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Which Language: A Question Of Either/Or?

by
Baljit Bhela

Introduction

Mass worldwide immigration has dislocated and relocated people from countries tr@wvatld. As
immigrant people, these families constitute part of the ‘home country' diaspadrd.99dal 235) says that
"diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing thearselvesrough
transformation and difference". As people of the diaspora these families have bg@plgeally torn from
their extended families, traditions and homes. They have been scattered across tii¢ tilebeame time
they have retained links with their homelands but these connections are confused and ambiguousstThe
'normalise’ with the new host country and are thus caught in-between. They have been caingatand t
place where their identities, their sense of self, cannot be fixed or secured. Thaygirein a zone in which
they must recreate their past, their present, their future identities, aswiedir imagined communities
(Beardsmore, 1982; Gee, 1990 and Noguchi, 1996). While these feelings may be acute for those forced t
flee their own countries, they may also apply to those who have voluntarily chosen to emigrate.

Arnberg (1987), Luke, Luke and Carr (1994), Noguchi (1996), Aidman (1997) and McPake and Powney
(1998) contend that cultural composites, shifting and multiple identities, and multisngaae social

realities in twenty-first century life, clearly visible in classrooms anggotainds today. Bilingual individuals
are caught in a sphere of confusion arising from the need or the ability to communiciueritaeguage, be

it the mother tongue or the newly acquired language.

Mother tongue maintenance

In their comparative study of French and English societies, Harding and Riley (1986} thajge®st
immigrant families who face the issue of mother tongue maintenance areleftfactheir own devices and
find themselves faced with a number of problems:

e the management of bilingualism is not cut and dried and little support is availabieg ldee parents at
a loss as to how to maintain two languages in the family;

¢ in many cases, the mother tongue concerned is not a 'high status foreign language' arrsdihae¢he
family in question is left to its own devices as the schools naturally concentratgaitynt@anguages;

e most such families will, therefore, send their children to the local state schbel® the modern
language curriculum is, according to these authors, inadequate for their childrda;s nee

e if bilingualism is not maintained, it means that somewhere along the line, somdldogsewiis or her
linguistic identity - and it is usually the mother tongue.

Harding and Riley argue that many parents faced with these problems, in the absenceuwftcanyfs
encouragement or practical instructions, simply give up. This often results in a deep&lk®ss for one or

both of the parents and has unfortunate social and practical repercussions such asdhs ctalolility to
communicate with their grandparents. The children may then become receptive Bilndugae they
understand the mother tongue, but cannot, will not and do not speak it. A bilingual pattern emamédsewhe
parents use one language with one another and a different language with the childrdéverAdmidnt

involves one of the parents understanding but not speaking the language used between the otéwed parent
the children.
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Singh (1994), Schecter, Sharken-Taboada & Bayley (1996) and McPake and Powney (1998) argue that in
order to survive and maintain their families, the immigrant parents are caugha spuiggle to counteract
negative cultural and literary representations of their own cultures. Thawr&uwitar' is largely confined to

the private sphere of the home. Their voices, although infused with the voices of telewasmn, ra
newspapers, novels and school texts, are heard in the private spaces of their homes. Tdiculzitiag in

the home become a strange mixture of native and ‘acquired' culture, language arel practic

A concern of immigrant parents in our age of changing demographics is how to maintagitteetongue

for their children who are deemed to be language minority children at every level of thé@dicystem
(Nawano, 1994; Yamamoto, 1995 and Lambert & Taylor, 1996). Singh (1994:96) stresses the importance of
mother tongue maintenance when she says, "people who lose their language, their celtinesr hosry

souls". Parents are thus caught in a social and moral dilemma of recognising thanogof mother tongue
maintenance and acquiring proficient use of English for their children. They recduniziet of English as

the medium for educational success, which constitutes a key point of entry to accestbé wor

employment and political power. Yet, maintaining the mother tongue is seen to be a wanoigene's

roots and not losing one's soul and identity (Yamamoto, 1995; Lambert & Taylor, 1996; Noguchi, 1996 and
Schecter et al. 1996).

Per ceptions of the mother tongue

Rogers (1976), Brown (1991) and Delgado-Gaitan (1993) argue that children do not learn a mother tongue
any other language spontaneously. They point out that the process is not automatic, but reguires ti
attention, concentration, effort and an emotional bond between the children and their paressinig &
language, one adopts a "language ego” which refers to the way in which one's self-aodsgpise of
self-esteem are intertwined with language and the degree to which, in larmguesgetions, one's ego is
exposed. As children grow mentally and emotionally, they slowly develop an individual identity and an
emotional bond with their parents based in part on a shared language. If the children haviedzben ra
speaking English, it would be difficult for the parents to introduce another languager(toothes) at a later
stage (Griffin & Cole, 1984). It has also been argued that language is the primasyahdafining and
expressing human identity (Rogers, 1976; Gee, 1990 and Fillmore, 1991). As such, introducing the mother
tongue to children when they have mastered English may result in children resistipgiéeis’ attempts to
encourage the use of the mother tongue as these children have solidified theirsdentitiel the new

language (Beardsmore, 1982; Griffin & Cole, 1984 and Delgado-Gaitan, 1993).

Harding and Riley (1986) contend that a child's attitude towards a linguistic commuatytrial to its
success of maintaining links. A child who has a positive attitude towards the nativeicioyimother
tongue) is going to try to make friends within this community: this in turn is going to malendsmn his/her
learning abilities and will also increase his/her motivation to learn. If the feleils rejected or ignored, on the
other hand, he/she will not attempt to forge links with the native community and will consgdaseta

very low motivation and confidence. The child will then reduce the number of occasions that \gain&l re
communication in that language (Fillmore, 1991; Schecter et al. 1996).

As non-native speaking children increase their proficiency in a second languagsh(tighy will inevitably

begin to take on a second identity. The prospect of becoming fluent in English then takes onvee pervas
psychological dimension. The identity that the immigrant child has grown comfortablemwgiounters a

‘host’ self that thinks, feels and acts differently. As they begin to take on that neamaethey also begin to

take on the culture of the ‘host’ language. These children want to "belong" to the newandtirave a

strong need to be accepted into the new culture. They cannot exist in a vacuum and have to be part of the
new "club”. Speaking their mother tongue excludes them from this new "club" and so gradhyatlgase to

use their mother tongue and adopt the new (‘host’) language as their languagegFilB8d; Dopke, 1998).

This leads to tensions in the home as the parents are still immersed in theirgoatitey culture and

language.
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The decision to bring up children as bilinguals from birth, or to switch to or add another ladgeaget
have a single possible solution. Parents are faced with the following questions:

e what is their own language background and history?

¢ what language(s) do they speak to one another?

¢ how do they use their respective languages?

e who is going to look after their children?

¢ what are their attitudes towards their own language?

e what contacts do they have with the rest of the family?

e what are the languages concerned?

e what means of support are available for maintaining the language?

¢ would they have to change the way they communicate with one another?

¢ is mother tongue maintenance an asset or a potential liability to their childreilakasivancement?
These are the primary questions emerging from the literature and this study #inassvtsome light on the
answers. The literature has adequately discussed and clarified the issues@éotanother tongue
maintenance and the effects on the family environment in terms of the parentstipescéfowever some
important questions remain and although they have been alluded to, they remain contentiousuBseseis
related to the perceptions of the children, how they feel about their mother tongue andcth®etfe loss

of the mother tongue on them. Fillmore (1991) has discussed some of these perceptions anddtad sugg
some reasons why children choose to use the mother tongue less frequently as they grow older.

M ethodol ogy
The following research questions constituted the main emerging issues:

e What were the children’s and families’ perceptions of the mother tongue?
e What did the parents do to encourage the use of the mother tongue?

e Were there tensions/conflicts arising from the parents' efforts?

¢ What are the cognitive and educational consequences for these children?
e What are the emotional and social consequences for these children?

This paper then continues on from previous research and attempts to answer these quiestrapanof
insight, which has implications on the educational framework that these children are

Research M ethod

The case study method was used for this study. It was deemed appropriate for a numbeErfitediered
a method to observe phenomena in detail and relatively unencumbered by theoretical btagb4$aireation
and systematic interviewing seemed appropriate because the focus was on a coryjgmeocanenon
within a real-life context without experimental intervention (Yin, 1994). As the studylesigned to
uncover something of the complexity of mother tongue use in a particular group of mother tongue user
had an explicit descriptive purpose. The use of the mother tongue was observed and the tesults of t
observation led to the judgements about the status of mother tongue maintenance. The mésraie
flexible procedure that allowed for probing the participants' use of the mother tongue.
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The case study has been misperceived as a weak form of inquiry as it has insufficisioinpre
guantification, objectivity and rigor (Yin, 1994). However Yin argues that validity anditityisare aspects

of several tactics used in dealing with these issues and are implicit throughoomdluet of a case study and
not just at the beginning.

The issue of validity and reliability in this case study was addressed in sevesaFivsty construct validity
was established with the use of multiple sources of evidence (three famtliesixvédults and seven
children), and by establishing a chain of evidence as indicated in the observation of fawtilysac
interviews with the families and tape recordings of the families’ aetsvibecond, external validity was
sought through establishing the domain to which this study’s findings could be generalized. &lme dom
identified in this study was a group of families with similar conditions and inteasswgs. Reliability in this
study remained an issue that could be addressed through further studies with similalietzian
procedures applied to a similar group of families.

Participants

The participants were three immigrant families with school-aged childieg in Australia. These families
were entrenched in their own cultures and were faced with the impending problem diitthieindecoming
"Australianised”. The parents viewed mother tongue maintenance as essentitdgnadito maintaining their
culture and identities. Yet, there were tensions within the families ansingthe parents' efforts to maintain
the mother tongue.

The family backgrounds were as follows:

e the Mwangis from Kenya, who had 3 girls, aged 2, 6 and 11. The family migrated from Nairobi and had
been in Australia for nine months (at the start of the study). The father was employspthasty
surveyor and the mother was unemployed although she was an accountant. The family was from the
Kikuyu tribe and Kikuyu was the spoken language within the family. The family also spokeiSwabhil
which is the national language of Kenya. The parents were permanent residents drattwere
proficient in English.

¢ the Miyagis from Japan who had 2 girls aged 5 and 9. The family moved from Tokyo and had been in
Australia for four years. The father was employed as a contract engineer and wanpiofEnglish.
The mother was unemployed and spoke very little English. Japanese was the spoken language at hon
The parents were not permanent residents.

¢ the Wongs from Malaysia who had 2 girls and a boy aged 8, 10 and 12, and had been in Australia for
fourteen years. Both parents were proficient in English. The father was sediyechpind the mother
was a nurse. The parents were Australian citizens. Cantonese and English wpokeéndanguages at
home.

M ethod

The parents and children were interviewed on various aspects of mother tongue mainidreastaly
involved:

e three interviews with each family, for an hour each (parents and children);

e tape recordings of each family’s activities (five occasions, 30 minutes each);

¢ two interviews with the children from each family, for an hour each (in the preseriee mdrents);
e observation of the children and the parents (five occasions with each family, 20 micliles ea

Results
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The Mwangi family

Mr and Mrs Mwangi spoke Kikuyu at home, Kikuyu and Swabhili in the wider community and learned to
speak fluent English at school. Their three children Esther aged 2, Josephine aged 6 agddviEtyead

been brought up speaking Kikuyu at home, whilst learning Swabhili and English at school. Maewais f

Kikuyu and Swabhili and spoke Kikuyu in the home environment, whilst Josephine spoke fluent Kikuyu, a little
Swabhili and a sprinkling of English. Esther only spoke Kikuyu and a few words of English. Both Josephine
and Mary were enrolled in special English as a Second Language (ESL) clabsgsrmary school they
attended.

In order to support the development of Kikuyu the children attended a community language Saturday school
conducted by three other Kenyan families. Esther and Josephine were content to continudeaithitigeat

the community school but Mary was beginning to display some resentment (reported by Mrs) Mtvang
attending the school. Mr and Mrs Mwangi encouraged the children to speak Kikuyu at home by s it a
dominant language. They used Kikuyu-based story telling with Esther and Josephine but weyé findi
increasingly difficult to encourage Mary to use the language. Mrs Mwangi explained:

Mary comes home from school and speaks English... she wants to practise her Englishiso she ¢
speak as good as the other children at school. She says she speaks funny and sometimes childr
laugh at her. She gets upset and wants to fit in. What can | do? | explain to her Kikuyu is
important for our family but she cry and say "l want to be like my friends and | want my friends

to like me". It's so difficult for us. We know that she will lose her language. | don't innd the
children losing Swabhili but Kikuyu is important...it's our culture and meaning of life.

Mrs Mwangi seemed particularly concerned about Mary because she had started taynixakd English

when speaking to her sisters. Mrs Mwangi was concerned that all three childrerosedldency in this
language. She talked about the conflict she felt between wanting her childrennd&ilaigu and speak

English fluently without an 'accent’. Mary made comments about her parents' pronuncigtgisbf,

although Mrs Mwangi did not appear to mind and took the comments in good humour. The family talked
about how they learnt to speak new languages and why Mr and Mrs Mwangi pronounced words differently
from the children.

Mary felt that she wanted to 'remember' her culture and language but she alsotavastéile the other
children at school and not be different’. At the same time Mary did not want to upset hes. pdaeytalso
talked about her relatives in Kenya and said that she missed them and would like to talkinokikegu.

She felt rather 'mixed-up’ and said that she was shy about inviting her new friends into dyeaihtimay

would not understand her family. Esther and Josephine were happy to speak Kikuyu and all thetiongera
in the home environment were in Kikuyu.

Language practices in the home seemed to revolve around religious and culturesadiamework, and

reading self-selected books in English and Kikuyu. Mrs Mwangi helped Josephine and Mahgiwith t
homework by asking them what they had learnt the previous week and used this as the basig for furthe
development. Josephine and Mary were expected to do some homework every evening and this took priorit
over television and play. Mrs Mwangi checked that work was completed and 'testedudifes'shspelling

and mathematical tables as she saw appropriate. When she felt that she wasg tegpMary with her
homework or school projects she encouraged her to seek help from her friends at schoolrsr Meche

Mwangi explained that Mr Mwangi did not feel able to help the girls with their homewsdrk aorked

full-time and was busy around the house when he got home. However, she insisted that he took mgsponsibil
for hearing Josephine read every evening and helped her learn particular words in English.

The family also read the Bible together, which was in the Kikuyu language and discegssdhst related to
their everyday lives. The family attended the local church every Sunday and had made sawisaliro
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shared a similar Christian faith. The children had also made friends from the ahdrattended Bible study
classes in English. After the classes, Mr and Mrs Mwangi helped the girls tamdiettse issues as they related
to their language and culture.

Mrs Mwangi believed that reading was important and encouraged Josephine and Mary to brilgingoks
from the school library. All the literature brought home was written in Englishy Btaught secondhand
books to swap with her friends and often shared a magazine with her mother. The childdisoseraged
from reading comics as Mrs Mwangi felt 'that you can't learn anything froma@ooamir Mwangi read a
local newspaper every day, whilst Mrs Mwangi read religious texts and books aboutaedvargft. Mary
was expected to use a dictionary when she was reading to help her make sense of text awg toedevel
English by learning new vocabulary.

The Miyagi family

Mr and Mrs Miyagi grew up speaking Japanese. Mr Miyagi was on a work permit visarhieHaglish in

Japan and was a proficient speaker. Mrs Miyagi spoke very little conversationahEnky had two girls,
Yukina aged 5 in Reception and Yumi aged 9 in Year 3. Japanese was the dominant language hehome. T
children had been brought up speaking Japanese at home, whilst learning English at schagadvispdke
Japanese with her husband and children. Mr Miyagi spoke a mixture of English and Japanbasegwish t

and the girls conversed with each other in a mixture of English and Japanese. Mrs édigraegl sinxious

when the girls used English and chided them softly, reminding them to speak Japanese. She saadkde
show her disapproval. Yumi giggled and said in English that her Mum was funny. Mr Miyagicee
embarrassed when Mrs Miyagi chided the girls. He explained:

My wife she feels worried the children are going to forget their language. She tvamt to

speak Japanese all the time so that when we go back to Japan, the children will be adle to spe
Japanese properly. She feels this is important for her family tradition. For m& ittisi

important for the children to know two languages, English and Japanese...then they will have
more opportunities for their future. 1 like to live here in this country...more opportunities and
good future but my wife she wants to go back to Japan... she feels this country too western and
lose our tradition and culture...not good for children.

At this point Mrs Miyagi interrupted her husband and wanted to know what was being said. Mys Miya
seemed anxious during the interviews and wanted her husband to translate everythingshiat ®he
laughed embarrassedly and said 'yes very important for me...no Japanese no thinking...childtentimpor
speak Japanese but also education important'.

Both girls were enrolled in special English as a Second Language (ESL}¥ atads® primary school they
attended. Yumi did not appear to have difficulty with her English at school and understood hértExiglis
Yukina seemed to have some difficulty with English and Mr Miyagi explained that tHeetsdwad to use
simple instructions in English to help her along. Mrs Miyagi spent a considerable amoo# af the
primary school with the children in the classroom, particularly in Yukina's classia®istated instructions in
Japanese for Yukina and helped her with some of the tasks. She also encouraged Yukina taaetthelp f
other children in the class. Mrs Miyagi did voluntary work at the school canteen on a regislanidavas
enrolled in an English conversation class.

The children regularly attended a community Japanese language Saturday school, widigadiltent her
support by providing texts she acquired from Japan. Mrs Miyagi encouraged the girls to brirgpiieraé
texts in Japanese and waited for the girls while they attended the three-howst dlass®n as classes were
over, the lesson was reinforced at home, where Mrs Miyagi and the girls spenit an leasr going over the
lesson. The girls appeared tired and complained a little but persevered with ihre e 84rs Miyagi had
promised them a treat at the end. However, it was evident that Yumi was unhappy (scnovidedked at
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her watch several times). After the session, Mrs Miyagi apologised for Vaittiiisde.

Mrs Miyagi felt it was important for the girls to learn Japanese at home so tudy mot forget it when they
went to school. Mrs Miyagi monitored the amount and type of television programs the childecsiloxed
to watch, as they tended to imitate the language heard and she did not understand the meaning. Yumi
translated some of the words from the programs for her mother and did seem weariaatelatrtimes.

Yumi felt that she would like to speak more English at home, especially with her motheat ker friends

would be able to understand her when she was at the school. She enjoyed having her mother at school and
would like her to speak more English 'just like the other Mums'. She did not understand why her mother
needed to be different. Yumi invited friends home from school and was happy that her mother eddwrag
friendships. She however felt that she would like to do more exciting things on Saturday mostésgs of
spending three hours learning Japanese.

The family was involved in a number of language practices in Japanese, which included @udtueligious
activities. Religion (Buddhism) seemed to play a significant role in theityféifaiwith many language
practices revolving around activities with other Japanese families. Every heeekole family attended a
religious study group, which met at various members' houses in turn. The religious teinsiased into
English for some of the older children in the group, but the prayers were in Japanese. Téwe whildr
involved in a range of activities, including drawing pictures from the religious teging and religious text
quizzes. The family also read the religious text and prayed on a regular basis at thomgh &umi seemed
to be a reluctant participant at times and her mother got cross with her.

Mr Miyagi said that the children did reading and writing homework. He heard the childetamd helped

them with the identification and meaning of particular words and then signed the readinglicMiyagi also
helped Yumi with her weekly homework contract. He enjoyed reading and owned several books. He read a
local newspaper and said that his wife took the children to the library as he had enough bookgd to read a
home. These included a set of encyclopaedias and philosophical and religious texts. Hel atgdae
engineering journals and magazines. Yumi said her father read a lot and was godihgt$ba wished her
mother would do the same. The girls enjoyed reading and had several favourite books, both fiction and
non-fiction.

In addition to these language practices, story telling was also a valued prathiedviyagi household and
Mrs Miyagi spent a lot of time telling about life in Japan. Many of these stories hgtthigahquality. For the
Miyagi family stories were a major source of the retelling of family histad/the transmission of culture.
Yumi explained:

My Mum tells us nice stories at bedtime before we go to sleep. She says when we grow up we
can tell the same stories. | don't know if | can remember all the stories buthidike She tells

some in my class and my friends laugh. But | think they are laughing because she speaks funny
and they don’t understand her.

Every aspect of the conversation with the children was translated for Mrs Miyagib®ke instance elicited
a strong look of disapproval from Mrs Miyagi and it was clear that she did not want tioa segsoceed
any further.

The Wong family

Mr and Mrs Wong spoke Cantonese as their mother tongue, were fluent in Malay and learisbdEng|

school. They had three children, Joseph aged 12, Jessica aged 10 and Sarah aged 8. All threesohildre

born in Australia and attended primary school. Mr and Mrs Wong spoke a mixture of Cantoneseiahd Engl
between them, although Cantonese seemed to be the dominant language. The children had been brought u
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speaking a mixture of Cantonese and English. English was the dominant language amoldyehe chi
Mrs Wong explained:

It's like having Australian kids at home, because they are so used to speaking English...they
spend six hours at school...all their friends are Australian and they are exposed to Hiigésh al
time...very difficult lah. They come home from school and they probably use two or three
Cantonese words in that sentence, so it becomes like a mix-up altogether. But theyspélakot
fluently to us, only talk, read, write English. Sometimes | get cross, say, 'Speakito me i
Cantonese please,' but no use, they will not do this. What can | do? Sometimes | think it's our
fault but cannot force...they are growing up and very strong.

When Joseph and Jessica were younger (aged 8 and 6 respectively) they attended a Cantoueisg com
language school. However this did not last very long, and the attendance ceased aftat thgeznildren’s
request as sporting and school activities took precedence. Sarah did not attend the contmohig $/r

and Mrs Wong deemed her too young at time. Sarah learnt some Cantonese at home in tiensethc

her parents. Mr and Mrs Wong encouraged the children to speak Cantonese at home but found that they we
increasingly reluctant to speak in a language other that English.

Mrs Wong seemed a little concerned about the children, especially since they had stogiiad speach

other in any Cantonese and she was concerned they would lose whatever Cantonese they haddearnt in t
early years. She was also concerned that they had lost touch with Cantonese as thetividigty/ ravolved
around the 'western’ culture. Mrs Wong talked about her personal conflict between weanthidren to

retain Cantonese and speak English without an ‘accent'. The children made commenitegialpauéhts'

accent and pronunciation of English, although both Mr and Mrs Wong did not seem to mind and took the
comments in good humour, saying ‘what's so funny, this is how we speak and we must be proud'.

Mrs Wong explained why she felt that speaking English fluently was important:

Easier for them as they grow older...must be able to speak properly so they will fit in the
Western society, then the Australian people will understand them and not say 'why they speak
funny' and then the children also will not say 'how come we speak funny?’ Also better for them
so that they get good educati@asy to study and then get good jobs. We know they will not go
back to Malaysia, they will stay here, so better for them to speak the same as others.

Language practices seemed to revolve around religious activities, homework, spuitsarial activities.

The family attended church every Sunday and followed up each lesson through a 'study book'. Mrs Wong
encouraged the children to take a notebook to church and 'jot down notes and record anything that speaks
you and then use this to apply to your life'. The children completed their work individually, only questioning
Mrs Wong if they needed help. She then referred them to the Bible. The family also redietlzen@® prayed

on a regular basis. Mrs Wong talked about the teachings in the Bible to the children and haulthapmy

it to their daily lives.

All the children were expected to do their homework every evening and this took priority over any other
activities, although there seemed to be some conflict with Joseph as he prefplagdtonputer games or
sport with his friends. Some negotiation took place with Joseph so that his homework wasetbrApl&irs
Wong did shift work in her employment as a nurse, Mr Wong supervised the homework at times. Joseph
played cricket and Mr Wong accompanied him to each game, after which a few faomiigegated for a
social evening. The Wongs and their friends, some Malaysian Chinese as well, abedmvé&rnglish, with a
smattering of Cantonese thrown in and translation for the benefit of the non-Cantonkisg $peads.

Mr and Mrs Wong believed that reading was important and encouraged the children to bring books home
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from the school library. All the literature that was read was written in gnghd the children seemed to
enjoy reading, with the exception of Joseph who thought that he read 'well enough and could be doing
something more exciting like going to the movies with his friends'. Both Mr and Mrs Wad@ Hecal
newspaper and magazines. Mrs Wong also enjoyed reading some Chinese literatushevhichanged with
friends. The children were encouraged to use a dictionary when reading to help them undesstand ne
vocabulary.

Mr and Mrs Wong in turn helped the children with their homework, but asked Joseph to help Jéssita wi
mathematics which Mrs Wong felt was sometimes beyond her understanding. The cisédtdaooks for
projects and had a set of encyclopaedias which they were encouraged to refer to. Tmeattuldreed the
Internet as a reference for their projects. Joseph tended to be distracted whéreustegriet and browsed
unrelated sites. Mrs Wong showed her annoyance but did not say anything.

Analysis

The three families were involved in various language practices, which were emlietitar everyday lives
and which reflected their cultural, religious and linguistic backgrounds. Thehfirgtthat struck one was the
families' access to, and mastery of, different language practices (resmii@ activities, religious activities,
educational framework, sports). It appeared that through their families and widauouies the children
were, in fact, developing multiliterate perceptions of the world.

The following points from the children's involvement in these multiple literaces woncluded:

e The children in all three families had been learning a variety of scripts, whicdeaclapanese,
Chinese and the Roman script of English. However it was not only the skills of encoding and decoding
the scripts of English and the whole languages that were different, but the axjuabk practices
also differed as well.

e Some language practices, such as storybook reading, which Harding and Riley (1986) and Arnberg
(1987) saw as vital in children's language development, were seen as important bynéyach fa

¢ Children in all the families were learning to switch between languages. Withossible exception of
Joseph, they seemed to be developing impressive language repertoires.

Factor s affecting mother tongue maintenance and loss

The above conclusions were, however, somewhat complicated by the children's develo@magtaciess of
the differential status and power associated with particular languageesaétifurther complication was the
social pressures experienced by these children in the use of their mother tongue anct #ptiope towards
their language and families.

1. Different contexts of power and status

The language practices identified in the three families were accordae wiiéé status and power by
individuals within each family, the community in which they lived, and the schools the chiltkaded.
These seemed to vary according to who was involved in the practice and in what contextittee pract
occurred. For example, it was very important for the Miyagi and Mwangi children to seealeda and
Kikuyu respectively, and understand the religion of their community, where this ab#itgffleaded high
status.

The above observations influenced the ways in which the children viewed the languages¢hey wer
developing. This was clearly reflected in the children's growing reluctance tbhaiismother tongues in
everyday communication within the family The way in which the children viewed their motigeret was
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also reflected in their attitude towards English and their comments about tlesitshase of the language.
Further the children's perceptions of the status and power of their developing langer@galsevbeing
shaped by their parents.

2. Reluctance of the children to use the mother tongue

Regardless of the centrality of the children's mother tongue, all the childremhaviéikception of Esther,
Josephine and Yukina, seemed to be increasingly reluctant to use their mother tongaé teatimeror within
the wider community. It seemed that these children were prepared to act asdrauasid mediators between
home and school but preferred to use English whenever possible.

For the Miyagi children, on the other hand, Japanese was the main form of communicationimiibtties.
Yumi was beginning to realize the status accorded to the use of English among herisctusolAs Yumi
used English increasingly in her dalily activities, she could find it less functionad ttapanese and could
limit the use of Japanese to her interactions with her mother. Thus the potentialmsaredse had serious
implications for relationships within the family, especially between Mrs dfligad Yumi.

3. Emphasis on the 'correct’ use of English

The Wongs and the Mwangis held frequent discussions about language and the differerssas betw
languages. Parents and children made comments about the importance of the 'seroé&hglish. Mrs
Wong explained that the children often remarked on her Chinese accent. She felt thahpaveant that
the children fitted in because they were in Western society.

4. The need for English language skills in children's homework

The school attended by the children made demands upon children in relation to completing piogects a
preparing for tests and reading to parents, which had to be completed in English. Mrs dwia¥igs \Wong
were both able to support their children or use other resources to meet the school'sangddtavever,
Yumi did not feel that her mother could help her with homework. As a result, she excluded heramadther
often did not complete her homework.

5. Social pressures and challenges faced by the children

Social pressures at different levels confronted all the children. The childrelnedéaelevision programs,
which were in English and were subsequently influenced by the media in terms of ceatetiivities, toys,
language and fashion. Parental control was difficult with the older children and paeeatsubjected to
pressure to concede with some of the restrictions.

The children learned quickly that if they wanted to be accepted by other children, they had tadtsin E
because the others were not going to learn their language. As such these childreativated to stop using
their mother tongues before they had mastered English (in the cases of Esther, Jaseptik@a).

Discussion
Thelanguage dilemma

It was clear that the parents saw the importance of maintenance and developnmeentathér tongue. Each
family had made some attempt to ensure that the children became literatenmotheirr tongue. However,
the children's increasing reluctance to use their mother tongue highlighted tbe between the importance
of maintaining their home culture and taking on the values of the dominant society.

The younger children were extremely vulnerable when they encountered these powerifatigsdionces. It
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was especially problematic for children in the preschool period, that is, under the age thiage,

Arnberg (1987), Fillmore (1991) and Delgado-Gaitan (1993) contended that children have simpgimed re
a stable enough command of their mother tongue not to be affected by contact with a langjisage tha
promoted as heavily as English is in this society. These young children know and care albgei gtiasts,
belonging and acceptance. They quickly sense that without English they will not be ablectgapairit the
English-speaking world of the school, and so they learn it, and give up their mother tongue {Ramber
Taylor, 1996; Dopke, 1998).

Tensions and conflicts

From the parents' comments there was evidence of a conflict between wantiobikthein to become fluent
in English while at the same time wanting them to maintain and develop their mothes.tBogwas it
inevitable that fluency in English must be achieved at the expense of the mother tongue?

The Wong parents seemed to have accepted the inevitable - that Cantonese has to gizmgliai if the
children were going to achieve outcomes. As a result of this choice, Mr and Mrs Worgxperiencing a
personal conflict. Although the Mwangi and Miyagi parents were making conscious éffericourage their
children to speak their mother tongue, there were undeniable tensions and conflicts withiouseholds.

One of the more important issues raised in this study is that of negative perceptiocienesddy the

children in terms of their mother tongue. These negative perceptions are well essnpahe term

"anomie" which is defined as a feeling of personal disorientation, anxiety and suatzis(Beardsmore,

1982). Beardsmore (1982), Barrat-Pugh (1994) and McPake and Powney (1998) contended that immigrant
children often reveal symptoms of bewilderment and frustration brought about by the cotdletltds and
aspirations generated between the mother tongue and culture, and the language and thatoreside

world, overwhelmingly oriented towards the values of the 'host' culture.

For the Wong children, Yukina and Mary, this conflict could not be resolved without making a chib&e, e
to withdraw from the all-pervading Australian environment into that of their home cotyramio manifest
an open preference for the Australian set of cultural values and language, thereity gasedi and

ultimately severance from the family unit. A third alternative was withdrawakather apathetic way from
thinking in ethnic terms of any sort (Fillmore, 1991). All these solutions were beset bgdhfrahe
children’'s psychological development as they implied rejection of an important comporterseothildren’s
life-pattern. In short, it would lead to a confusion of identity (Dopke, 1998 and Lambert & Taylor, 1998).

The Wong children were unable to resolve the conflicting demands made upon them by the twio-linguis
cultural communities in which they found themselves. Yukina was beginning to feel thistcamdl it

appeared inevitable that Mary would feel this conflict in the near future. GriffirCate (1984), Fillmore

(1991), Dopke (1998) and Lambert and Taylor (1998), proposed that such conflicting demands are acute fot
the young adolescent trying to develop a complete set of personality traits along tremddfennels. These
children tried to reconcile two divergent linguistic and cultural patterns and fourgbgiimaccessible,

leading to feelings of frustration, especially so since the cultural norms obllausind each of the cultures
represented in this study were highly differentiated.

All the children, with the exception of Esther, were aware of their linguistic queaées and conscious of
their cultural implications as they progressed further in the learning of Endlisin&w" community raised
its expectations for these children to conform as they progressed towards gadaienpy in English. It
was here that the children's communicative as opposed to their linguistic compedsrmeught home.
These children spoke with acceptable accents and accurate syntax, but may not have bedrravar
cultural implications of what they were saying and may have provoked astonishment and evignifitbstil
message did not coincide with the assumptions the Australian speaker assotietieel particular code
(Barrat-Pugh, 1994, Singh, 1994, and Yamamoto, 1995).
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What islost?

There was evidence, albeit anecdotal, to be gleaned from the interviews conductestudyhiBhe changes
in the communication patterns in the home could have serious consequences on parent-onidhigsah
serious problem for the children was how they managed the linguistic adjustments theyxewitaoly make

if they were to live in this society. Fillmore (1991) and Delgado-Gaitan (1993)esirdsst the consequences
of losing the mother tongue are extensive, and that it does affect the social, emaigmtec and
educational development of these children, as well as the integrity of theiefaaniti the society they live
in.

What is lost is the means by which the parents nurture their children. When the paranabbed¢o use the
mother tongue with their children, they cannot easily convey to them their values, beliessiorn awbout

how to cope with their new experiences (Fillmore, 1991, Singh, 1994, Noguchi, 1996 and Schecter et al,
1996). Singh suggested that parents are instrumental in ensuring children retamuilkehrough the
maintenance of their mother tongue and culture. Language and culture form one’s identity aasdtanf
practices that produce meanings for an individual (Hall, 1990). Hence, if the mother tdogtigh&en Singh
(1994) argued that the invisible bond between a parent and child is severed and lost. Rifts ddualp a
families lose the intimacy that comes from shared beliefs and understandings.

Hall (1990), Delgado-Gaitan (1993) and Barrat-Pugh (1994) contended that there are caggitive
educational consequences of mother tongue loss. They argued that there is a connectionmuthsee
tongue loss and the educational difficulties experienced by many immigrant children. rychittyen
frequently give up their mother tongue long before they have mastered English. But what Happ&ns i
efforts to learn English are not altogether successful? This issue isHtigthlig the cases of Esther,
Josephine and Yumi. These children may end up with "fossilized versions" of the two lanth&igemther
tongue and English rather than with fully realized versions of either languagenfgammd 995; Noguchi,
1996). In the classroom, these young learners spend a lot more time talking with one anothey tthan t
with their teachers, and the English they hear most often is the imperfecegaspiken by classmates
rather than the more standard varieties spoken by their teachers.

Conclusion

The findings of the study showed a rich variety of rationales invoked by the parents to explaiotibes: of
behalf of the mother tongue, and indicated a multiplicity of strategies used in tleststErdeveloping the
children’s mother tongue proficiency. The manner in which the parents describedtibeatesaand
explicated these strategies indicated that they viewed the children's labghageurs in terms of their own
personal attitudes and views.

This study indicated that the three families were experiencing tensions andisatfliarious levels in their
guest of maintaining the mother tongue. The parents viewed and experienced the eveatedsgstiti
mother tongue language use in day-to-day life as enablers of, or constraints on, théomatubrzir
children’s identities as social and cultural beings. These attributed idgmhitiesover, were not necessarily
stable. They tended to be reconfigured as circumstances shifted and the pareted straggommodate the
continuities and discontinuities that defined their lives.

While consistent mother tongue use on the part of parents may be helpful in the beginnéngf sigiggual
development because it helps young children distinguish between the languages (Dopke, 1998)nibtshoul
be considered as an absolute requirement throughout bilingual children-raising (BaRiieg 1986,

Fillmore, 1991, Noguchi, 1996 and Schecter et al, 1996). Rather than seeing themselves as meithgie of
language, that is the mother tongue, parents are probably more effective if thdythegaselves as models
of bilingualism and biculturalism, constantly adapting to their children's changguiskic and social needs
and being sensitive to these changes. Lambert and Taylor (1996) argued that flexgeiityjty and
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sensitivity are far more important in raising well-adjusted bilingual cmiltlian absolute linguistic
consistency could ever be.

In conclusion these families were experiencing tensions and conflicts (in the Wlyy, fsome of which are
imminent (in the Miyagi and the Mwangi families). It is evident that there wegative feelings experienced
by the older children (Jessica and Joseph) towards the use of the mother tongue in the homesetidironm
may be said that Mr and Mrs Wong were sensitive to their children's feelings aagtmerx and opted for

the use of English, at the expense of their mother tongue, Cantonese, in the household to easkesmme of
tensions.

The Miyagi household was beginning to feel some of these negative feelings from dukamds the

extensive use of Japanese in the home environment. The parents did not appear to be sensitigésto Yuki
self-perceptions and were slightly dogmatic in their approach towards the mageaialapanese in the
family. This approach has the potential to alienate Yukina from her parents as skhelgevand more
independent (Beardsmore, 1982), and may lead to a rebellious young person.

It was early days for the Mwangi family as they had been in Australia for nine months and had tia
length of time and opportunity as the other two families had, to have their family unity argihstested
against the influences of the outer environment. As such, the family was as yet di@setknghly

dependent on each other for emotional support in the new host country. However, even at thigearly sta
Mary had already started questioning some of her parents' strategies to malkutainiiKthe home
environment.

It may thus be concluded that in these three families, the co-existence of two lantuageother tongue
and English was difficult to maintain, and as such, one language had to give way to the othglisAs\&as
the dominant language of the outer environment, it was inevitable that fluency and maEteglsbfwas at
the expense of the imminent loss of the mother tongue for these families. It welsaldbat there were
definite social pressures confronted by the children and that these pressuresmwéhe fsuter environment,
resulting in emotional, social, cognitive and educational consequences for the children.
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