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Introduction
     In this article, Cho, Krashen & Shin (2004) discussed research studies concerning heritage language development.  Heritage languages (HL) are L1 languages defined by the authors as “language spoken by the children of immigrants or by those who immigrated to a country when young (Cho, Krashen & Shin. 2004. pg. 1).”  The use, competence, and attitudes concerning students and their heritage languages were discussed.  I am interested in reflecting on this article because of its introduction to the concept of heritage languages and a belief that I have acquired in my studies at Chapman University that the development of students’ first languages is important and needs to be encouraged by teachers.

Article Review

     This article discussed research studies in considering “how much HL speakers use their HL’s, how well they know them, and the attitudes they have toward their HL’s (Cho, Krashen & Shin. 2004. pg. 1).” 

      As second generation immigrant students advance in school, the use of their heritage languages declines, as indicated by current research.  The HL use is highest with parents and subsequently less with siblings and peers.  

      Several research articles confirmed that as these students age competency in their heritage languages decline compared to English.  Another study concluded that “by the time second generation immigrant students reach high school, they are dominant in the majority language (Cho, Krashen & Shin. 2004. pg. 2).” 

     Six different studies were cited that reported positive attitudes toward their heritage languages by elementary through high school students.  Other studies showed negative attitudes toward their heritage languages by significant numbers of high school students.  These attitudes of apathy or rejection of one’s heritage language during adolescence was described as a stage in HL development named Ethnic Ambivalence.   It appears to be a stage since other studies indicated another stage of Ethnic Emergence, where a renewed interest in one’s ethnic heritage in adulthood leads to a desire to improve competency in heritage language.

Reflection

     When I read this article I learned the term, heritage language. This term, heritage language, seems to me to be an appropriate term to describe an L1 language for students who are children of immigrants.  Often it seems confusing to me to call it a student’s first language or native language when their skills in English are higher than in the language of their parents and they learned it concurrently with English. The terms, first language or native language, have implications to me of being the language in which one has acquired the most skills, learned it before English, and learned in while residing in another country, but this is often not the case.  In my experience tutoring many second generation Asian immigrant children, it always seemed inappropriate to call it their first language; the heritage language term seems to me to be much more accurate and descriptive.

     I have always supported students who have a heritage language to develop that language.  It is also the philosophy of the tutoring school where I teach to encourage this learning; we offer classes in Mandarin and Cantonese, the primary heritage languages of our students.  In my professional opinion, even though schools do not teach all possible heritage languages, teachers need to respect students’ needs by helping them develop and maintain positive attitudes toward their heritage languages to promote increased usage and competency development in their heritage languages.
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