and Nina may internalize their daughter’s rejection of the language as a 

rejection of her Chinese culture and ultimately her parents. 
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Apart from tutors, other adults in the community can also serve as facilitators of language 

support, even if they are not directly tasked with teaching the language. Carol discusses how 

many Dragon Academy parents hire au pairs, foreign domestic workers to help out with home or 

child-rearing tasks in exchange for room and board. She states, “I know some parents at our 

school have Chinese au pairs. So, they will hire household help during the school year. So, you 

know, college students from China, and their job is to speak Chinese with the kids at home. And 

my kids benefit from that too when they're at a friend's house.” As shown in Shin’s (2013) study, 

parents hire Chinese speaking au pairs or babysitters “to increase children’s exposure to the 

language” (p.11). In this way, au pairs can serve as a means of providing authentic interactions in 

the target language. 

Jennifer mentions how she changed her language preference for an au pair due to her 

son’s enrollment in the dual language school. As part of her FLP, Jennifer altered her 

reinforcement strategy to explicitly choose a Mandarin-speaking au pair over a Korean or Thai 

one. Jennifer makes it clear that they are invited into her household primarily because of their 

language skills. When I asked Jennifer if she had any specific rules for her children in speaking 

Mandarin, she responded, “I did ask the piano teacher when I knew that she spoke Mandarin. I 

said, ‘oh, Jackie, could you please only speak to the kids in Mandarin?’ And she definitely does 

it. So just little bits here and there, but not specific rules. It's more of the rules for the adults: 

please only speak to my child in this language.” While Jennifer requires the au pair and piano 

teacher to speak in Mandarin, she does not have the same requirements for her children. Jennifer 

may believe that she has more agency in requiring the au pair and piano teacher to speak 

Mandarin because they are paid participants; or her children may be resistant to the “speak-

Mandarin” rules. 
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Jennifer’s insistence on the adults to speak Mandarin may also raise questions about how 

“class advantage is played out within and through the employment of privatized in-home 

childcare” (Cox, 2011, p. 2). Further, the hiring of au pairs and nannies, and especially those of 

Asian descent, have become markers of middle or upper-class privilege in a global economy 

(Stubberud, 2015), often at the expense of the domestic workers.  

Like Jennifer, Vero also had a native Mandarin speaker who came to live with her in the 

house. Unlike a nanny or an au pair, who parents hire to help out with childrearing and 

household chores, Vero enlists the help of a teacher from her school to help with Mandarin 

instruction at home. Vero describes her children's reaction to their live-in teacher:  

Vero: “Oh, they love S——. They love her. They call her ‘sister,’ and she lives in our 

house. And they know that the reason she lives in her house is for them to speak Chinese. 

So every now and then, I tell them, ‘If you are not going to speak Chinese to her, then she 

might leave.’ So, this is not a rule, but it works as a rule that they have to answer in 

Chinese to her. It doesn't always work. Sometimes, I’m just tired.” 

Vero’s FLP regarding speaking in Mandarin is more stringent than Jennifer’s in requiring her 

children to speak the language and threatening to evict their live-in teacher if they do not speak 

Chinese. This positions the children not only the responsibility but the fate to decide their own 

language learning. However, she reasons that it is not always possible to enforce the language, 

and it may be tiring to be the language police.  

Parents seek opportunities for maintaining links between home and school by inviting 

speakers of the target language into their family life. The findings show how participants 

integrate Mandarin-speaking community members in variable ways. They pour financial means 

into tutors, au pairs, or live-in teachers to supplement their children’s instruction. In facilitating 
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expert knowledge from communities, parents show their power and authority in structuring 

moments to use authentic language. 

5.4 Use of Electronic Media 

Given a description of how parents promote Mandarin within the domains of school, 

family, and community, families may seek to supplement electronic resources for their children's 

at-home language learning. Because these literacy resources serve a vital role in language 

maintenance, especially for parents who do not speak the language, they warrant a deeper 

exploration of how families incorporate the tools in their daily lives. The use of electronic media 

adds another layer of support to parental identities. Through leveraging technology, parents 

begin to see themselves as capable language agents. 

Studies show that literacy practices in the home result in the successful development of 

the heritage language (Gibbons & Ramirez, 2004; Kim & Pyun, 2014). Additionally, Palviainen 

(2020) reiterates that within FLP strategies, “importantly, literacy practices also then encompass 

digital practices” (p. 238). Within this context, I explore in-depth how families incorporate 

digital tools for both educational and entertainment purposes. Vital to this discussion is how 

families incorporate new technologies and digital interfaces in their language learning. Namely, 

the constant development of new technologies could coincide with and contradict parents’ media 

language policies. In the proliferation of electronic media resources available for language 

learning, parents may have reservations or latent anxieties about using the resources. This section 

delves in depth into the digital tools parents use to supplement their children’s Mandarin 

learning, expanding on both opportunities and challenges.  
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Figure 5. Parents’ Use of Electronic Resources  

Figure 5 demonstrates what resources parents used to facilitate their children’s learning in 

Mandarin. Only one parent (Margaret) revealed that she did not use any resources whatsoever. 

Sixteen out of 21 (76%) of the parent participants named phone applications as the most popular 

resource. These included apps such as JoyReader, Skritter, Google Translate, WeChat, and 

Weibo. Books and websites such as YouTube were the next utilized, by over half of the 

participants (52%), followed by TV shows (48%) and movies (38%). A handful of parents (24%) 

stated they used videoconferencing software such as Skype, Zoom, or Facetime to speak to 

Mandarin-speaking relatives or friends, and only one parent (4%) supplemented her child’s 

Mandarin use through a local radio program. I explore how parents utilize these literacy and 

media resources in the following sections. 
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Phone Applications 
 

Although phone applications were the most widely utilized resource, most parents 

acknowledged that the application they used most often was WaWaYaYa Joy Reader, an 

application whereby students can access Mandarin and English chapter books. According to 

Lena, “I let them do Joy Reader so that they can have some access to reading Chinese. I have 

that sort of support for Mandarin outside of school since neither my husband nor I can help them 

with that.” Lena incorporated the app as a substitute for her and her husband’s lack of language 

skills as part of her FLP. On the other hand, parents’ usage widely varied.  

As Magaly reveals, the bulk of the literacy resources for learning that her family used 

were suggestions from the dual language school. She explains:  

Magaly: “There's an entire list of Mandarin resources as well, like YouTube links and 

everything else. Every once in a while, I'll play a song, and they already know it from 

school, so they're singing along… I mean, we lost the iPad; it’s somewhere in the house. 

So, we have Skritter. And my daughter loved learning how to write characters in 

Mandarin or in Chinese. And it's somewhere in the house, if we can find it, well like, I'll 

give it to her again.” 

Magaly mentions Skritter, another phone application that helps users write in Chinese and 

Japanese characters. However, Magaly losing her password and misplacing her iPad suggests 

using these phone applications is less mandatory and more ancillary to their children's learning.  

While not directly recommended by the school, another phone application widely utilized 

among participants was Google Translate. Four parents (19%) noted that they used the machine-

translation software to engage in the target language. As a non-speaker of Mandarin, Nina often 

worried about helping her daughter with language help if she did not speak the language. 
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Luckily, Nina relies on the help of Google Translate to overcome her linguistic barriers. She 

recalls,  

Nina: “I think when she was first starting the language, we were like, how will we know 

if she's learning what she's supposed to be learning? The great thing is that there are so 

many resources out there today to help you— to help a non-Chinese speaker. Google 

Translate is pretty good, not perfect. But at least you can type in the English word, and 

you can sort of hear what it might be in Chinese." 

Nina can assuage some of her concerns by providing language help through the use of 

technology. Google Translate provided parents like Nina with a means to understand the 

language, even though its use may be flawed. While scholars have criticized Google Translate 

for linguistic inaccuracies and missing cultural nuances (Castro, Salas, and Benson, 2018), 

parents find it a valuable tool to bridge their children’s learning from school to home.  

Google Translate features not only multiple languages but also has many advantages, 

including “voice recognition, translation of entire web pages, and an upload of entire files for 

instant translation” (Medvedev, 2016, p. 183). A recent feature of Google Translate is its camera 

translation function, which allows users to translate as if taking a photograph. Keri praised this 

technology, as she describes, “So, you just press the photograph option, and you put it over [the 

text]. Like if this was all Chinese characters and on your phone, English pops up. It's just 

amazing because it translates through a photograph.” This technology has made the learning of a 

logographic writing system much more accessible to non-Chinese parents. 

Other parents use Google Translate as a reinforcement tool, preferring the phone 

application to other traditional literacy teaching methods. Lin explains,  



 

216 

Lin: “We do a lot more of the Google Translate, and then do much more phrases and kind 

of reinforce those than like the flashcards and sitting down and doing homework type of 

stuff… He’ll ask me something random, something about broccoli, whatever, and I will 

be like, ‘Well, how do you say ‘broccoli’ in Chinese?’ And he’s like, ‘I don’t know,’ and 

I’m like, ‘Well, let’s find out.’ Or he’ll say something really funny, and I’m like, ‘How 

would you say that in Chinese?’ And we would do Google Translate, and he’s like, ‘Oh 

yeah, that makes sense.’” 

With the help of Google Translate, Lin and her son can share in the co-learning of Mandarin. 

Automated translation allows Lin to translate any word in Mandarin on demand, indulging in his 

curiosity. Whereas flashcards may feel like homework support, Google Translate is an accessible 

language game for fun, organic learning. 

Apart from learning applications, parents also used the Chinese messaging application, 

WeChat, albeit sparingly. According to Keri, “Well, so we use WeChat, and we got on WeChat 

because of the school. Like, there are teachers who had WeChat just for the class to 

communicate with each other and share pictures and stuff. But we haven't really used it as a way 

to interact with Mandarin. It's been more of a way to interact with the school community.” Keri’s 

family uses the application to connect socially with teachers rather than practicing the language. 

Similarly, although one parent, Nina, noted that though she had used Weibo, a Chinese 

social media platform similar to Twitter, in the past, her use of the app had lapsed: “I actually 

have a Weibo account that I used to use, I haven’t been on it for like three years.” Though the 

parents did not reference any other social media platforms to communicate in Mandarin, the 

social media platforms could serve as a means for sharing resources and maintaining the 

language.  
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Interviews with parents viewed that they used technology in different ways, sometimes 

for connecting with other Mandarin speakers or the Chinese community, rather than as tools for 

language use. Further, although the school recommended the use of phone applications for 

families to engage with the language at home, participants revealed that they rarely used the 

applications to facilitate Mandarin, and when they did, they were not a priority. Palviainen 

(2020) states that, in reality, families may be “saturated with social media and communication 

technology” (p. 242), and the expectations with utilizing technology will conflict with everyday 

life. However, one tool the parents did find useful was Google Translate, perhaps because it was 

easy to use and did not require advanced knowledge. Further, Google Translate was easily 

integrated into everyday life, such as when Lin and her son used the application with minimal 

interference. Teachers and school administrators should keep parental wants and needs in mind 

when recommending phone applications for parents.  

Electronic Books 
 

Instead of electronic resources, many of the parents stick to using traditional language 

learning methods, like books. Even Wolf, who described himself as a “technologist,” advocated 

for the use of books. As he explains, 

Wolf: The best tools are books. I’m not a fan of apps. And of course, there are Chinese 

science fiction movies that they watch and things like that. But I think that the most basic 

appreciation of a culture and to immerse oneself is actually books… The more haptic and 

the more tangible tools are the best tools. The more digital tools are supplemental to the 

real tools, I think. And I’m a technologist. So, this is maybe a little bit strange, but that’s 

my view. 
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As Jennifer reiterated earlier, Dragon Academy officials recommended at least twenty minutes of 

mandatory reading time, although families varied on their home literacy strategies. As a non-

Mandarin speaker, Lena found it challenging to facilitate language support through reading since 

she had no basis in the language. 

Lena: “Mandarin books, because neither my husband nor I have any proficiency and I 

wasn’t sure what level books to get for my kids. So, we actually found that having the Joy 

Reader very specifically gave us an entire list of books according to the kids’ reading level. 

And whatever reading material that the teachers were providing at school was more than 

enough. We haven’t felt that it was necessary to invest in anything on our own in that area. 

So, we don’t really take advantage of those. Maybe other families do. We just haven’t 

found a way to make it work in our home.” 

As Lena expounds, parents are acutely aware of what works and what does not work in their 

household. Instead, she relies directly on the reading application Joy Reader and the teacher’s 

suggestions. Lena’s reasoning shows that even though parents would like to implement books, 

their inability to speak the language may pose a hindrance.  

In another example, Magaly also admits that she does not use Joy Reader often. She 

admits, “I have Joy Reader on my phone, and I need to get the password, and I have to write to 

the teacher to get the password, and I haven’t.” One of the features of Joy Reader is that a 

student’s progress can be assigned to a teacher’s classroom, but according to Magaly, the 

applications were more suggestions to promote students’ learning rather than requirements.  

Similarly, Keri found that she met resistance when reading to her children, even if she 

spoke some Mandarin. As Keri recalls, “We look over— we do, we read the books in Chinese as 

best we can…. And one time, I tried to read something with Jasmine, and she was bored. She 



 

219 

was very bored. She was like, ‘you read so slow that I have struggled through listening to you 

read that.’” Keri recognizes that her children have surpassed her knowledge of Mandarin. While 

recent studies point to the increasing trend of heavy parental involvement, including reading with 

one’s child in early childhood (Fischer, 2020), literacy development becomes complicated when 

the child’s understanding and fluency in a target language is superior to the parents’.  

Carol also mentions how she cannot speak Mandarin, but she does not prevent her 

illiteracy from reading to her children. She remarks, “So I will read to them. Oftentimes the 

books are bilingual. It's English and Chinese—I can't read or speak Chinese—So I will read it to 

them in English, so they certainly are getting the Chinese culture and traditional tales, but it's in 

English.” In the absence of language, books provide cultural enrichment in Chinese culture. 

While studies focus on how parents who play an important role in children’s literacy 

development, children also take agency of their own language. For example, Yeow and Mara 

reveal that their children read books independently without their parents’ intervention. As Mara 

recalls, “Yeah. So, they would talk about donating [books], giving them to their Chinese teacher 

at school, but then they decided to keep them. They'll say, ‘we'll keep them.’ And every once in a 

while, I'll see it on the floor in one of their rooms. And I’m like, I guess they've been looking at 

that.” Keeping books and language learning resources around serves a passive role, especially in 

households with mixed language use. Further, despite the parents' expectation to facilitate at-

home literacy, it is often the children who become agentive in their at-home learning materials, 

especially in facilitating language learning. Similarly, Fogle and King’s (2013) study on 

transnational families showed that while FLP studies focused heavily on the parent's decisions, it 

is often the children’s behaviors and response to these strategies that have the most influence on 

parental language policy decisions.  
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When discussing literacy materials, the participants in this study discuss their desires for 

more materials for their children, but some parents, especially those who do not speak Mandarin, 

may find it difficult to find Chinese books for their children. Mandarin texts that are appropriate 

grade level may not be available on English language websites, and titles may be difficult to 

search for if they do not know how to write characters. To assuage parents' concerns, teachers 

share resources like Joy Reader to provide parents with delivery of grade level-specific texts, but 

not all parents actively use the application. Parents who do have some knowledge of Mandarin 

attempt to read to their children, while monolingual English parents read to their children in 

English. Other parents may keep Mandarin language books around so their children will 

passively retain the language. Because of the variability of access to written texts, this study 

points to the need for more accessible bilingual reading materials in both English and Mandarin.  

Websites 
 

When it comes to facilitating Mandarin, the participants discussed using online 

translation websites, like Yellowbridge, an online Mandarin-English website that showcases 

step-by-step writing in stroke order. However, the most prominent online resource the parents 

used was YouTube. Parents discuss how they are more supported in their language techniques 

and approaches than before because they could easily look up the concept on Youtube. As Lance 

explains, “I don't understand [Mandarin], but there's still ways you can help the child…. you go 

online; you can YouTube things and learn things that way too.” The use of the Internet has 

helped Lance seek opportunities to supplement his understanding of the language through 

videos.  

Lance describes one of his popular Mandarin teaching videos that he enjoys: 
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Lance: “There was a gal who used to live here. But she was a full white American blonde 

girl. She went to China  [and] ended up wanting to learn Chinese, so she ended up 

becoming self-taught. She's got a YouTube site [where] she does all these funny 

YouTube slang words, and she wanted to basically connect with other people from this. 

And she was using funny slang words like ‘booger’. And she explained, ‘what is a 

booger?’ And then here's what you'd say. And you try to make a translation to the 

Chinese and all these other things. I thought it was clever, and it was something that I'd 

probably try to watch again too because she did it in a fun, amusing way.” 

Although he is a Chinese-heritage parent, Lance aligns with more Western parents who “value 

learning for fun” (Ren & Hu, 2013, p. 72). Lance appreciates having Americans with Chinese 

cultural knowledge help him negotiate what may seem like a very difficult language. Media 

becomes a type of “socializing agent” (Lyn & Fogle, 2013, p. 22) used to “connect other people'' 

to share in the amusing cross-cultural translation. This study shows that parents used websites to 

supplement not only their children’s understanding but also their own knowledge of a topic. Just 

as Winston is able to search for a website that helped with stroke order in writing Mandarin 

characters, Lance is able to leverage Internet resources to find resources that both he and his 

daughter found interesting. Even without knowledge of the target language, these fathers are 

capable agents in searching for Mandarin websites and learning alongside their children.  

Television 
 

Along with YouTube, Lance revealed that he incorporates Mandarin by watching 

television, a strategy he picked up while he was a child: 

Lance: “It's bad on us, you know, when you have multiple devices or things, whereas, [in 

the] older days, you had just one, maybe two TVs, so you're forced to watch whatever. 
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You know, so as a kid, you were forced to watch whatever dad had on there. And so, 

every now and then, I try to, you know, keep my daughter in the room if I'm watching a 

kung fu movie, and I'll even watch with subtitles and stuff, and I try to get her to watch 

these things. Especially, because sometimes if they're older traditional [movies], you're 

talking about, like, Shaolin monks and a little more philosophies behind things like that.” 

In replicating or simulating media practices from his childhood, Lance tries to encourage his 

daughter to watch a movie in Mandarin. Lance creates an opportunity to watch with his daughter 

by applying subtitles so he can understand the content while she watches. Lance can also sustain 

the linguistic connection and the cultural connection through television, incorporating the history 

and philosophy of Shaolin monks while enjoying watching kung fu. 

While Lance mentions the availability of screens, the proliferation of on-demand 

streaming services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Roku also promoted opportunities to 

learn Mandarin through media. Parents seek out Mandarin language through controlling the 

media, either through watching the language-specific channel or choosing a language. Parents 

also mentioned how they would allow their children to watch cartoons, such as Peppa Pig, a 

popular television series about a family of swine.  

Keri described her language maintenance strategy of having her children re-watch 

cartoons:  “The cartoons that they love to watch. Like, Story Bots. They have a Mandarin version 

of Story Bots. So, they've watched most of these shows in English already, and then I'm making 

them rewatch them in Chinese.” Keri reinforces Mandarin learning through rewatching television 

shows, a strategy which enforces learning of the target language over the content.  

 Like the use of websites, the use of television provides parents with a sense of ownership 

over their child’s Mandarin learning. Rather than subscribe to a separate media channel, parents 
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were able to search for Mandarin language movies within their already established streaming 

platforms. Further, Willmorth (1997) writes that although television does not provide a 

substitution for language learning delivered through live means, he notes that “the visual 

elements of television may even serve to instill such linguistic knowledge as vocabulary by 

providing more easily interpreted and redundant iconic information along with the verbal 

message (p. 33-34). In other words, watching television programs can be used as a beneficial 

supplement to childrens’ learning in school. For the parents in my study, especially the 

Permissive Parents, movies were an easy integration of resources into parents’ already busy 

lives.   

Movies 
 

Incorporating the language with familiar stories was a popular strategy among the 

parents. Eleanor noted that she “found a couple of Disney movies that are dubbed over in 

Mandarin on YouTube.” Lance also recommended movies with a “Disney theme of Mulan” and 

that “The [new] Mulan looks really good,” referring to the live-action remake of the film 

released in 2020. These intervention strategies also give parents a method to control the media 

they consume through trusted sources. Even with dubbing, most of the movies and TV shows are 

still Western-themed—and Mulan, although based on a Chinese folktale, is produced by Walt 

Disney Pictures, an American company. One exception of a Mandarin-language produced by a 

Chinese film company was Abominable, an animated film released in 2019. Both Frieda and 

Maria took their children to the theatres to watch the movie in original Mandarin. 

Though some parents try to provide opportunities for language learning through 

manipulating the language through watching movies, their media choices are often less intentional 

and more happenstance. As Magaly explains,  
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Magaly: “I mean, we’ll sometimes try to [put on a] movie like on the Disney app or on 

the Disney Plus or on Apple. And if there's a choice to put it in Chinese, we’ll do. But 

sometimes, we don’t. It’s just whatever we have. Especially, we almost always only put 

on a movie if we were really tired or we just need to entertain them.” 

For Magaly, a Permissive Parent, the desire for a few moments of peace surpasses the need for 

language learning.  Parents demonstrate how they value passive learning through entertainment, 

and sometimes the type of movies parents choose is based on the availability of media and 

sometimes, quite simply the parent’s mood. Magaly’s revelation shows that implementing an FLP 

can, at times, be tiring. 

Research on the use of movies in language acquisition found that learners are more 

motivated to learn the target language by watching movies (Chapple & Curtis, 2000; King, 2010; 

Kahooba, 2017), and the use of films increased learners’ listening comprehension (Safranja, 2014). 

This study offers insight into the role of parents, and how their use of movies to facilitate language 

learning may differ from a language instructor. Some parents’ mode of selecting criteria for movies 

was often less judicious and had more to do with their fatigue at the end of the day. 

Recommendations for parents’ to discuss with their children or scaffold their understanding may 

not be appropriate for Permissive parents, like Magaly or Frieda, who value movies for 

entertainment or a break from the demands of childcare. Further, parents provide carefully 

controlled environments for Chinese learning and seem to want their children to learn certain 

aspects of the Chinese language and culture but not others. 

Video Communication  
 

In comparison to movies, only a handful of parents used video communication software, 

such as Facetime, Zoom, or Skype. The tools were mainly used by Chinese-heritage speakers to 



 

225 

communicate with family in China, Taiwan, or Singapore. Even though Yeow's family is overseas 

in Singapore, his children can easily connect with their grandfather through Skype. Similarly, 

Mara’s FLP also includes using video communication software to foster authentic dialogue 

between her children and their grandparents.  

Thus, despite being dispersed, the advent of communication technologies has allowed 

transnational families to maintain bonds and strengthen linguistic ties (Madianou & Miller, 2013; 

O’Riain, 2015). This is an important area for future and continued research. Palviainen (2020) 

writes that the field of FLP should consist of the concept of a digital family, which includes 

“individual members across generations and geographical spaces” (p. 242). In transnational 

families, language policies are no longer contained among local communities but are also extended 

across time and space through technologically mediated means.  

At the time of recording, the use of videoconferencing software such as Zoom was low. 

However, with the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of screens for instruction may be more prolific. 

Given parents’ aversions toward screentime, many families may be forced during this time to 

take stock of their commitments to language and media policies. While I did not follow up with 

the participants in my study to discuss these changes, parents’ reactions to their school’s 

transition to video-conferencing tools in facilitating language learning would provide a rich arena 

for future study.  

Radio Shows 
 

One parent, Nina, mentioned an audio-based intervention strategy by listening to a local 

radio show broadcast in Mandarin. However, this practice was not as effective in 

implementation. As Nina describes, "So, when I have the scan button on the radio, we'll come to 

the Chinese language program, and it sits there for a minute before it switches to the next station. 
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And so, we'll be listening to it, and I'm like, K——, tell me what they're saying. And she's like, 

‘no, I’m not going to tell you. Yeah, I don't want to listen to it, go to the next station.’" In the 

excerpt, Nina’s daughter demonstrates such reluctance to listen to Mandarin. Her child also 

seems reluctant to serve as a translator for her parents, which is typical for many bilingual 

speakers who may be forced to "speak" or translate for others. Nina’s daughter’s rejection of her 

mother’s FLP strategy mirrors many studies in which language maintenance at home leads to 

intergenerational conflicts (Ballinger et al., 2020; Horowitz, 1999; Tannenbaum & Berkovich, 

2005). Nina’s story illustrates that despite parents’ best intentions and the availability of 

community resources in the target language, it is ultimately up to the child to decide whether 

they want to engage with the language outside of school.  

5.5 “Ok, You Can Watch a Cartoon, But It Has to Be in Chinese”: Family 

Media Language Policies 

Following the previous overview of electronic resources, in this final section I explore 

how parents formulate family policies regarding their children’s media consumption that also 

intersect with their FLP, or Family Media Language Policy (FMLP). While FLP studies have 

incorporated media as a way of revitalizing or sustaining minority languages (Smith-Christmas, 

2016), few look at how families include policies regarding both media and language--and how 

these policies intersect or diverge. 

In this study, some of the parents had indirect rules about language, and others had 

explicit rules regarding media consumption. The parents had transactional rules regarding 

language use and media, and often, those policies changed depending on the digital media 

environment, which both combine and conflict with their Family Language Policies. 
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Eight parents enact a rule permitting their children to watch videos, but only if they are in 

Mandarin. While Chinese-heritage and Monolingual parents immersed their children in 

Mandarin-based media, Multilingual parents often gave their children more variability in 

language choices. For example, Maria, a Spanish speaking mother, describes her FMLP, “They 

can only watch the shows in French or in Chinese. Or if they want to play any game, they need to 

first do maybe Chinese reading in the app.” In contrast, Eleanor, a monolingual mother, set 

parameters for her children to immerse her children in Mandarin at an early age. She explains, 

“When she was younger, when she was still in the pre K3, pre K4, I think it’s because you still 

want them to learn. Everything that was like on TV or any kind of video had to be Chinese. So 

only Chinese shows. I only had Chinese shows, books, and stuff.” Eleanor sets limits and polices 

her children’s media consumption while ensuring they are learning Mandarin in the process. 

Mandarin-language entertainment either serves as a reward, with the children rewarded for their 

literacy performance or consumption of the target language.  

At the time of the interviews, schools were shuttered due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

leaving many non-Mandarin speaking parents like June at home to face the responsibility of 

teaching a language:  

June: “Since we’ve been at home, I said, ‘Ok, you can watch a cartoon, but it has to be in 

Chinese.’ They’ve watched that show before. But since we’ve been doing this home 

school thing, I’ve tried to let them watch at least one Chinese cartoon. I want them to 

make sure that they do math and science. And once they’ve done that, then they can 

watch the Chinese cartoon. So that’s the only rule I’ve set, but that’s been recent.” 

June indicates that though she did not always set a Mandarin FMLP strategy at home and that 

implementing Chinese entertainment resources has been a new rule in light of the recent 
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homeschooling. Thus, even after setting their FMLP, parents may find that these policies change 

over time or may become disrupted. 

During the time of recording, a common theme among parents was concern regarding 

screen time, with parents often developing policies centered on limiting devices and their use. 

For example, Eleanor described her and her partner’s choices: "So for us, my husband and I have 

made the conscious decision that she needs to play after school and she needs to use her 

imagination. And we don’t really let her use a ton of devices. Like she doesn’t have her own 

iPad. If she gets a little computer time, it’s thirty minutes a day, but she has a lot of toys." In 

contrast to the technological advances in language learning, Eleanor also chooses to limit access 

to these technologies in order to reinstate "play" and “imagination” into their family policies.  

Similarly, many parents restrict their children’s screen time entirely because it may not fit 

their family values. Lena vocalizes, “Like I said, that’s just one of our family values, is that we’d 

rather have them do more hands-on learning rather than be on a screen. In general, we don’t use 

technology for learning at home. We discourage the use of screens during the school week. We 

prefer analog and in-person learning, which is why the immersion schooling is so appealing to 

us.” Similar to Eleanor’s family, the reason why Lena picked the dual language school was for 

the “hands-on” or “in-person” learning, rather than the reliance on technology.  

Some of the reasoning behind parental concerns came from the mistrust of technology 

and concerns about what their children were exposed to online. Winston condemns social media: 

Winston: “And they’re seeing all this stuff. What do they see on TikTok or Facebook or 

YouTube or whatever? It’s all garbage, and it’s all propaganda, and it’s all B.S. A bunch 

of these apps are really sketchy. And I don’t know where they come from. I’m a 

cybersecurity professional… And I also don’t want my kids playing on devices all the 
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time. I don’t want their education to be device-based. And I find that intensely 

frustrating.” 

Winston resents technology-based education, basing his skepticism on his career as a cybersecurity 

professional. His concerns are not unique, as a focus group study of Hispanic mothers found that 

the “parents cited concerns around intrusiveness, reliance on screens, and distraction” (Hammons, 

2020, p. 21). However, the increasing amount of new technologies will “result in a complex, fast-

changing and increasingly global media environment that poses many challenges for language 

policy.” (Elordui, 2016, p. 161). The presence of screen time is just one of the many issues that 

parents have to contend with now and in the future.   

Parents also share real concerns about the accessibility of technology as their children get 

older. As Keri speculates, “as they get older, you know, ultimately, I'm going to have to get rid of 

all their TV because they're getting big enough that they can distract themselves in other ways. So, 

yeah, that's my future plan.” While this technology may serve Keri in offering language support 

for the time being, she recognizes that eventually, she will need to change her policies as her 

children age, demonstrating how FMLP is not static and subject to change. 

For Margaret, bringing another language into her home also brings another set of fears. She 

forecasts, “So my kids basically have hardly any screen time, and they have no access to the 

Internet right now. But when that changes, I think it’s gonna be very hard. Like, are they gonna be 

on social media in Mandarin?” Margaret realizes that social media may impact her control over 

their media language policy, but her fears are compounded, especially with the presence of another 

language.  

Despite these concerns, parents find ways to reconcile not knowing the language. Magaly 

accepts that she gives her children a different way of learning and a different life than what she 
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experienced. She reasons, "I mean, I think we are doomed to not understand our children 

anyway. We're doomed to be of a different generation and a different cultural upbringing. Like I 

did not go to school in the US. I definitely didn't go to the [dual language] school. No one else 

did. So, no matter what, you're not going to understand your kids." Despite not being able to 

understand Mandarin or use the same technologies, Magaly, a Permissive parent, believes 

parents should relinquish control and accept that their children will have different linguistic 

identities from their parents.  

In summary, parents have a complicated relationship with media resources, especially 

regarding language applications. Parents reveal their concerns regarding the use of digital 

screens, as well as using resources in a language they do not understand. What's more, in light of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, many parents felt the need to alter their media language policies.  

Finally, parents felt that despite the suggested resources for language instruction, many media 

offerings counteracted parental policies on screen time. These insights into parental practices and 

policies would prove a worthy avenue for exploration. 

5.5 Conclusion 

While Chapter 4 detailed the parents’ linguistic ideologies toward learning Mandarin, this 

chapter focused on parents' policies and practices that are implemented and used at home to 

maintain the target language. Inherently, how parents utilize intervention strategies to instill the 

target language at home serves as a “manifestations of values, attitudes, and understandings of 

those who use them” (Cross, 2009, p. 30). Parents discussed both explicit and implicit policies, 

showing their high level of parental involvement in language planning. The types of language 

maintenance were split into three domains: through interactions with the school, discussions 

within the family unit, and engagement with the local community. Concerning the last point, 
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families also develop a type of family media language policy (FMLP), or rules regarding their 

children's involvement with media. Each of these domains contributed to the community's rich 

ecology and directly impacted parental language policies and practices. However, with the 

disruption of COVID-19, parents were finding that they may need to modify or disregard the 

FMLPs they had set, despite their best intentions. For example, some parents relaxed their family 

media policies in a time of seemingly endless parenting. Others experienced major disruptions to 

home language practice by shifting to online instruction. 

The same parents who, as discussed in the last chapter, expounded on how they believed 

in the cognitive advantages of learning Mandarin and went to great lengths to enroll their 

children in a dual language school, nevertheless possessed complex notions of implementing at-

home literacy. In this study, the bilingual or multilingual parents had the most explicit family 

language policies, and most of them revolved around their heritage languages rather than 

Mandarin. For example, for parents like Maria, Spanish clearly had precedence over Chinese in 

the home. Other parents (generally those who did not speak Mandarin) provided little to no 

explicit Mandarin support at home, bolstered by school officials’ recommendations that they do 

not need to integrate the language at home. Teachers also served as a helpful liaison for parents 

to understand if their children are on track for language ability. These discussions also revealed 

the extent to how some parents may be unaware of their child’s linguistic progress and how 

teachers can play a vital role in informing parents.  

Nevertheless, many of the parents still found methods to integrate Mandarin into their 

everyday life. Three types of parenting styles in implementing FLP evolved: Authoritarians, 

Authoritative, and Permissive parents. The amount of parental integration varied from highly 

planned engagements, such as dictation exercises, to casual interactions, like playing games. 
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Many monolingual English-speaking parents came up with some ingenious methods, such as 

Mara having their children bicker in Mandarin. Like Carol and Margaret, other white mothers 

found it important to sustain Chinese culture through community events and Mandarin-speaking 

extended family members. The family unit included not only mothers and fathers but also 

grandparents and siblings to support language maintenance. 

To assuage their fears of not knowing Mandarin themselves, many parents turned to 

community support for their at-home FLP. Many parents sought neighborhood centers such as 

museums and embassies and participated in Chinese cultural performances. On the other hand, 

participants cited their lack of Mandarin proficiency and the Chinese government’s involvement 

as obstacles to enjoying these events. Methods of parents’ linguistic input included enlisting 

tutors, au pairs, or live-in teachers to provide around-the-clock Mandarin support.  

This study also presents how parents who are not predominantly Chinese use literacy and 

media resources to support their children’s Mandarin development. Parents also utilized books, 

television shows, websites, phone applications, movies, radio shows, and video conferencing 

software. Sometimes, the parents integrate these resources if they are easily integrated into 

everyday life or simply used if they are tired. In other words, often rigorous language planning 

gives way to convenience. While the school offers many technological resources to interact with 

Mandarin, many parents felt that too many applications infringe upon their home policies on 

using screens. With the added element of accessing media in another language, the participants 

also expressed future concerns about policing the content that their children consume.  

The differences between children’s and parents’ linguistic competence in Mandarin 

affected how parents interact with them and their decisions about language management in the 

family. Parents mentioned how they had to be secure with not being the expert in language 
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learning, especially as their children chastised them for their pronunciation. The study showed 

that despite parents’ efforts, the children took agency in their learning and literacy, such as 

reading books. Many of them even rejected their parents’ intervention, as parents recount stories 

of their children kicking and screaming on the way to their tutor or refusing to listen to the 

Mandarin radio channel. Implementing an FLP presents a unique set of challenges and can pose 

rifts in parent and child relationships.  

In summary, parents’ decisions are influenced by a combination of factors including their 

own language learning experiences, the availability of resources, and their attitudes toward 

technology. A “no homework” policy set by a dual language school and suggestions not to 

facilitate Mandarin at home may manage parents’ expectations, but it may not be realistic to 

assuage all concerns. As a result, administrators and researchers should investigate other parental 

policies at home, such as using digital tools to evaluate what language learning tools may be 

helpful and what may be counterproductive. These unique parental perspectives and ideas are 

needed to integrate the target language regarding accessibility, convenience, and family values, 

especially policies regarding screen time. Teachers, school administrators, and key stakeholders 

should incorporate parental perspectives and insights to create opportunities to bridge school-to-

home engagement. These recommendations for future synergy will be discussed in the next and 

final chapter.  
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Chapter 6  
Research Contributions, Implications, and Recommendations 
 
6.1 Introduction 

 In early January 2020, I attended an open house for Mandarin dual language school 

(DLS) for parents of prospective students. The cafeteria, where the event was held, was filled 

with parents from diverse backgrounds eager to enroll their school-age children. During the 

opening presentation, school administrators showcased Powerpoint photos of multicultural 

children with a backdrop of a scenic school campus and a slide that featured the tagline, “Parents 

are Full Partners.” In their explanations, the school leader explained that parental involvement is 

crucial to both the life of the school and the success of the dual language program. From its 

inception, the Mandarin immersion programs featured in this study were engineered, designed, 

and created by parents who dared to bring a new form of education to one of the most under-

performing school districts in the United States.  

Despite the large amount of research in dual language immersion schools over the last 

decade, little research investigates parents’ motivations for enrollment (Irby, 2019). What’s 

more, few studies discuss the intersection between dual language schools and Family Language 

Policy (FLP)—that is, the study of language planning within the home. This study has aimed to 

shed light on the linguistic and educational beliefs, motivations, ideologies, and experiences of 

parents whose children attend Mandarin Chinese and English dual language school (DLS). This 

study also has investigated what practices and policies parents set forth, if any, to maintain the 

target language outside of school. Inherent in these discussions are a focus on parental identities 

and how parents’ personal linguistic experiences and backgrounds influence their decisions for 
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school choice. My research draws upon insights from parents to shed light on these issues related 

to language learning. 

In this final chapter, I present key insights and research contributions from my analyses 

and discuss implications and further recommendations. I begin with a review of the parents’ 

linguistic identities and how their backgrounds contributed to their knowledge of and selection of 

a Mandarin DLS for their children. I then discuss how parents serve as advocates for their 

children’s education despite, for some, their lack of language ability. Within their insights are 

also embedded language learning strategies for parents who wish to incorporate Mandarin in 

their own home. In contrast, I also detail the tensions and anxieties that parents themselves face 

when their children undergo a DLS experience. Within the family unit, I highlight the role of 

children, who take active roles in their own learning, and suggest ways for parents to involve 

children in making FLP decisions. Apart from other parents, I discuss how school administrators, 

teachers, and invested members of the community can benefit from the data presented in this 

dissertation. Building on the current study, I close the chapter with a discussion of potential 

future areas of study. 

Based on the analyses of parental ideologies and authentic family engagement strategies 

to expose their children to Mandarin, I suggest recommendations for school administrators, 

classroom teachers, community partners, policymakers, and other key stakeholders to integrate 

parental perspectives. The data may be used as foundational text outlining strengths and 

weaknesses in providing parental support in the DLS context. My study adds to the growing field 

of Family Language Policy and contributes to a range of diverse topics of study in educational 

linguistics, heritage languages, family studies, school choice, language policy and planning, 

media studies, and identity studies.  
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6.2 Parents’ Beliefs and Ideologies 

As noted in Chapter 4, parents’ linguistic experiences ranged from: 1) Chinese-heritage 

parents, or speakers who had ethnic ties to Chinese culture and spoke some Mandarin, who 

spoke another non-Mandarin Chinese dialect, or whose previous Chinese abilities had receded; 

2) Multilingual parents, or participants who spoke two or more languages, but who did not have 

any ethnic Chinese ties; and 3) Monolingual English speakers, or parents who only spoke one 

language fluently. The present study sheds light on the importance of studying parental 

identities, since they are the decision-makers for school enrollment. I start with an overview of 

how the parents featured in my study are differentiated by background, and how these linguistic 

histories impacted their identities as parents. I also present recommendations for pathways the 

DLS can take in incorporating these diverse parental perspectives.  

6.2.1 Heritage Chinese Parents 

As detailed in Chapter 1, my own journey of losing my native Cantonese language 

brought me to this research topic. In my current study, I met other individuals who identified as 

subtractive bilinguals, those who have experienced the attrition of their first language while 

acquiring English. I spoke with parents who no longer spoke Mandarin or a localized Chinese 

dialect, but nevertheless still wanted their children to learn their heritage language and culture. 

Parents who were of Chinese heritage often chose immersion in order to make up for their 

language loss. For these parents, the school provided an opportunity for them to reflect upon 

their own linguistic and ethnic identities. For example, half-Chinese and half-Scottish father 

Lance recalls a conversation with his Chinese mother who in an attempt to become more 

‘American’ rejected speaking in Chinese and adopted English as the home language. Lance’s 
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story is a common tale for many immigrants who disassociated themselves with their native 

languages in order to assimilate into their host countries (Wong-Fillmore, 1991). Lance reveals 

that his childhood ‘deprivation’ motivated him to “push” his daughter to learn Mandarin even if 

she resisted learning the language. 

Not only do parents choose to initially enroll their children in DLS due to their strong 

connection with the language, but some Chinese-heritage parents also indicate a stronger 

affiliation with their ethnic identity and familial association as a result of their ongoing 

enrollment in a Mandarin immersion program. In bridging distance between the past and the 

present, the DLS can also provide a powerful tool for cohesion among generations. This was the 

case for Yeow, a father of Singaporean and Japanese descent. Even though the immersion school 

was not Yeow’s first choice, he began to appreciate the type of education his children received 

after witnessing his children conversing in Mandarin with his Singaporean relatives. The 

immersion experience helped to strengthen Yeow’s family ties, even if it was not his original 

intention.  

Future research should examine familial ties and the ways in which DLS can offer 

cultural enrichment to heritage language families. As reflected in the parent testimonies, Chinese 

Heritage parents have the most buy-in and personal significance to the school, and they can be 

strong advocates for learning Mandarin. It is also likely that Heritage parents could possess the 

most cultural knowledge and collective networks with native Mandarin-speaking communities. 

School officials can collaborate with these parents to cultivate cultural knowledge even in the 

absence of language. 
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6.2.2 Multilingual Parents 

Parents who spoke multiple languages were not threatened by the process of immersion 

but instead sought to teach their children their own languages in the domestic space. Multilingual 

parents were found to have more explicit FLP-management approaches, designating different 

languages for different purposes, such as using the time-tested One Parent One Language 

(OPOL) approach. However, the parents who valued multilingualism did not treat all languages 

equally. These parents were more likely to prioritize their heritage language(s) over Mandarin, 

even though their children attend a Mandarin language school.  For these parents, their focus was 

not so much on their children learning the target language but rather that their children become 

multilingual.  

Because the participants come from highly multilingual family backgrounds, they use 

their diverse linguistic backgrounds to their advantage. For example, Lin’s Mandarin-speaking 

son and her Japanese-speaking mother were able to forge an intergenerational connection made 

possible by a common writing system between Chinese and Japanese—even without a shared 

spoken tongue. The experience of their children attending a Mandarin DLS led some parents to 

connect with Chinese cultural identity even if they had no evident Chinese ethnic heritage. As 

Vero, an Afro-Panamanian mother, beams, “I call them my Chinese kids.” By centering their 

children’s language education and practices as a crucial part of their family culture in at-home 

activities, parents were able to construct a new family identity: not only multilingual, but also 

multicultural and/or globally-minded. Bilingual or multilingual parents welcomed Mandarin as 

an added value to their native languages, and in some cases, even valued their child’s adoption of 

Mandarin as a part of their own linguistic, cultural, and familial identity.  
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While these parents had familiarity with learning a second or third language (or fifth, in 

the case of one father), they express that their linguistic knowledge was not appreciated or 

recognized for their linguistic expertise in their DLS setting. Vero, an Afro-Panamanian mother, 

observed in Chapter 4 that Monolingual parents voiced their concerns to her about their 

children’s perceived stunted English skills as a result of them learning another language, 

unaware that they were addressing a non-native English speaker. Vero’s example demonstrates 

that the perspectives of parents who had learned English as an additional language were not 

valued or even dismissed in DLS settings (Valdés, 1997) and allows the recirculation of 

ideologies surrounding the global prestige of English (Ricento, 2013). To silence multilingual 

parents is also to silence their valuable insights into the language learning process and dispel 

myths about multilingualism.  

Because of their past experiences with language learning, monolingual parents could 

benefit from enlisting the help of both multilingual and heritage language speakers as a learning 

resource. School administrators should invite these multilingual parents as they are experienced 

L2 learners and can share their language learning experiences with students, even when their L2 

is not the target language. For example, Spanish mother Magaly offered that Dragon Academy 

had a “Library Hour” where a parent could read to the children a book in whatever language the 

parent desired. Opportunities like the Library Hour could be an enriching opportunity for 

families to celebrate their multilingual heritage and send a message that their heritage languages, 

and not just Mandarin or English, are welcome and respected in the school.  

6.2.3 Monolingual English speaking parents 

Monolingual parents who spoke only English largely based their decisions for enrollment 

on having had an experience of missing out on speaking different languages when they were 
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younger. Despite their own lack of Mandarin language skills, these parents embraced language 

learning and often sought out various opportunities for exposure to Chinese in the community. 

For example, Margaret and Mara, both white, non-Chinese speaking mothers, enlisted the help of 

their partners’ Mandarin-speaking parents or stepparents to incorporate the language and culture 

when they could not.  

At the same time, a handful of Monolingual parents expressed conflicting and often 

contradictory ideologies toward Mandarin. For example, while parents touted their children’s 

learning of Mandarin for its linguistic and educational benefits, they were also wary of China’s 

global influences, economically and educationally. Margaret, a white mother, praised how 

learning Mandarin could bring rewards of college admittance and future job opportunities; yet 

she distrusted the Chinese Communist Party and forbade her children from living in China. 

Another Monolingual English parent, Winston, expressed concerns about government-sponsored 

Confucius Institutes, language and cultural centers, which host many Mandarin-language classes 

and events. As Yang (2021) describes in her upcoming book, Disorienting Politics: Rising China 

and Chimerican Media, the American public discourse, through anti-communist anxieties and 

propaganda, has historically painted the Chinese political state as an authoritative and 

manipulative “geopolitical menace” (p. 9). Similar rhetoric may be at work in these parents’ 

distrust of the Chinese government.  

For Monolingual English parents, the emergence of China as a major player in the global 

economy served as both an attractive feature for enrollment in a DLS and a source of anxiety 

about Chinese interference in education initiatives in the United States. In making their 

decisions, parents divorced the Chinese government from Chinese culture and language—

embracing, as Wang (2011) refers to it, as “a divergence in perception between China as a polity 
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and China as a society” (p. 6); Mandarin, too, is “detached from the state so keen on 

instrumentalizing it as a means of promoting national culture globally” (Yang, 2021, p. 24). 

Nevertheless, in this context, recommendations for parents to attend Mandarin language events at 

Confucius Institutes may be met with pause and resistance by Monolingual English parents who 

might interpret such recommendations as thinly veiled opportunities for indoctrination by the 

Chinese government.  

This study contributes to research that suggests that the desire to learn Mandarin is not 

enough to understand China, Chinese culture, or people. Lanza (2007) posits that “ideologies 

about language are of course not about language alone, rather they reflect issues of social and 

personal identity” (p. 51). Delving into Lanza’s claim, it would be meaningful to explore further 

the negotiations of parents that take place during a time of conflict between the U.S. and China, 

and to see how parents’ motivation and attitudes toward Mandarin change across time.  

6.3 Parents as Advocates for Their Children’s Education 

Since the origins of dual language schools, it has been important for parents to be 

continued and sustained partners. In 2008, a small group of parents formed a small Mandarin-

immersion classroom at a neighborhood educational incubator, and after successful local 

fundraising efforts, created the institution that became known as Dragon Academy. Ten years 

later, in 2018, perhaps due to the success of a neighboring partial immersion Mandarin program, 

parents fought to open another school devoted to Chinese language immersion, and Panda 

Elementary was born. From both programs’ inception, parents not only served as interested 

partners, but also as advocates for their child’s education. 
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Discussions with parents for my study revealed the ways they are committed to their 

child’s education and were dutiful in ensuring their children received the best education possible. 

For example, as mentioned in Chapter 5, Keri consulted forums on the Internet to examine what 

the best schools were, while Margaret found out about the school through a personal contact who 

was a school administrator. It is perhaps through her contact that Margaret learned she should 

camp outside of her children’s school for a chance at admission into the DLS. The myriad ways 

that parents discovered their immersion school raised questions of access, as many parents from 

differing socioeconomic, cultural, and racial groups had varying levels of connections to school 

officials. A guide for parents could include tips and tricks for navigating the school lottery and 

spread more visibility regarding admission to parents who are mystified by the process.  

As explored later in the Limitations section, my study featured a group of parents who 

were predominantly highly educated, with high incomes. As such, the featured parents had a 

wide availability of school choices and time to devote to research and attending open houses. 

While the parents in the current study represent only a subset of all parents, Holme (2002) 

contends, “If policymakers intend to grant children of low-income parents access to some 

approximation of the educational opportunities that children of privileged parents have, it is 

important to know what types of schools these parents seek, and why” (p. 179). Discussions with 

my participants, arguably the “privileged parents” that Holme describes, yielded insight into how 

parents navigated their school choices and what they believed to be a ‘good school’. One such 

insight was the finding that Mandarin immersion was an ancillary reason for enrollment for some 

parents, rather than a prominent one. In recent years, some key school and community 

stakeholders have turned struggling schools into dual language programs as a method of 

reinvigorating schools with low enrollment or budgetary issues (Lü, 2019; Tompkins, 2016). In 
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one analysis of dual language schools in Washington, D.C., researchers suggested that 

“additional DLI programs should be implemented in under-enrolled and under-resourced 

schools” in order to mitigate high densities of at-risk students (Damari et al., 2019). To have 

parental buy-in, however, it is not enough for a school to feature a language program; they need 

to conform to a standard of a “good school”. While each experience of school enrollment varies 

from parent to parent, policymakers can compile these stories to create more equitable and 

accessible neighborhood schools. 

The data revealed that parents are fierce advocates for their children’s learning, even in 

moments when they cannot provide language or content expertise. As described in Chapter 4, 

Mara, a mother who only spoke English, disputed whether the teacher would mention her child's 

reversal of Chinese characters if she was not proactive in his learning and willing to ask 

questions. Chapter 5 also detailed that despite both their limited Mandarin abilities and the lack 

of parental expectation to maintain the language, these parents were far from uninvolved in their 

child’s learning. Parents deployed resources including tutors, and family and community 

members to help facilitate language learning outside of school. Parents sought opportunities to 

maintain links between home and school by inviting speakers of the target language into their 

family life. The findings show how participants integrated Mandarin-speaking tutors, caretakers, 

and instructors in variable ways. In facilitating expert knowledge from communities, parents 

showed their power and authority in structuring moments for linguistic support. Considering 

these findings, educators can request varying levels of parental participation depending on the 

parents’ willingness to provide assistance. 
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6.4 Parental Expressions of Concerns and Misconceptions 

Parents will naturally harbor worries or concerns for their child’s education, especially in 

their first experience with immersion schools. As such, Lin (2013) recommends that “schools 

should prepare for the reality that there will most likely be some incomprehension and anxiety as 

regards learning such languages by some parents and students” (p. 225). Discussions on the 

global curriculum and English language teaching further revealed that though having chosen a 

Mandarin immersion as the FLP, some parents remained uncomfortable with the prospect, 

however unlikely, of their children falling behind in English. Their hesitations shed light on the 

fact that not all parents are on board with dual language learning, even if it is touted as a coveted 

school choice for parents. For example, in Chapter 4, mothers Jennifer and Eleanor both 

expressed worries of their children falling behind their peers who attend mainstream schools in 

learning to read and write in English. In particular, Jennifer espoused her thoughts on the 

difficulty of Mandarin and her concerns regarding her children’s development of English 

literacy.  

Many parents experience anxiety when their child’s English may appear to be delayed, a 

phenomenon that Elizabeth Weise (2014) refers to as “First Grade Freak-Out” (p. 146). As many 

studies on dual immersion point out, these differences usually diminish by fifth grade, perhaps 

coinciding with the fact that fifth grade is also when most dual language programs end and 

students transition into English-only instruction. For my participants, these anxieties subsisted 

well beyond the first grade and more help may be needed to assuage parents on their concerns. 

This study showed that while learning the target language, Mandarin, is important, English is 

also important because mastery of the language is crucial to achieve high proficiency on state-

mandated assessments (Genesee et al., 2005). Administrators can help to alleviate this concern 
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by providing workshops for parents to show intended learning outcomes by grade and showcase 

strategies for parents who want to support their child’s English and Mandarin language and 

literacy. These suggestions and materials can be presented upon enrollment or on meet and 

greets with parents and teachers, such as “Back to School” nights. 

Furthermore, children's codeswitching contributed to the parents' worries. As revealed in 

Chapter 4, white mothers Jennifer and Keri admitted how their children codeswitch to Mandarin 

when addressing them, much to the parents’ chagrin. Jennifer reminded her child, “what did you 

say to mommy?” when he switched to Mandarin, while Keri admitted that she preferred being 

called “mommy” over the Chinese term of maternal address, “mama”. While studies researching 

codeswitching have established the linguistic phenomenon as a natural process of learning 

language (Heller, 1988; Myers-Scotton, 1992; Poplack, 1980), many parents still believe 

codeswitching to be harmful or a hindrance to learning the target language (Walls, 2018). More 

recent studies have examined the connections of codeswitching and identity, especially revolving 

around questions of identity and belonging (Otsuji & Pennycook, 2010; Rampton, 1995; 

Zentella, 1997). Even though Keri had learned Mandarin through studying abroad in Taiwan and 

China, her children addressing her in another language than her native English may worry her or 

perhaps threaten her maternal relationship with her children. These mothers’ views on Mandarin 

language reflected how they position themselves in terms of their roles and identities as parents 

of Mandarin learners. These moments of suture, especially in the emotional bonds between 

parent and child, are worthy of more exploration and would be valuable insight that schools can 

share with parents. 

Examining parental decisions regarding FLP uncovered myths regarding language 

acquisition and bilingualism, which suggests that more work is needed to dispel misinformation.  
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As Spolsky (2012) notes, “language policy is commonly driven by myths” (p. 6). This study 

found that highly educated parents still embraced some common myths regarding language 

learning, despite, or perhaps because of, the time they devoted to extensive research of 

bilingualism. As demonstrated in Chapter 4, parents possessed many language ideologies 

regarding Mandarin, especially accentuating its difficulty or the perception that learning 

Mandarin could transfer to other skills such as the learning of math or music. Discourses of 

declining English abilities as a result of learning Mandarin also permeated the family milieu for 

several of the parents who participated in this study.  

The data also revealed that both multilingual and native-English speaking parents wanted 

their children to have a good “accent” in Mandarin, but as Jia (2020) points out, “being in an 

immersion program does not mean learners will acquire the target language like native speakers. 

Learners will continue to be affected by the influence of their native language and make errors” 

(p. 126). It could be that parents are misinformed about students learning a native-like 

pronunciation from their immersive education. School administrators can play an important role 

in disseminating information and countering some of the misinformation for even the most well-

educated parents. 

Outside of language, some parents had mixed reactions regarding the curriculum. Dragon 

Academy’s global centered curriculum was met with surprise, admiration, and sometimes 

disdain. Often, the original expectations for a DLS did not match up with the parents’ experience 

at the school. For example, while Chinese-heritage Lin rejoiced in the social justice themes for 

the fifth-grade research project, monolingual English-speaking mother Jennifer found the topics 

to be “too mature” for her child. Further, monolingual English-speaking father Winston 

expressed surprise at how the school does not address traditional U.S. history curriculum and 
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civics education, adding to the growing list of anxieties that some parents experience in a DLS. 

Shining more light on the curriculum would help to alleviate parental concerns about the 

materials their children consume. Also, it is imperative to amplify parental voices and provide 

more visibility to parts of the curriculum that may not be apparent. As a complement to this 

study, researchers could conduct a similar design that explores parental perceptions of parents 

who discontinued or disenrolled their children from the DLS, regardless of their earlier 

motivations and ideologies. 

6.5 Child Agency 

A study of Family Language Policy is not complete without considering the role of the 

language learner, in this case the children, themselves. In fact, considering children as active 

contributors to their family, Fogle (2012) argues that “expanding the ideological component of 

FLP is essential for understanding the interplay between family internal and family external 

processes and the agentive role children play in shaping FLP in interaction” (p. 84). Interviews 

with parents revealed the agentive ways in which children create their own language learning. In 

Chapter 5, parents shared that their elder child would read in Mandarin to their younger sibling, 

or their children would argue with each other in the target language. Further, Mara, a mother of 

two, acknowledged that her children would often read the books on their own, without parental 

directives. Other parents expressed that their children often watched Mandarin cartoons or 

Youtube videos on their own accord. 

While Dragon Academy recommended parents read to their children, book reading is not 

always an accessible or comfortable activity for parents, especially if they have low literacy in 

Mandarin. Instead of parents serving as the sole experts and carriers of knowledge, caretakers 
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can leverage children as agents in their own FLP.  In their book, Many Pathways to Literacy, 

Gregory, Long, and Volk (2004) describe how children serve as literacy apprentices in their 

families, learning heritage languages alongside members of their family and in the community. 

The authors write that, "when given the opportunity to make personal choices, the developing 

bilinguals were able to step into the role of expert" (p. 135). These moments of children making 

their own choices were highlighted in interviews, such as when June created a new policy 

whereby her children can choose what Chinese cartoon they would like to watch after they 

complete their math or science homework. Parents can put plans into place that would include 

children in decisions about family language policy and their linguistic choices at home.  

Another opportunity to involve children in their own educational pathways is to involve 

them in their long-term language planning. While Dragon Academy had a Mandarin-language 

track that continued through high school, Panda Elementary’s Mandarin track ended after middle 

school. Language policies involve more planning that parents may not be aware of in enrolling 

their children in an immersion school at the age of three. A related topic that needs to be 

addressed is what to do if the children do not want to continue to learn the language. Some 

parents revealed signs of resistance from children from learning Mandarin at home. For example, 

Panda Elementary parent Nina admitted how her daughter became emotional after she enrolled 

her in a Chinese language camp and refused to listen to Mandarin language radio program. 

Despite their parents’ intentions and best-laid plans, children often “make their own decisions 

about their linguistic destiny, which may or may not coincide with their parents’ plans” (Piller, 

2001, p. 72).  

While outside the scope of the present research, it is important to note that practices 

around language learning may change, especially as adolescents come into their own linguistic 
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identities. Yang (2015) studied Australian teenagers who were enrolled in weekend Chinese 

schools, a popular type of local language support where some Chinese communities can teach 

their native languages to neighborhood, often second-generation youth in rented community 

centers or classrooms in a local high school. Yang found that while the teenagers resented 

attending the school, over time they nevertheless began to understand how learning their ethnic 

language contributed to an awareness of their own ethnic and cultural identity. This intrinsic 

understanding is what parents Lance and Nina hope for their daughter, as she comes to recognize 

the importance of Mandarin: “As long as we keep her on track and push her toward it, she will 

come to a realization,” Lance assures.  

 

To investigate language learning beyond the DLS, Doyle (2013) argues for the need to 

take a long-term perspective when investigating changes over the course of childhood and to be 

attentive to adolescents' reflections on their bilingual competence and FLP. Further, investigating 

language policies over a period of several years would enhance FLP research as “such an 

approach takes into account not only the developing child and evolving nature of family 

dynamics but also language learning and academic outcomes among children” (King, 2016, p. 

732). Future studies on FLP could consider several avenues of exploration, including children 

who reject learning Mandarin, students who attend an DLS who deny the language policies set 

by their parents, and children who rebuff FLP in an era of media availability in Mandarin. 

6.6 The Role of Dual Language Schools 

Outside of the family unit, the DLS became the primary means of facilitating Mandarin, 

especially for those parents who did not speak Mandarin. The DLS lowered parental expectations 
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on facilitating their language at home, and in the case of Dragon Academy, pulled back on 

issuing homework after parents complained. As Curdt-Christiansen (2014) discovered through 

her interviews with Singaporean families is that “the parents’ perception of languages is the 

linguistic instrumentalism revealed in their conviction of the bilingual policy” (p. 45). That is, 

perceived utility of a language is due in large part to the policy set by the institution; in her case, 

the government of Singapore. In the present study, not only was the DLS a source for language 

learning, but parents relied on their school for access to Mandarin speaking materials and 

connection to Chinese culture and community. The immersion school represented a knowledge-

bearing institution, instructing parents, for example, not to force Mandarin at home.  

Much to the delight and relief of many parents, Dragon Academy had a “no homework” 

policy, but did this policy truly appease concerns that parents have about not being able to help 

their children in Mandarin? This study revealed that parents have a range of policies regarding 

Mandarin: from laissez-faire policy to more active involvement. Some parents were satisfied 

with a more “hands-off the target language” approach, while other parents would have liked 

more parental engagement that does not contribute to their children’s resentment of Mandarin. 

The reliance on the school for Mandarin deemphasized parental oversight and control in favor of 

the adequacy of the immersion environment they received at Dragon Academy.  

In this role as the academic gateway, schools could present a variety of suggestions to fit 

the differing levels of parenting engagement. Parents discussed how they are aware that other 

parents supplement Mandarin instruction with tutors and live-in nannies, which are not 

affordable for all families. Other parents sought ways to seamlessly implement Mandarin in their 

everyday life. These parents seemed to prefer the use of technology that is simple and well-

integrated, like the use of Google Translate, which can translate an entirely different writing 
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system by taking a photo. Other examples of scalable home intervention can include parents 

supporting their children by sharing in watching videos of Americans who can explain Chinese 

cultural and linguistic knowledge or by sitting with their children as they go over stroke count. 

Another benefit of learning Mandarin, compared to other languages, is that writing Chinese 

characters represent a rich history as one of the oldest written languages in the world. As Lin 

(2013) writes, “learning how to write Chinese characters can also be a process of learning about 

the Chinese culture” (p. 229). School officials could marshal these and other opportunities for 

easy integration of the target language with minimal parental effort. 

6.7 The Role of Teachers 

In addition to the role of administrators, Mandarin teachers serve an important role as a 

knowledge resource for parents in developing weekly literacy packets, hosting literacy sessions, 

and supporting opportunities for learning about Chinese culture and language. Besides serving as 

a facilitator of their child’s learning, teachers can also communicate with parents about their 

child’s progress. For some parents, especially those who have no background in Mandarin, 

communicating with teachers about their child's progress was a way to establish trust and 

mitigate any unforeseen consequences. Teachers could create opportunities to create more 

frequent and consistent indicators for parents to follow, regardless of the parents’ Mandarin 

ability.  

Parents recounted that because they do not speak the language, they often turned to other 

means of assessing their children’s learning through friends, relatives, and even sometimes 

strangers. In particular, non-Mandarin speaking parents depended greatly on teachers’ reviews of 

their children’s progress. Parents reviewed report card assessments and clarification from their 
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child’s teachers over whether they need additional home support. Regarding assessments, 

however, the type of feedback given to parents may be important. Lü (2019), in her study of a 

Mandarin immersion school, writes that “scores obtained from such a written test may be less 

informative for parents, especially those who did not know the language; as a result, parents still 

relied heavily on the teachers’ judgment” (p. 74). Similarly, the implication of this study is that 

parents valued consistent communication from teachers, especially those that do not know the 

language, as the teacher may be their only source of indication of their child’s performance in 

school. 

As noted in Chapter 5, parents noted that their school offered packets of learning 

materials, although their reaction was mixed. When their school closed for the COVID-19 

pandemic in early March 2020, these packets of Mandarin worksheets and activities became 

crucial to sustaining students’ learning in lieu of in-person instruction. Teachers can expand on 

these packets to include learning objectives, tried-and-true strategies, and connections to 

electronic media and resources, should the parent want to familiarize themselves with the content 

material. Peterson and Heywood’s (2007) study of minority language children’s literacy showed 

that their “parents appreciated having textbooks or outlines of course content sent home to help 

them get a sense of what their children were learning and what they would be learning in the 

future” (p. 535). While these packets may not be useful for everyone —and certainly not for the 

parents who do not wish for homework help— it could give some parents a way to be active in 

their child’s learning. 

Another strategy to bridge school and home connections is the use of recorded audio files 

that students can take home and read along to their parents. As Lü (2019) suggests, this strategy 

would help Mandarin learners with distinguishing homophones and “with the absence of a 



 

253 

Chinese-literate parent at home who typically would serve as such a model during reading, to 

build immediate connections between the pronunciation and the writing of a character” (p. 116). 

As reinforced earlier, this recommendation would be less helpful for parents who do not wish for 

at-home intervention, but would benefit parents like Winston, who engaged in writing practice 

with his daughter. 

6.8 Partnering with the PTA 

The Parent Teacher Association (PTA) is critical to the success of an immersion school. 

As Lu (2019) writes that parents in one Mandarin DLS, Pacific Elementary School, parents 

united and shared lessons through “organized ‘parent nights’” where caretakers “regularly shared 

with others their experiences at home to help their children” (p. 77). The PTA also provides a 

valuable social network of parents who can help navigate obstacles and raise issues and concerns 

with teachers and school administrators. Conversely, school staff can take this opportunity to 

understand parental expectations and the role they play in facilitating home - school connections. 

As noted in Chapter 3, through a school listserv, I sent an email invitation to the PTA, asking 

parents to participate. Using the same channels, the PTA could organize a parent newsletter and 

“Back to School” nights that would allow an avenue for parents to share novel strategies. 

Through the PTA, parents could set up a form of mentorship program for parents who are 

not familiar with the immersion process. Though Carol, a white mother of an adopted Chinese 

daughter, revealed that she did mentor other parents who were also adoptive parents, a more 

formal process that allows for parents to share tips. At the beginning of their school choice 

journeys, many parents expressed that they were not sure what a dual language immersion school 

would look like for their child, and even those who had bilingual or multilingual backgrounds 
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were unaware of how to support their child in Mandarin. Parents can benefit from mentoring or 

support opportunities from past parents, who can facilitate both friendship bonds and sharing of 

knowledge and cultural resources. Further, mentorship could be particularly helpful for those 

families without multilingual experiences to articulate concerns, reflect on their experiences, and 

understand each other’s perspectives (Garcia & Hasson, 1996).  

However, one critique of Parent Teacher Associations is that many minority and working 

class parents do not attend, perhaps because they often take place on weeknights, when many 

parents are working or do not have childcare coverage (Place, 2013). As Hirsch (2017) suggests, 

“the researcher could initiate focused discussions regarding FLP-related topics in online spaces” 

(p. 20). Online PTA sessions could allow for more attendance for busy parents, and these 

sessions can also be recorded for later accessibility. In these cases, continuing to hold PTA 

meetings online post-pandemic could allow for a more equitable space for parents to discuss 

topics related to language development.  

6.9 Community Outreach 

Chapter 5 detailed the various ways parents mobilize resources in their community, 

including Mandarin-speaking tutors, nannies, and live-in teachers, to provide language support to 

their children. They also sought opportunities for language support through trips to the 

neighborhood Asian American art museum, visits to cultural events, such as the Chinese opera, 

and excursions to Chinatown restaurants for both linguistic and culinary explorations. These 

places served as sites where authentic language can be heard and spoken, which expanded 

children’s language use in different domains for diverse purposes. Another opportunity not 

explored in this dissertation is a collaboration with community language schools, as shown in 
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Shin’s (2014) study of English-speaking American mothers who enrolled in language classes at 

heritage community schools to support their Korean-born adoptees. Similarly, my participants 

can reach out to neighborhood weekend Chinese schools, which may have access to ethnic and 

linguistic social networks. Community leaders and local teachers often offer classes for non-

ethnic Chinese individuals. 

6.10 The Use of Electronic Media  

Strategies parents used in the home included listening and watching Mandarin-language 

programs and reading electronic books that the teachers recommended. My research also speaks 

to the lack of high-quality bilingual reading materials in both Mandarin and English that are both 

at grade-level and appropriate for children’s consumption. As Lü (2019) points out, parents who 

are non-Chinese are also at a disadvantage as they “do not necessarily have the ability nor means 

to select or purchase books for their children from Chinese-speaking regions for reading at 

home” (p. 121). Specifically, accessing materials such as books can often be difficult to navigate 

if one is not well-versed in Chinese characters. In such cases, the print materials offered by the 

school are often families’ only exposure to literacy and authentic texts in Mandarin. Mandarin 

teachers, as both speakers of the language and pedagogy experts, can point out technological 

resources for non-Chinese speaking parents. Teachers can send both books and book lists as well 

as suggestions for electronic books on recommended applications, such as Joy Reader, which can 

help with delivery of material. The present study challenges school and community stakeholders 

to design resources especially for non-Chinese speaking parents to help their children access 

books and authentic reading materials. 



 

256 

In addition to electronic books, parents varied in their use of electronic resources to 

facilitate Mandarin at home. While some parents felt empowered by their ability to find 

Mandarin language materials, especially since they did not speak the language, others felt their 

children benefited from less screen time. The implication of this finding for teachers is to be 

careful about assigning any tasks that are too heavily reliant on technology. Modern day parents, 

especially the “privileged parents” featured in my study, are wary of too much screen time; and 

some Mandarin applications, while useful, may not be beneficial for certain families or may be 

used sparingly. One way to mitigate overflooding parents with information is to find some space 

within the media that parents consume already. For those parents who want it, the school can 

send small summaries of films to watch at home on platforms parents already watch, such as 

Amazon, Netflix, or Roku. These resources can be vetted by teachers and can also offer some 

control for parents over the media their families consume. 

In Chapter 5, Keri noted she used WeChat to share photos with her child’s teacher and 

participate in the school community. Integrating a messaging platform such as WeChat or 

WhatsApp could also be an effective tool for teachers to issue more regular feedback to parents. 

However, as Lim (2020) warns, some of the communication means can be easily distorted, as 

“parents can become too immersed in their children’s lives and allow playground politics to seep 

into adult interactions.” Nevertheless, teachers may consider using technologically mediated 

means to inform, support, and encourage parents. Schools will need to be attentive to issues of 

digital access for all families. 
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6.11 Future Directions for Family Language Policy 

This present study provides several contributions to the field of Family Language Policy. 

Previous researchers in FLP have conducted interviews and observations mostly on how parents, 

often transnational and mostly mothers, maintain the heritage language in at-home interactions 

with children (De Houwer, 1998; Okita, 2002; Tuominen, 1999). While studies have expanded to 

include the influence of siblings and extended community family members, this research focuses 

on the role of the DLS in FLP ideologies, management, and practices. Adding to the literature, 

my study also adds perspectives from parents who do not speak the target language, but 

nevertheless influence their children’s language learning and language maintenance efforts.  

The study also showed that parental choice was a continuous and evolving process. As 

can be seen from the study findings, parents come to a DLS for different reasons but may 

develop different motivations and attitudes through the process. For example, many parents came 

to Dragon Academy for their reputation and bilingual opportunities, but stayed because of the 

supportive administration, positive experience with teachers, or the global curriculum. Parents’ 

identities are not static but dynamic as parents gain insights into the language immersion process 

over time. Further, what became visible from the data were how parents reformulated their FLP 

and changed their practices over time within the family context. It may be the case for many 

parents to renege on their former policies on limited screen time and resort to using technology 

to allay their children in a time of seemingly ceaseless parenting. As parents share their accounts 

and narratives—even including negative encounters—they gain more visibility they have as 

active agents in their children’s education. 

My research also makes an important contribution to the field of FLP by adding a crucial 

voice often missing in studies on FLP: the perceptions, commitments, and experiences of fathers. 
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Research on language maintenance for bilingual children tends to focus exclusively on mothers 

who pass on their minority languages without the help of their spouses (Smith-Christmas, 2015; 

Yates and Terraschke, 2013). Additionally, while the role of fathers in child-rearing is becoming 

more visible, the responsibility for language development most frequently falls on mothers 

(Craig, 2006). My study featured a handful of fathers who provided rich detail about how they 

integrate Mandarin in their daily lives. For example, father Lance discussed at length how he 

encouraged his daughter to learn the target language. Another father, Yeow, who previously 

described himself as the “only cousin who doesn’t really speak Chinese,” reimagined his new 

family role and identity as a parent of a Mandarin learner. In another example, Winston, though 

he explicitly stated “we do almost no home support,” detailed how he helped his daughter with 

her learning by researching characters and practicing writing with her stroke by stroke. The time 

for fathers as passive caretakers has passed, and as Mara says, “dads are much more involved 

now.” Future studies should consider opportunities to add fathers to the discussion of Family 

Language Policy.  

     This study also adds another element of incorporating media into Family Language 

Policy. As the Chinese diaspora continues to expand, first language attrition nevertheless 

continues to take place, as seen in my own narrative and that of some of my participants, 

including Lance and Yeow. Many second-generation Chinese-heritage individuals turn to 

language translation applications as a way of communicating in the language they have lost. 

“When I speak Cantonese with my parents now, I rely on translation apps,” Liao (2021) writes. 

These apps may not only serve as language brokers; they may also impact the relationship 

between parent and child itself. In the 2015 film, Mountains May Depart (originally titled in 

Chinese, Shan he gu ren), a Cantonese-speaking father struggles to communicate with his 
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English-dominant son who has grown up in Australia. While using language translation software, 

the son states, “It’s like Google Translate is your real son,” admitting the app’s use in playing a 

role in the fragmented relationship between father and son. As technological advances continue 

to add to and alter family dynamics, Family Media Language Policy could prove a worthy area 

for future research. 

While my research shows that parents utilize technology such as Google Translate or 

watching movies to engage with their children’s learning, it also serves as a caution against the 

fetishization of technology as both a parenting tool and a language learning tool. Especially in 

the wake of COVID-19, when so much of daily life shifted online, several parents in this study 

and in general have expressed the desire for “screen time” and technology to not play too great a 

role in their children’s lives. This is an important point for educators to understand as well. For 

teachers, this study presents a deeper understanding of how families use media and what they 

desire in exerting control over their children’s consumption. It may be preferable to work within 

these parameters rather than “simply injecting new electronic technologies” (Hinkleman & 

Gruba, 2012, p. 62), as promoted in recent language learning trends. 

This present study contributes to the scholarship of FLP in response to the need to 

include diverse family experiences, including how social and cultural beliefs influence family 

language policy (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Fogle, 2012). Still, many questions centered around 

equity remain, such as what DLS can do to maintain parity for families of different 

socioeconomic statuses. In interviews, parents mentioned how they discovered the school 

through family friends or by visiting open houses. For working parents, their time may be more 

constrained, and their access to DLS may be complicated by a highly competitive lottery system. 

These parents may not also have the cultural or linguistic capital to access Mandarin-speaking 



 

260 

resources afforded by many of the parents, such as tutors or the Dragon Academy’s featured fifth 

grade trip to China. 

My study also speaks to the various ways in which white supremacy may influence 

parental language ideologies and their choices for their children. As Bonilla-Silva (2003) writes, 

“Whiteness, in all of its manifestations, is embodied racial power” (p. 271). In this study, 

whiteness directly impacts how parents perceive those who are non-White, and the languages 

they may speak. In Delevan, Valdez, and Freire’s (2016) assessment of dual language schools in 

Utah, the authors found that the institutions catered to the “White, world language constituency 

as the protagonist—the hero, the most important character—while the maintenance and non-

White heritage constituencies were marginalized as minor characters” (p. 6). In my study, I 

found similar instances in which the needs of monolingual English-speaking parents were 

assuaged through policies such as Dragon Academy’s “no homework” rule. Further, the voices 

of non-White and multilingual parents, such as Vero, were often overlooked when other parents 

griped about their children not being able to learn English. These comments result in upholding 

the privilege of White parents by appeasing and pandering to their desires. 

White parents’ fears about their children losing English often surfaced in the home 

domain. In my study, parents who were of non-White backgrounds were more likely to feel 

secure in their children’s learning of Mandarin. June, an African American mother, believed that 

her children were secure in their ethnic heritage and were “very rooted in African American 

culture”. Even Afro-Panamanian mother Vero was convinced that learning Mandarin added to 

her children’s identities, claiming “I call them my little Chinese kids.”  In contrast, two White 

mothers, Jennifer and Keri, spoke about their hesitancy of being addressed in Mandarin. As a 

result, their alignments with Whiteness and thereby power “inoculate themselves with a sense of 
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authority, superiority, and purity” (Matias, 2013). These mothers may have felt that their 

children speaking Mandarin ‘taints’ their dominant control in the household, thereby threatening 

the very structure of white supremacy. 

In light of a study with predominantly White participants, my research extends to address 

a culminating question: how can Mandarin immersion schools integrate diversity, equity, and 

inclusion initiatives in the classroom? One answer lies in recognizing the diversity of Chinese 

heritage and experience. Interviews with parents reveal a greater diaspora of Mandarin-speakers, 

not only in China, but also in Taiwan and Singapore. These landscapes could also be further 

explored in the classroom. The Chinese-heritage parents in my study also represented a wealth of 

diverse backgrounds, including Cantonese and Taishanese, which could contribute to the 

classroom culture in sharing their linguistic repertoire alongside Mandarin. When I shared my 

own story of language loss with participants, many of the parents, especially if they were also of 

Chinese-heritage, opened up about their own linguistic journeys. To echo Ee, (2017), “for 

immigrant parents and non-English-speaking parents of students in DLI, it is of particular 

importance for schools with DLI to give such parents diverse opportunities to connect with 

others” (p. 17). Future efforts can incorporate these many diverse perspectives from across the 

Chinese and Chinese-heritage diaspora. Additionally, future efforts should be made to recruit 

more ethnically and economically diverse families into DLS, not only because they represent the 

demographics of a given school but also the world in which we live. 

While studies in FLP have examined how families maintain heritage languages in the 

home environment, this study expands on the types of choices parents make by enrolling their 

children in a dual language immersion school. In this respect, a family’s language policy 

includes more than the family unit but also involves outside members such as the school, 
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community partners, and other key stakeholders. The following section explores the limitations 

of this study and how future researchers can adapt this study to allow for more diverse voices.  

6.12 Limitations 

While this study intended to generate data that can be generalized to other parents of 

students who attended Chinese immersion DLS, it is important to note that there were a few 

limitations of the present study. The participants may not be representative of all parents, 

especially since participation in this study was voluntary. Many parents were either full-time 

caretakers and had the flexibility to meet with me in person, or they had flexible professional 

occupations that allowed time for a meeting during their normal work hours. These parents may 

have been more motivated to take part in the study. Further, parents who participated in my study 

were also more likely to be highly involved since my recruitment invited participants from the 

PTA listserv. Using the “snowball” method, I subsequently recruited more participants from 

these highly motivated parents who initially volunteered to participate, so that my study reflects 

a sampling bias of only a small subgroup of my target demographic. 

In the current design, my study is contingent on parents’ self-selection to participate, 

which may not be reflective of the school demographics. Furthermore, all of the participants had 

high incomes, which may not be reminiscent of the city demographics. Additionally, while 

Dragon Academy lists 36.9% Black or African American student population, only two out of 21 

participants (9%) self-identified as such. Many questions centered around equity remain, such as 

what DLS can do to maintain parity for families of different socioeconomic statuses. 

Additionally, how can Mandarin immersion schools integrate diversity, equity, and inclusion 

initiatives in the classroom? To address these questions, future efforts should be made to recruit 
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more ethnically and economically diverse families not only because they represent the 

demographics of the school but also because they provide a more nuanced description of parental 

experience.  

Additionally, two months into the time I started to conduct my interviews, an 

unprecedented global pandemic COVID-19 swept the U.S. and closed schools, shuttered 

businesses, and disrupted the lives of many Americans. The participants in my study were no 

different. As parents, some of them had to take on additional workloads, not only as caretakers, 

but also as teachers. Many parents were hesitant to meet in person while the pandemic began to 

rage in early April 2020. When I shifted my interviews online, many of the participants withdrew 

from the study due to limited time restraints as a result of taking over childcare duties. 

While my interviews were conducted in the incipient stages of this tumultuous time, it is 

very likely that parents considered their roles in enforcing Family Language Policies, especially 

for parents who relied on their DLS for their child’s Mandarin education. As a result, June noted 

that her recent watching of TV was a “recent” rule that occurred since she began to home-school 

her children. It would have been informative to follow up with the parents who I had interviewed 

in person to see if their at-home language learning strategies changed with the pandemic. I would 

have also liked to see how those parents, like Lena and Winston, who had critiqued virtual 

learning and the use of screens, reacted when the DLS switched to virtual instruction. While I did 

not follow up with parents to see if their beliefs or at-home policies changed, it would be 

enlightening to see how parents’ FLP fared in this extended time of schooling disruption.  

Relevant to this point, this study focused specifically on examining how parents 

discussed their children learning Mandarin and the strategies they utilized at home, their 

conversations may be different from reality. For example, parents may be unaware of some of 
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the practices they implement at home. A future adaptation of this present study can observe these 

parents in their day-to-day functions to yield more insight. 

While I gave interviewers the flexibility to be interviewed either alone or with their 

partner, joint interviews with both caretakers were just as fruitful if not more so than individual 

interviews. Halfway through the interview, Keri offered to solicit her husband’s perspective 

(although he later declined), and right before I interviewed Mara, she called and urged her 

husband Yeow to join. As a result, the joint interviews between Mara and Yeow allowed for a 

richer discussion by adding details to events or correcting each other if one misremembered an 

event. The couple also suggested after the interview that it was a beneficial discussion for them, 

as the questions helped them to reflect on their parenting decisions. Not only did this produce a 

richer dataset, but the interview also allowed details of a story to converge on a more accurate 

truth-telling and provided opportunities for self-reflection for my participants. In short, two was 

better than one.  

6.13 Conclusion 

This study sheds light on the importance of conducting future research in Family 

Language Policy and dual language schools, a confluence of areas of education study where little 

literature has been established. In this study, I highlighted the varied ways in which a Mandarin 

DLS influences families’ lives. My research could inform policy regarding dual language 

education in the United States and further the goals of language revitalization pioneered by 

bilingual scholars before me. With the increasing interest in bilingual schools and Mandarin as a 

global language, cultural identities in their multifaceted, varied contexts will remain an important 

topic of study. My study sought to understand the real concerns of parents who may be nervous 
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about enrolling their child and offer practical tips for language maintenance in the home. My 

findings shed light on parents’ linguistic goals and hopes for their children, their motivations for 

wanting bilingual education, their sense of their own reasons for supporting the bilingual 

schools, and their identities as parents of Mandarin learners.  

This research also provides administrators insights into parental perspectives, even if they 

are not able to speak to every parent. Educators can also add to their teaching repertoire by 

linking home practices with the classroom methods. This dissertation describes how assessment 

of parents’ needs, concerns, and anxieties can inform schools on how to provide access to DLS. 

Further, my study demonstrates how parents can serve as partners in recruitment, maintenance, 

and advocacy for students in dual language settings. Because parents are crucial stakeholders, 

their concerns are not only valid but must be considered for language immersion to thrive.  

My choice to also research a Mandarin English immersion school coincided with not only 

a global pandemic but a wave of violent and deadly attacks against Asian Americans. The first 

reported case of Coronavirus in Wuhan, China led to discrimination, prejudice, and violence not 

only toward Chinese individuals but those with East Asian descent and appearances (Addo, 

2020; Ruiz, Edwards, and Lopez, 2021). These conversations with parents also took place during 

a period in which the US public opinion of China as an “enemy” of the US tripled from four 

years prior (YouGov, 2021). Further, ethnocentric and racist remarks made against Asian 

Americans including those describing COVID-19 as the “Chinese virus” recalled centuries of 

prejudice against Chinese Americans dating back to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (Huang, 

2020). The recent events pointed to the very real legacy of Anti-Asian sentiment that continues 

to persist in the present day.  
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As I listened to my interview with parents, I found solace in one interaction, by Vero, 

who explained what the dual language school meant for her family: 

Vero: “Americans have a little bit of a problem with that, with understanding 

particularly Chinese [people], and I think my kids might one day help with that 

because they talk to Chinese people every day and they know that they are not 

from Mars.”  

It is my hope that sharing parents’ experiences with their children learning Mandarin will help 

spread more narratives of understanding of linguistic and cultural differences. I wish to add to 

the literature examples of people who empathize with Chinese individuals and combat the 

constant perception that those of Asian descent are ‘foreigners’ or ‘don't belong’ in America. I 

wish to create spaces where young people—like the girl who “just arrived in the U.S. a week 

ago” who I had observed in my first Mandarin English classroom many years ago in Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina—feel at home. In a time of grieving, these words brought me consolation to see 

the visibility of parents who structure a better world for their children; to know that Mandarin 

dual language schools are leading the charge for a more inclusive society; and to dream for the 

next generation to understand not only a common language but a shared humanity. 
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Appendix A. Demographic Information 
 

Participant 
# 

Pseudony
m Parent 

Ag
e 

Ethnic 
Background 

First 
Language 

Other 
languages 

Mandarin 
ability 

Traveled to 
Mandarin 
speaking country 

Grade Level of 
Focal Children School 

Participant 1 Frieda Mother 45 
White/Caucasia
n French 

German, 
English 

No ability; 
learning Yes, China 2nd grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 2 Carol Mother 52 
White/Caucasia
n English None No ability Yes, China 5th grade, PreK4 Dragon Academy 

Participant 3 Jennifer Mother 50 
White/Caucasia
n English None No ability No 

4th grade, 1st 
grade, 
Kindergarten Dragon Academy 

Participant 4 Lin Mother 42 

Asian American 
(half-Japanese, 
half-Chinese) English 

Cantonese, 
Taisanese 

Can understand 
and speak the 
language 
somewhat Yes, China PreK4 Dragon Academy 

Participant 5 Vero Mother 45 Black/Latina 
Spanish/Engl
ish/French 

Italian, 
Mandarin 

In the middle of 
No ability and 
can understand 
somewhat 

Yes, Singapore, 
China 

5th grade, 3rd 
grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 6 Keri Mother 39 
White/Caucasia
n English Mandarin 

Can understand 
and speak the 
language 
somewhat 

Yes, Taiwan, 
China 1st grade, PreK4 Dragon Academy 

Participant 7 Eleanor Mother 44 
Asian American 
(Philippines) English None 

In the middle of 
No ability and 
can understand 
somewhat Yes, China 3rd grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 8 Magaly Mother 39 Hispanic Spanish 

English, 
French, 
Arabic No ability No 

Kindergarten, 
PK3 Dragon Academy 
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Participant 9 Nina Mother 48 
White/Caucasia
n English None 

In the middle of 
No ability and 
can understand 
somewhat No 

6th grade 

Panda 
Elementary 
(former) 

Participant 
10 Lance Father 43 

Mixed 
(Chinese/Scottis
h) English None No ability No 

Participant 
11 Mara Mother 50 

White/Caucasia
n English None No ability Yes, Singapore 

6th grade 
Dragon Academy 
(former) 

Participant 
12 Yeow Father 51 

Chinese/Japanes
e English Mandarin 

Can understand 
and speak the 
language 
somewhat Yes, Singapore 

Participant 
13 Bill Father 42 

Mixed (Half 
Indian, half 
White) English None No ability Yes, China 

Kindergarten, 
PreK3 Dragon Academy 

Participant 
14 Kumquat Mother 44 

Asian American 
(Taishanese 
Chinese) English None 

Can understand 
and speak the 
language 
somewhat Yes, China 

Participant 
15 Margaret Mother 44 

White/Caucasia
n English None 

Can understand 
and speak the 
language 
somewhat Yes, China 

3rd grade, 2nd 
grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 
16 Maria Mother 43 

Hispanic 
(Spanish) Spanish 

German, 
French, 
English No ability Yes, China 

3rd grade, 2nd 
grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 
17 Lena Mother 42 

Mixed (Half 
Japanese, half 
Anglo-
American) English None No ability No 1st grade, PreK4 Dragon Academy 

Participant 
18 June Mother 42 

African 
American English Spanish No ability No 

Kindergarten, 
2nd grade 

Panda 
Elementary 
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Participant 
19 Mike Father 51 

White/Caucasia
n English None 

No ability; 
cannot 
understand or 
speak the 
language at all. Singapore, Taiwan 5th grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 
20 Winston Father 57 

White/Caucasia
n English None No ability 

Hong Kong, 
Taiwan 3rd grade Dragon Academy 

Participant 
21 Bear Father 50 

White/Caucasia
n German 

Czech, 
Spanish No ability 

Hong Kong; 
Mainland China. 9th grade 

Dragon Academy 
(former) 
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Appendix B. Participant Information Form 
 

1. Name: _____________________________________________ 
2. Age:  _______________________ 
3. Marital status:  
 

Married Single Separated/ 
Divorced 

Widowed Other 

 
4. What is your annual combined household income? 
   a) less than $30,000  

b) $30,001 - $60,000  
c) $60,001 - $90,000  
d) more than $90,000  

 
5. What is the highest level of education that you have completed?  

a. High school or less 
b. Post-high school vocational training or associate's degree 
c. 4-year college degree (undergraduate)  
d. Professional/graduate degree  

 
6. Describe your ethnic/racial background:  
 
7. What do you consider to be your "first" language(s)? (In other words, what language(s) do you 
feel most comfortable speaking in?)  
 
8. Identify languages, other than English, that are spoken in your home and who speaks them: 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9. Please tell me about your ability to speak or understand Mandarin. 

 
a) No ability; 

cannot understand or 
speak the language at 
all.  

b) Can understand 
and speak the 
language somewhat.  

c) Native speaker, 
or native-like ability in 
the language.  
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10. Have you ever traveled to or lived in an area where Mandarin was widely spoken?   
Yes ____; No ____ 
 If yes, please describe the nature of your visit (e.g., for work, for vacation, etc.) 
 
11. For each child, please provide the name, age, grade, and school attended by each of your 
children: 
 
Child 1: ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
(If applicable) Child 2: __________________________________________________________ 
 
(If applicable) Child 3:___________________________________________________________ 
 
12. How many years has each child spent in the dual language school? 

 
13. Who was most responsible for the decision to enroll your child in the dual language 
program? And why? 
 a. Yourself 
 b. Your partner 

c. Both yourself and your partner 
d. Other (Please specify: _______________________) 
 

14. What resources do you use to help your child learn Mandarin? Please check all that apply. 

● Workbooks   
● Phone apps 

● Flashcards 

● Tutors  
● Libraries 

● Confucius institutes 

● Other _______________________ 

15. What kinds of Mandarin resources do you use for entertainment?  Please check all that apply. 

● Books 

● TV shows 

● Movies 

● Podcasts 

● Radio shows 

● Youtube / Websites 

● Other _______________________ 

16. What kinds of software or social media do you use for communication in Mandarin?  Please 
check all that apply. 
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● Facebook 

● Twitter 

● Weibo 

● Skype 

● Renren Net 
● WeChat 
● Other ___________________________ 
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Appendix C. Interview Protocol 
 

1. In today’s multilingual households, it is common for parents to speak a mix of languages 
at home. For example, some parents speak English, some speak Mandarin, some use a 
mixture of the two, and others may speak another language (like Spanish or Cantonese) 
or dialect (Beijing dialect, Sichuan dialect). What kind of language(s) or mix of 
languages are spoken in your home?  
 

2. Tell me how you came to pick a dual language school for your child.  
Probes if needed: 

a) How did you learn about the school? 
b) Why did you choose a Mandarin dual language school (rather than any 

others, like Spanish or French)? 
c) Had you been familiar with dual language schools before this? 
d) Were there any risks?  
e) Some parents who enroll their children in Mandarin-English dual language 

schools worry about their child learning Mandarin at the expense of 
English. What do you think about that?  
 

3. How does the dual language program show up in your child’s life and family 
experiences?  

a) Describe how your child uses Mandarin outside of school. 
b) Describe a time when you encouraged your child to use Mandarin.  
c) Has your child demonstrated confidence using Mandarin outside school? Shame 

or reluctance? Please elaborate. 
 

4. What kind of rules, if any, do you have with your children about using one language or 
another? How did those rules come to be? 
 

5. To what extent do you predict your child will continue to use Mandarin after he/she 
graduates from the dual language school?  (Probe: how do you imagine your child using 
Mandarin in their career? Their social life?, etc.) and how did you come to make this 
prediction (i.e. why do you think that?).  

 
6. How would you describe the dual language program to families that are considering dual 

language programs? 
a) What advice would you give to a family new to dual language programs? 
b) What might you say when they communicate concern about helping kids with 

Mandarin (like homework)? 
c) What would you say to a parent who is uncomfortable with their child 

reading/watching material in another language?  
 

7. Can you describe in detail the resources you use to help your child learn Mandarin? 
[located on Survey, questions 14-16] (i.e. “you checked off that you watch Mandarin 
language TV shows. What kind of TV shows do you watch?”) 
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a) What kind of resources do you use for entertainment? 
b) What kind of resources do you use for communicating in Mandarin? 

 
8. Do you have any additional information you would like to add? (for example, about your 

child’s learning of Mandarin? About any specific activity you do at home? About any 
media your child engages with?)  

 
 9. Are there any questions I should have asked but didn’t?  
 
 10. Any questions for me? 
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