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In this paper, I, as an educator and a language learner, examine the stories of
immigrants and their immersion into a second language and a new culture as they
maintain and\or create identities, while considering the society in which they are
immersed, the United States, which receives people from all corners of the world. The
theoretical framework I draw from is life-based narrative research, as well as literature
exploring the role of identities and membership in society. Life-based narratives give real
faces to the stories, helping school holders and lay people to develop awareness in regard
to the complexities and challenges involved in learning an additional language. I
collected data by interviewing and recording five participants, collecting their journals
and observing them in social interaction. As a result of this study, the experiences of Ana,
Sula, Olivia, Sofia and Peter reveal an intersection of influences altering or reinforcing
the newcomers’ multiple identities and their relationship with their first language.
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Introduction
Imagine a classroom where the majority of students are native speakers of the
target language, and only a few are the target language learners. A teacher dictates words
and requires the students to apply those words to sentences. The words are: defeat,
deduct, defense, detail. The following is an example of the sentences constructed
utilizing the words provided above, “The feet of the duck went through the fence before
the tail.” What would your first reaction be? Would you consider the sentence completely
wrong? Would you think the student was trying to be funny? Or would you possibly
consider he is a second language learner, building a sentence according to what he had
heard? It might be difficult to consider this situation, even imagining it impossible;
however, considering the complexities of acquiring an additional language and its
culture, such an experience and many others similar to it are likely to happen more often
than we can imagine.
Language learners face unique experiences in their new society and in their new
language. Their experiences shape their memories and the construction of their multiple
identities. As an educator, I chose to learn a second language and experience immersion
in a new culture. I faced many challenges and thought about giving up countless times.
Through both my experiences and my exposure to literature narrating the stories of
people who chose one language over another, I developed an interest in the stories of
other people, especially regarding these people’s relationship with their first language
while learning a second language.
In this study, I present the stories of people learning English as an additional
language and their relationship with their mother tongue. Additionally with my
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participant’s experiences, I analyze some of my own experiences as an English language
learner, ELL, and experiences that have helped shape my literary world. During my field
experience in an ELL classroom and in a community center I met two of my participants.
The first was Ana. I was observing one of her classmates for a project. In diverse
situations she shared bits of her story. I found the factors involving the loss of her
primary language, Bulgarian, in a short span of time intriguing. Yet more absorbing was
the fact she still was an ELL student. The second, Sula, an Iraqi, in the United States
accompanying her husband, was introduced to me by the director of the ELL program in
a community center. I needed a student to tutor and Sula needed someone to help her
with English. Additionally, she needed to fill the time she was spending alone at home,
which was making her rather homesick.
I heard about Olivia and Sofia, the Brazilian sisters, at Brazilian get- togethers.
People had mentioned that Sofia, the younger sister, avoids talking to Brazilians, and
both of them had to be sent back to Brazil for a school year to reacquire their primary
language. I thought this very conflicting, as both of their parents were Brazilians and
often organized these get-togethers. I thought it peculiar that their daughters would have
problems keeping fluency in their mother tongue.
My last participant, the only man in the group, was chosen randomly. Peter and I
lived in the same neighborhood. I thought it would be noteworthy to have someone in my
study whom I had heard nothing about, including his experiences with language
acquisition. The only information I had about Peter was his country of origin, Bulgaria.
Examining Peter, Ana, Sula, Sofia and Olivia’s stories, my own experiences
became noticeable. I became acutely aware of how a new culture and academic
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environment strongly interfere with shaping and constructing the newcomers’ multiple
identities. An intersection of influences is involved in the acquisition of an additional
language, altering or reinforcing the relationship and the feelings towards the first
language, and resulting in the maintenance or loss of a mother tongue.
With the intersection of influences in mind, my inquiry relates to questions such
as the following: What are the factors related to the loss of a language?; What factors can
be related to the feeling of keeping a language as part of a person’s identity?; What kinds
of experiences in the process of learning an additional language influence someone to
stop using his mother tongue? The purpose of this study encompasses the challenges
speakers of English as an additional language face in regard to their cultural identities and
the use of their first language.
Through the study of life-based narratives, we as school holders may learn more
about the challenges faced by second language learners. Their challenges can then be
used for complementing and/or modifying teaching approaches that may help educators
to smooth these students’ difficulties. Additionally important is the knowledge of certain
concepts such as bringing the outside in, by bringing in home culture’s influences into the
classroom, the use of prior knowledge (Freire, 1997), and the presence of the symbolic
power created by the linguistic market (Bourdieu, 1977), as well as the influence of these
concepts in the factors involving the maintenance of the mother tongue.

4
Review of Literature
First Language Maintenance and Loss with the Acquisition of English
English Acquisition
I am an ELL, an English Language Learner, and always will be. From this
theoretical framework you are about to read, I assume my “interest,” which you may call
it my “bias,” in the intersection of influences involved in the acquisition of English,
altering, reinforcing and or creating identities related to the maintenance and loss of a
first language. My experiences have definitely played a crucial role in the subject I chose
to research. Residing in the United States for the last three years and experiencing the
diversity of language and culture has fueled a desire in me to understand more about
similar groups of immigrants and how they maintain their language and culture while
living in an English-speaking society, and moreover to carefully research those factors
that influence the loss of a mother tongue in early generations. In my academic life, I
have noted the increased number of studies detailing not only the acquisition of a new
language, but also the parallel growth of the primary language loss during that acquisition
period, in this case, English being the acquired language (Fillmore, 2000; Fishman,
1996). Among these readings, life-based narratives illustrate a variety of factors which
may influence the maintenance and/or the loss of a first language. Primarily these are two
fold: the relationship a second language learner has with his mother tongue and his
feelings of acceptance from the new culture. Both factors certainly play important roles in
the learning process of an additional language, influencing how the learner perceives
himself when using his mother tongue.
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While studying English, I frequently attempted to connect it to my mother tongue;
this caused me to reflect on other second language learners. I asked myself what kinds of
experiences may be similar for us all when learning an additional language. Once more,
my academic life has exposed me to life-based narratives and research that describes a
polarized process of language acquisition, generally in one of two directions: additive or
subtractive (Fillmore, 1991). I was immediately intrigued by the possibility of learning a
language as a subtractive process. What kinds of experiences would language learners
face that would ultimately steer them in one of these directions or even toward a highly
undesirable middle ground, where the learner does not acquire proficiency in either
language?
Forces that direct language learners toward additive or subtractive second
language learning may be explained, in part, by Bourdieu (1977), in concepts, such as
cultural capital and the linguistic market. Bourdieu’s (1977) linguistic market has
standards of acceptance: the way people speak, the language people speak, and the
sounds made when people speak. All of these will influence how they are perceived by
others. This is not only a matter of communication but also a matter of distinction. There
is a symbolic power involved in this, a power of suggestion of what the linguistic market
will accept as competent.
The awareness of a linguistic market becomes apparent to newcomers when
introduced to these distinctions while acquiring a language. Newcomers soon become
aware of the linguist privilege of native speakers of English (Goldstein, 2003).

As an

adult learning English, many times I was, and still am, self-conscious of my accent. This
led to the self-limited critiques as I tried to express myself effectively. Fearful of certain
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conversational situations I found myself summarizing and convincing others that I
understood what was being said. I wanted to be part of the linguistic market, able to
pronounce words without having people furrowing their brows and struggling to
understand my accent. I wanted to function with distinction to express myself critically
without having my thoughts lost or fragmented while figuring out which words to use and
how to organize the sentences. The following quote succinctly illustrates the symbolic
power the linguistic market exercises over speakers.
The recognition extorted by this invisible, silent violence is expressed in explicit
statements … to which dominated speakers, as they strive desperately for
correctness, consciously or unconsciously subject the stigmatized aspects of their
pronunciation, their diction… and their syntax, or in the disarray which leaves
them speechless, tongue tied, at a loss for words, as if they were suddenly
dispossessed of their own language. (Bourdieu, 1977, p.52)
The experiences English language learners have in an ELL classroom are
completely different from those they might experience in a regular classroom. The
transition from an ELL classroom, with a supportive environment, to the mainstream may
cause a shock to newcomers (Miller, 2003). It may drive them to believe they have been
misled, thinking their English was adequate for their immersion within the mainstream. It
is additionally in the mainstream that newcomers experience language as social action,
making meaning of the discourses in which they are a part (Gee, 1990). As an English
Language Learner, I remember the feeling of progressing with English, learning how to
communicate better and use the rules of the language, such as sentence structure and
applying appropriate grammar to it. I could perceive the development of my skills and
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was gaining a feeling of confidence to speak publicly among other English Language
Learners. When I was finally immersed in a regular classroom with native speakers of
English, the symbolic power, cited by Bourdieu (1977) in the above quote, took place.
The fluency which I had thought to have acquired in the ELL classroom was now
insufficient to feel confident among native English speakers. Organizing the sentence
structure in my mind of what I wanted to say and preparing myself to speak in public
made me ““speechless” many times, and made me feel “dispossessed” of my own
language” (Bourdieu, 1977, p.52). Fortunately, being fluent in my first language and
having reached achievements both academically and professionally in my home country,
helped me to understand that the process of learning a second language happens
progressively.
Identities are discursively constructed (Goldstein, 2003; Miller, 2003; Haneda,
2009). Acquiring English shapes and construct the newcomers’ multiples identities.
Immersed in the new language and culture, newcomers are constantly introduced to the
new discourses1 within it. Newcomers are constantly trying to fit categories and as a
consequence defining their multiple identities. The immersion in the new culture brings
an awareness of the new modes of description, driving them towards action while
considering the new possibilities (Hawkins, 2005; Freire, 1997). Acquiring English plays
an important role in the relationship of newcomers with their first language. It plays an
important role in the maintenance or loss of a first language. It influences the
construction of their multiple identities. In fact not having the mother tongue
acknowledged in school or receiving negative messages concerning the first language

1

Discourses, the social, cultural and linguistic interactions. The norms and requirements to be part of a
group. Or simply, the new reality around a person’s experiences.
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may also influence the learner’s relationship with his culture and first language.
Language is a powerful way of getting support, of bringing people to us, such as when a
crying baby understands that he will get some attention through this action. A speaker
knows that to get attention, to be heard, he needs to be part of the linguistic market,
understanding the hierarchy present in discourse and being a competent speaker within it.
Learners may gain this confidence through the acknowledgement from the host society of
other languages and cultures being as important and valued as English, understanding
that there are many advantages in becoming bilingual, and that the process of being
recognized as a competent speaker in the linguistic market will come with time and
practice. When the host society expresses sensitivity to the learners’ backgrounds, their
connection with their homeland culture and language is affected positively (Chan, 2006).
Connected to Bourdieu’s (1997) ideas, the constitution of a linguistic market and
“habitus,” the way we will react to situations, is found in the work of Paulo Freire (1997)
in The Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In his book Freire (1997) argues that people may live
in a silent group when they do not have an awareness of the world surrounding them.
This means that sometimes people accept their condition of oppression according to the
experiences they face. Freire (1997) claims that one way to liberate these people from
their condition is by using their experiences to help them learn about themselves. Using
their experiences, bringing the outside in, connecting the learning of a new language with
learners’ first languages and cultures, and letting them share their experiences and stories
from their home countries may be ways to help with their development of confidence
with the new language. Freire (1997) illustrates the use of students’ experiences in the
classroom as the simple use of words or situations which are part of the students’ daily
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lives. In the process of learning a second language, the learner needs a connection with
his culture and language to make sense of the new environment, to have a feeling of
confidence, of belonging, of being part of a global community and to not feel
“oppressed,” as Freire (1997) would say.
Learning an additional language is not a linear sequence, such as nouns first, then
verbs, etc. The process happens through “chunks” of language in meaningful contexts.
Both Freire (1997), through the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and Andrews (2006), in
Language Exploration and Awareness, agree that meeting the needs of the students aids
in successful learning. Andrews (2006) also calls for the need for changes in education,
due to who our clients are. He states that a decade ago, small towns were more likely to
have students whose first language was mainly English; however, this has changed, and
now if a teacher has never had a speaker of English as a Second Language before, this
will soon happen.
Arnot, Pinson, and Candappa (2009), in their article, “Compassion, Caring and
Justice: Teachers' Strategies to Maintain Moral Integrity in the Face of National Hostility
to the ‘Non-Citizen’," stand side by side with Freire (1997) and Andrews (2006) in regard
to caring about who the learners of a second language are, along with speaking for
justice, giving opportunities for every student to learn. In their research in London, they
analyze the responses from teachers to asylum seeking refugees in schools. One of the
teachers in the article expresses her respect for the refugees and imagines how the
refugees might feel when they sit for the first time in a British classroom and do not
speak the language. The authors focus on social justice and try to differentiate the
treatment of these children from that of Immigrant Law Practitioners with the emphasis
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that immigrant children are, first and foremost, children and not immigrants. From this
standpoint, the authors focus on the need to give the refugee children the support they
need, just as any other child would need, concluding that to have compassion is to have
respect for others.
The ideas of caring and using students’ experiences to teach them about the world
in which they are immersed and helping them make sense of their own existence
connected me to my childhood memories. I helped my mother and two cousins, who were
just a few years older than me, in learning how to read and write. I was probably seven or
eight years old when I started teaching my mother through the activities I had learned at
school, but mostly by teaching her through her needs, such as signing her name in public
or writing a letter to our relatives in the northeast part of Brazil. The activities I was
doing in school, the simple words and children’s stories, were interesting both to me and
to my mother. In my mother’s case, this was because these activities were part of her
daughter’s life. She started to learn through her own reality. I was fourteen when I
started teaching my cousins, two young adults. I had no experience, except as a student
and as my mom’s instructor. I recalled what I had learned from my teachers to teach
them. Signing their names was probably the most exciting practice; however, the system I
had gone through as a child was not sufficient for them or interesting for their reality and
needs. Understanding the documents from their work, such as descriptions of their
paychecks and extra hours they had worked, was further motivation for my cousins to
learn more about the literary world. They would also ask me for specific words. As I had
done for my mother, I would help them to write letters to their family members. I had to
teach the basics to them, such as the alphabet and sounds of the letters; however, using
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childish activities that had worked for me would not work for them. Those memories
illustrated to me what Dooley (2009), Freire (1997), Andrews (2006) and others cited
above mention in relation to understanding more about students’ backgrounds to teach
them from a meaningful context (Chan, 2006).
Dooley (2009), for example, in her article, “Re-thinking Pedagogy for Middle
School Students with Little, No or Severely Interrupted Schooling,” deals with the
challenges, such as illiteracy, that teachers face in Australia with the arrival of new
students who are refugees from Africa with little or no literacy at all. The study also
illustrates the need for caring and justice, while still recognizing the necessity for new
pedagogies that can reach the needs of these students who come with deficits in the
curriculum that vary from country to country with interrupted or no schooling. As a
result of these deficits, these students’ ages are also not compatible with the grades in
which they should be placed. The study illustrates the strategies of some teachers in the
use of prior knowledge in order to teach these students, while other teachers focus on
only teaching regular skills, not deepening their lectures.
Additional analyses of the feelings that speakers of another language can have
both towards English and their mother tongue when suffering prejudice can be found in
“The World Outside and Inside schools: Language and Immigrant Children,” by Valdes
(1998). Valdes specifically analyzes students who come to school with “zero” English.
The author describes the differences between regular classrooms and sheltered
classrooms (ESL), with the latter ones having instruction that tends to be trivial, such as
teaching commands in folding a paper, with whom to sit, etc. Valdes (1998) describes the
school as being two different schools in one building, one for the ESL students and the
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other for the native English speakers. Both Valdes (1998) and Freire (1997) illustrate the
idea of caring about students’ experiences in order to immerse them in Bourdieu’s (1977)
linguistic market as competent members.
Acquiring English as an additive process is adding one more resource to
newcomers’ arsenal. It is language choice, as studies, such as Pavlenko’s (2004) have
shown that language learners codeswitch to establish an affective stance. Language
choice is connected to express emotion, mark distance or simply to signal intimacy.
Miller (2003) writes, “We represent and negotiate identity, and construct that of others,
through speaking and hearing” (p.294). Reflecting on this idea of constructing identities
through language choice connects to Freire’s (1997) concepts of silent groups.
Newcomers sometimes may become voiceless in certain contexts, as the result of
intimidation, real or just imagined. Important here is the influence of the new discourses,
directing newcomers to establish a relationship with their first language, that may drive
them towards the maintenance or to an undesirable outcome of the loss of the mother
tongue along the way. One of the factors that may influence this undesirable outcome is
language policies along with the beliefs within them (Tse, 2001; Chan, 2006).
Examining language policies in the context of the United States, it is possible to
observe the argument of two opposing groups: linguistic pluralists and assimilationists, in
regard to U.S. language policies and the value of linguistic equality (Schmidt, 2000).
Pluralists claim that the social inequality of minority groups in the United States is
connected to the issue of language policy. Language policies are not an issue only in the
United States; there are conflicts and dilemmas toward language policies in other
continents, as well, such as Africa, where English or another tongue is the primary
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language. Assimilationists state that there is no question that English is the language of
power in U. S. society, communication, commerce, education and political life.
Assimilationists consider that the way to assist a minority language group toward greater
equality is through the mastery of the English language. One point on which both sides
agree is that English is the primary language of the United States, and U.S. residents are
advised to master it. While both sides agree that everyone has the right to learn and speak
a non-English language, they strongly disagree about the appropriate terrain on which to
use the non-English language. Schmidt (2000) states that pluralists and assimilationists
claim to respect the diverse ethnic origins of the American, but the protagonists,
themselves, tend to not recognize their areas of agreement.
While pluralists and assimilationists debate where a foreign language could be
used, Tse (2001) explores the many beliefs surrounding the use of the first language in
the process of schooling. Many of these beliefs include that immigrants resist learning
English, their children fail to learn it, and immigrants segregate themselves linguistically
from the mainstream of society by immersing themselves in their home language
community. The author also states that such beliefs were and are the support for the
amendments of the Official English Language. These beliefs are also some of the reasons
given against bilingual education in the United States. Another consequence that these
beliefs bring is the influence on school holders in the English as a Second Language
programs to not use an important tool in the education of second language learners, their
mother tongue.
Research from Hatoss and Sheely (2009) analyzes the maintenance of the first
language among refugees who face prejudice because of their status and identity as being
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refugees. They explore the belief that refugees tend to reject their first language and
culture in order to be free from labels and stigmas. Conversely, even though students
might suffer prejudice because of their mother tongue, the authors gather evidence of a
strong feeling toward maintenance of the refugees’ mother tongue for different reasons.
In this research, students report the use of their mother tongue in different environments
and groups. They cite that their mother tongue connects them to their culture and
families, and if they lose their language, they also will lose their culture. Another point
made by the students is the fact of their ability to help their community, especially those
who do not know English. The students in this study also claim the importance of
knowing English, because English is an important language, since it is spoken in many
parts of the world and is the language of mutual understanding.
Language policies and the speech of different groups influence the pedagogies
utilized in schools and the way people perceive speakers of another language other than
English (Tse, 2001; Chan, 2006). Cummins et al.’s (2005) article, “Affirming Identity in
Multilingual Classrooms,” explores the use of prior knowledge as not only information or
skills acquired during formal instruction, but the totality of experiences in shaping a
learner’s identity. Cummins et al. (2005) illustrate that, different from some language
policies, the student’s home language is an essential piece for school while facilitating the
flow of knowledge between home and school and across languages. This project, called
“Dual language text,” is one in which students tell their stories in English and in their
home language, involving parents, as well as peers and teachers who are also speakers of
the students’ first language.
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Language Loss and Maintenance
The possibility of losing the language that connects me to my extended family is a
sad thought to me. It is definitely something that had never been a concern, in relation to
learning an additional language, until the time I was exposed to this issue in my academic
life. With the number of immigrant children and children of immigrants losing their
mother tongue, language loss is an issue that has recently raised concerns. When a mother
tongue is lost, with it goes the connection to the mother culture, and sometimes the
family’s ties are affected, as well (Rodriguez, 1982). Fillmore (1991) explores the
problem of subtractive bilingualism in children of immigrants, especially within the
program of Early Education. Subtractive bilingualism is happening more rapidly today in
comparison to earlier times.
Face-touching: A Story Book, by Sandra G. Kouritzin (1999), illustrates the
conflicts connected to subtractive bilingualism with life narratives of many children of
immigrants (those born in the host country), as well as immigrant’ children (those who
immigrate at early age), and their experiences in the new country, learning a second
language and losing their first. With their experiences, with their losses, come feelings of
anger, discomfort, and the feeling of not belonging to either culture. Their narratives
illustrate the lives of those who have lost contact with their extended family, because of
their lack of fluency in their first language. In their narratives the struggle of some to
communicate deeply with their parents, who did not learn English enough to be involved
in deep conversations, is noticeable. Some of these people saw their parents pass away,
and they tell of their sadness because of their inability to fully comprehend their parents’
experiences, as well as not being able to give their parents a better understanding of their
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lives, especially their careers. In their losses, they struggle with resentment, anger and a
mixture of feelings, which follow them throughout their lives.
Similar to Kouritzin (1999), Fillmore (2000) proclaims the consequences involved
in the language loss, such as the breakdown in communication among family members
and identity conflict. An additional conflict is found in children not developing proper
fluency in any language, considering that most of the time the models of speakers that
children of immigrants have are within their peer group, consisting mostly of people of
the same background as themselves. Fillmore (2000) additionally explores the dramatic
change in the loss of the ethnic language occurring in earlier times between the second
and third generations and currently happening among the first generation immigrants.
Furthermore, the author claims that immigrant children receive the message that there is a
problem being part of another culture, and the solution to this is to follow the American
ideology of speaking English as a sign of loyalty to America and also serving as a
synonym of individual acceptance in America.
Fishman (1996) goes further in his analysis of what is lost when someone loses
his mother tongue. He points out that there is much more than a language that is lost; with
it goes the culture and other aspects, such as its literature, greetings, proverbs, prayers,
and so on. The author claims that culture is in the language.
An interesting point made by Fishman (1996) is in regard to the resistance of a
community to acknowledge that its language is in danger. A community with a language
in danger tends to believe that their children will learn it when they get older, but then a
new language has already been introduced to that generation, and the relationship with
the community language will not be the same. The author also raises the point of it being
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an unfair competition, trying to restore or maintain one language from a weaker culture to
a stronger one. Additionally, Norton (1998) also explores subtractive bilingualism.
Norton (1998) examines the acculturation model of second language acquisition by
Shumann. In this examination, Shumann analyzes social factors of the target language
group which influence the acculturation process. This polarizing process either drives
immigrants to subtractive bilingualism, the loss of fluency in their primary language, or
to a desired outcome of additive bilingualism. This last concept involves the normal
process of increased language acquisition. Both Fishman (1996) and Norton (1998)
mention the importance for teachers to bring to parents’ attention the concept of
subtractive and additive bilingualism, where subtractive bilingualism can cause not only
language loss but an identity crisis.
Within a language is the development of others’ ideas and unique expressions of a
culture. Language is a social action, where people establish a relationship of power and
accept discourses as meaningful (Gee, 1990). Why then, choose one language over
another? Why not keep both instead of choosing? Language loss is definitely an issue of
which school holders and policy makers should be aware.
In the book Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez, Rodriguez
(1982) describes his life and his conflicts in learning a second language, a public
language, leaving behind his private language. Rodriguez (1982) tells his feelings about
rushing back home after school and hearing that private language, which drew his family
closer and gave him a feeling of comfort. He greatly describes his experiences of hearing
English and feeling like an outsider of that culture. The author shares his story about
being completely immersed in English, even at home, when his parents started to use
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English, upon his school’s request, and the changes it brought to his life, both positive
and negative. This intriguing autobiography of Rodriguez and his education is an
interesting illustration of someone who chose one language over another and, as a result,
his family’s relationship was affected by broken communication.
Another interesting narrative is described by Carger (1996) in her book, Of
Borders and Dreams. In this book, the author relates the challenges a Mexican-American
family, the Juarezes, go through to support their children in school, while the parents do
not speak English and the oldest son, Alejandro, has the role of interpreter, though he has
little proficiency in the target language. Alejandro, an 8 th grade student, faces the
struggles with the English language and the lack of empathy from most of his teachers
regarding his slow development. The family also faces the abuse of the principal, who
uses their religious beliefs to intimidate them.
Reading this narrative, I found myself being Alejandro, per se, many times. As a
second language learner, I struggled, and still do at times to learn a language and feel part
of the community I am in, without having to give up my identity. Learning a language is
not really the biggest challenge, for soon second language learners start to communicate
the basics to “survive”. However, for me, the hardest was, and is learning about a whole
culture. For instance, while I was simply an ESL student I felt affirmed by my teachers
and I carried my culture along. Once I was immersed in the English-speaking world, I felt
unable to demonstrate the skills that I had developed in my country. I felt like a slower
learner and with some kind of deficit, as well. This was the way I thought people
perceived me, because of my lack of proficiency in the language and my lack of
knowledge in simple discussions about the culture. Many times I reiterated to myself my
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goals and why I should not give up because later on I would have the reward and some
knowledge about the culture. Along in this path, despite the fact that I am an adult with
my personality formed and knowing what I already did in regard to teaching, I still
needed affirmation from peers and teachers in order to continue on. I can imagine how
hard it is for a child or an adolescent trying to negotiate his participation in this new
“world”, since it has been greatly difficult for me, one who actually chose to experience
it. Maintenance of a primary language may be challenged when second language learners
feel unable to express their knowledge and skills through the use of their additional
language.
Becoming aware that in order to succeed, especially academically, mastering
English is not the only requirement, but learning how to negotiate participation in the
new discourses may influence newcomers’ identities. The new discourses “invariably
change the persons that students become since “coming to know is part of a larger
process of coming to be a particular kind of person” in a particular community of
practice” (Haneda, 2009, p. 338). Furthermore, the construction of language learners’
multiple identities towards a desirable bilingualism or multilingualism condition can be
definitely reinforced by the influence of prior knowledge (Chan, 2006).
No one is a blank recipient; everybody has a story and experiences. It does not
matter if a person is literate or not. Pre-existing knowledge is present within the
experiences a person faces. In “Agency and Contingency in the Language Learning of
Refugees and Asylum Seekers,” Baynham (2006) explores the movement that has been
named “New Literacy Studies,” which emphasizes the use of students’ experiences in the
new community for both the construction of knowledge and learning.
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The author explores the students’ agency in bringing the “outside in,” as well as
how the teachers approach these situations. The author points out the importance of
having knowledge distributed among all participants and not just being the exclusive
domain of the teacher. Even my basic teaching experiences from my childhood reminded
me of this same fact, that knowledge is not an exclusive domain.
Cummins et al., (2005), in “Affirming Identity in Multilingual Classrooms,” cited
earlier, point out the use of prior knowledge as not only information or skills acquired
during formal instruction but the totality of experiences in shaping a learner’s identity.
The student’s home language is an essential piece for school while facilitating the flow of
knowledge between home and school and across languages. The authors also state that
through the projects cited in the article, educators have the choice to go beyond the
curriculum, meeting both standardized tests, as well as acknowledging and respecting
students’ prior knowledge. Language learners bring a rich linguistic repertoire to school.
Nero (2005) furthers this concept by pointing out that considering only a narrow part of
this repertoire, such as their written and oral skills in English, considering placement, per
se, may be problematic to the construction of identities.
In “Re-thinking Pedagogy for Middle School Students with Little, No or Severely
Interrupted Schooling,” Dooley (2009), cited previously, analyzes the use of prior
knowledge to connect with conceptual knowledge. An example of this would be in
connecting the students’ experience as refugees to relate to situations that took place
during the Russian Revolution. In “Language Maintenance and Identity among
Sudanese-Australian Refugee-Background Youth,” Hatoss and Sheely (2009), also
mentioned earlier, explore the idea of the abandonment of the mother tongue in order to
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exit from the refugee status. However, the authors’ findings contradict their primary
focus. Instead, Hatoss and Sheely (2009) discover a strong feeling toward maintenance of
the mother tongue connected to the refugees’ cultural identities, as well as being used for
networking purposes. The use of prior knowledge is an effective way to include minority
students in school during their learning processes. Important ideas about the use of prior
knowledge and examples of it are discussed in these qualitative research studies.
Considerations
Throughout the literature review I have intended to analyze factors which are
known about language loss and maintenance during second language acquisition. Along
with the analysis, it is essential to realize that everyone brings with them life experiences
(Chan, 2006; Cummins et al., 2005). In a classroom, instructional literacy does not start
from ground zero. This is true both for native speakers and for additional language
learners. People bring knowledge with them; some may be literate in their mother tongue,
but even for those who are not, they bring a spoken prior knowledge from their stories of
experience. Though my mother was not literate and my dad was semi-literate, my
brothers and I loved to hear their stories of life. I could feel their confidence and
happiness present in their voices during those moments of sharing. Today, I know those
moments empowered them as parents, but especially as distinct speakers, possessing
specific knowledge. Students’ language has encoded in it pre-existing knowledge.
Making use of students’ prior knowledge is essential to help them make sense of their
education and their values as competent members of the new group of which they are a
part.
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Language policies and beliefs, as well as, the way people feel they are perceived
by others as being different from the majority, may influence the maintenance or loss of a
language (Tse, 2001; Schmidt, 2000; Chan, 2006). Developing an awareness of simple
factors involving language acquisition may contribute to better learning experiences. In
the loss of a language, so much else is lost with it. Family relationships can be greatly
affected by the lack of communication or broken communication caused by language
barriers (Rodriguez, 1982; Fillmore, 1991; Fishman, 1996). A person may miss the
opportunity of valuing his home country’s culture, as well as feeling that his culture is not
as valid as the one in which he is immersed. It is essential to realize that learning an
additional language can be such a benefit when another language is not subtracted as a
result. Learning another language brings to a person an awareness of other cultures and
an understanding of his place in his own culture.
With the immersion into a new language and culture, especially considering
English in the United States, language learners are introduced to new discourses
(Hawkins, 2005; Goldstein, 1994; Haneda, 2009; Gee, 1990). In fact they are surrounded
by influences. The power of the linguistic market soon finds its place with new modes of
descriptions. These discourses have the power of imposition on newcomers, handing
them a decision to either accept or reject its requirements. With the influence of the new
discourses and concepts newcomers define their position within the new society of which
they are now a part. Defining their position with the influence of these forces newcomers
start to shape, alter and construct multiple identities, such as social, linguistic, and
cultural interference in the relationship of maintenance or loss of a first language, as we
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see in research by Hawkins (2005), Norton (1998), Pavlenko (2004) to name only a few
scholars in this field.
Methodology
This study consisted of a qualitative approach, looking more in depth into the
stories of speakers of English as a second language and their relationship with their
mother tongue. I chose to use the life-based literary narratives research style to draw data
for this study.
My option of life-based narratives was related to my experiences as a student and
a teacher and the path of literacy in my own life. Reflecting back, I had always had a
passion for school and for the literacy introduced to me there. Analyzing my family’s
narrative of experiences in schooling made me recognize the importance of students’
stories to establish a significant relationship to their academic lives. My mother had three
days of experience in school in her entire life. After a cow accidently trampled her on a
dirt road on her way to school in Northeastern Brazil, my grandfather said she was not
going back to school anymore since from his point of view, school was not a place for
women; women should be mothers and housekeepers. While my mother saw her dream
coming to an end, at the same time, my father was faced with living on the streets at the
age of eight, two years after his mother had died. Some years later, one of his aunts found
him and took him to her house. My father had just a third grade education. Growing up
listening to my parents’ stories their struggles in life, while they were raising four
children with low wages made me not take education for granted. This came especially
because of my mom and her enthusiasm while observing us starting to read and write and
her own struggle when she had to sign something in public, where she had to put her
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thumb print in lieu of a signature. I remember, as child, trying to make her do the same
activities my teachers had me do at school, when she used to tell me, “I’m too old to
learn.” Overall, she started to read simple words and sign her name with some struggle. If
she thought someone was observing her, she would strongly tremble. Watching my
mother signing her name was much more than overwhelming; it was beautiful. Before
she learned how to do this, it was extremely frustrating and saddening to observe her
asking people if I could sign for her in her place (I was just a child); otherwise, she would
have to assume her identity as an illiterate person. My parents’ stories and their
motivation to take us to school were certainly the first sponsorships in my literate life.
Their stories were, and are, of great value. In my experiences as a teacher, I empathized
with parents who were unable to help their kids with school assignments. I knew what it
was like for the parents who felt embarrassed and for the children who would not have
the help to bring in “well-elaborated projects.”
Life-based narrative research does not give a general overview of an issue; it
gives faces to real stories to sympathize with or not. My parents’ story and other
narratives of people going through different issues give individuals, such as myself, an
opportunity to develop an awareness of issues we may not personally experience.
Through these narratives, people may develop a sense of respect for other people’s
choices. They enable individuals involved in the stories to develop an empathetic
understanding, where self-examination takes place about the real experiences of others
and the surrounding world. We cannot be empathetic with imaginary stories, though we
certainly may dream about them; however, the effect that life-based narratives bring to
our lives has a longer scope than do imaginary stories.
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Through the research style of life-based narratives, I analyzed the data,
investigating the relationship of the participants both with English and their mother
tongue, examining which language they felt more comfortable using and their
experiences while acquiring the English language. I investigated factors, such as feelings
of acceptance and experiences, which may have influenced the participants’ relationship
with one of their languages. I also investigated the influences of the new discourses on
the construction of the participants’ multiple identities (Gee, 1990; Cummins et al., 2005;
Hatoss & Sheely, 2009). Data collection lasted from May 2011 to November 2011. Data
collection included two interviews, varying from 19 minutes to one hour, one interview
being at the beginning of the study and the other one at the end. Interviews were audio
taped in order to present the information more accurately. Data collection also included
observations of three of the participants. There was a maximum of two observations
during the study, lasting from thirty minutes to one hour. The participants’ social
interaction, their dialogues, their vocabulary choices, and the influence of the first
language on the second, and vice-versa, were the focus of the observations. Only the
interactions of the participants were to be included in the study. The chart below
designates more specific information from data collection.
Data Collection Chart
Participant

Number of

Observation

Journal

Interviews/Duration

Additional
Information

in minutes
Sula

36 minutes

Informal
observations3 or 4
times**

-

15 hours of tutoring –
Fall 2010

26
Olivia

(2) 28 minutes and

-

-

48 minutes

Social – frequent the
same church and meet
occasionally at
Brazilian gettogethers.

Sofia

Peter

(2) 22 minutes and

(2) 50

7

39 minutes

minutes each

(2) 19 minutes and

(2) 90

32 minutes

minutes and

neighborhood-

50 minutes

occasional chance

4

Sharing the same

meetings
Anna

(2) 65 minutes

(2) 50

and 76 minutes

minutes each

4

Phone call and e-mails

** Informal observations happened as an attempt to do the formal ones; however,
innumerous times I could not accomplish these for diverse reasons, such as Sula’s baby
crying, her husband being present and my concluding that she was not comfortable
talking in front of him, or Sula having limited time and me feeling that it would not be
adequate for a formal observation.

As a researcher, I was part of the conversations, when the participants chose to
interact with me during observations. There were a total of four to seven journal entries,
collected during the study. These journals were initially in the form of a short
questionnaire, containing no more than four questions per week. In these questionnaires,
participants were encouraged to reflect on their language use. Both the journal and the
questionnaire could be answered with which the language the participant felt most
comfortable. The work of a transcriptionist would be required in the event that the
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Arabic and the Bulgarian speakers in the study had chosen to use their first language for
the journal and/or questionnaire; however, none of the participants chose their first
language for the journal entries. The participants’ identities are kept confidential; they are
identified only by their pseudonyms. In other words, any information that could identify
the participants was excluded from the study or altered (as with the use of a pseudonym).
Considering myself today, as an educator, a citizen of the world, a daughter, a
family member who wants to make a difference through my words and actions, and as an
agent of social change, I remember the work of Foucault (1977), who said that
“information is power,” and the work of Freire (1997), in The Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, who explains that the best way for freedom of the oppressed is by creating in
them an awareness of their real situation, something which will also cause the liberation
of the oppressor. Through the awareness of other people’s stories and the power that is
given to us through language, through information, we are able to learn to respect other
people’s stories and choices.
Portrait of Participants
From this point forward, I introduce the stories of real people and their learning
experiences while immersed in the United States: Sula, an Iraqi Muslim immigrant,
Olivia and Sofia, Brazilian immigrant children, Peter, a Bulgarian and American citizen,
and finally Ana, a Bulgarian orphan who was adopted in her teen years by an American
family. Although their stories are very distinct from one another, all of them have had
similar experiences while being immersed in the English language and in the target
culture.
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Participant’s Information Chart
1st Language

Participant /

Country of

Time in U.S.

Preferred

Age

Origin

Sula (35)

Iraq

Arabic

4 years

Arabic

Olivia (23)

Brazil

Portuguese

13 ½ years

English and

Language*

Portuguese
Sofia (20)

Brazil

Portuguese

13 ½ years

English

Peter (41)

Bulgaria

Bulgarian

19 years

English and
Bulgarian

Anna (25)

Bulgaria

Bulgarian

11 years

English

*The languages the participants stated to be more comfortable using.

Sula
Sula, a thirty-five-year-old Muslim mother and second language learner recently
moved to the United States from Iraq. Sula is the oldest in her family among two other
siblings, a brother and a sister. She is the mother of an eleven-year-old girl, Janna, her
only child to experience the Arabic school system, learning how to read and write
formally; a seven-year-old boy, Amal; a five-year-old boy, Farah, who has Down’s
Syndrome; and a14-month-old boy, Ali, the only one of her children born in the United
States.
I met Sula in a community center while tutoring her in English. She spoke almost
as much English as I spoke my first year in the U.S. as an English Language Learner
(ELL). She was really good at communicating what she wanted to say; however, her
listening skills were not as well-developed. She had some difficulty understanding
people’s responses to her, adding that Americans speak too fast, and it often sounded as if
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they were “eating” part of their words. In the span of over a year, Sula’s English skills
developed at a rapid pace.
Sula is from Baghdad, the capital of Iraq, where she was a professor in the science
department of the university where she worked. In Iraq, she obtained both a Bachelor’s
degree in veterinary medicine and a Master’s degree in anatomy. She currently resides in
Lincoln, Nebraska, having accompanied her husband, Manal, to the United States to work
on his Ph.D in toxicology.
My first impression of Sula was that she greatly needed someone to talk to, not
because she had problems, but because she did not know what to do with all the time she
was left alone with at home. Television, magazines, and books in English did not get her
attention, of course, because of the language limitations. She was also limited because
she did not drive and it was winter. I remember our first meeting; I did not need to ask
specific questions, as broad topics were enough to get Sula talking about her life and her
family.
Being in America as a spectator, watching her husband and children being
immersed in English and socializing with the diversity present in this town, was not
really interesting for Sula, who only got to hear her family’s narratives of the world
outside her apartment. Back in her country, Sula was never a spectator in her family’s
development; she was part of it, as a mother who worked outside of the home, and as a
student, constantly developing new skills (in the U.S., she had a scholarship from her
country to be part of the new culture through immersion, but she did not have the
language skills to experience it herself.). Moreover, she had her husband, children and
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home duties to look after, vastly different from Baghdad, where her parents and other
relatives would look after her children while she was at school and work.
Through the stories she shared with me, Sula demonstrated strong religious and
cultural views as part of her life. She talked about her culture, marriage, and the
significance of the hijab (headscarf worn by some Islamic women), among other topics.
Additionally through her narratives, she broke certain stereotypes that Western culture
may have in regard to the Muslim culture. While she was in college, she belonged to a
study group. It was there that she met her husband. She did not marry him until the end of
her college experience. This was an exigency of her parents, who were concerned about
her education. During this time, she even participated in field trips with her husband, who
was her fiancé at that time. Sula expressed her feelings about the use of the hijab in one
of our conversations, as paraphrased below,
What really matters is what you have in your heart. I don’t like when people come
here, take the hijab off and color their hair, just to try to fit in. What matters are
the reasons why you are wearing it or not. (Sula, Fall 2010).
Sula was twenty-one years old when, by her own choice, she started to wear the
hijab. She chose to wear it because she felt more reserved and protected with it on.
Before age twenty-one, she had worn the hijab just during the months of January and
February, a holiday for the son of the prophet Mohamed. She mentioned her grandmother
and an uncle on her father’s side of the family, who persuaded her to wear the hijab. Her
parents always told her that what really matters is her heart. She could wear it if she
wanted to. In her close family, her mother did not wear the hijab until Sula started to
wear it, and her sister adopted it when she was twenty-four years old. Sula had an opinion
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connected to identity conflicts about other Muslims who chose not to wear the hijab
when trying to assimilate to a different culture than their own, as she stated that she
talked to some women here in the U.S. who gave this reason for not wearing it.
It is okay not to wear the hijab, if you do not feel like it, but some women come to
America, take off the hijab and color their hair to fit into the America culture. I do
not agree with them. It is not right then. (Tutoring Session, Fall 2010)
Sula’s choice in wearing the hijab was, for her, a way of preserving herself,
feeling less exposed. Sula’s daughter, Janna, was encouraged to wear the hijab at age
nine, as a way to preserve their culture while living in United States. Sula stated her
daughter’s pride while choosing which hijab to wear with her outfits. Sula was always
very proud of Janna in diverse situations, especially when Janna would sit by Sula’s side
and be her interpreter.
More than a year had gone by since I first met Sula, one who was, at first, eager to
have someone to talk to and to improve her English language skills. Within this year, a
great deal of changes had taken place in her life. She now had no time to be bored or to
think about what to do with her spare time. With the new addition to their family, a baby
boy, Ali, Sula had pretty much all of her time filled up between her mother and wifely
duties. We had to stop the tutoring sessions. We tried to meet at her home to study, to
make it more convenient; however, we could not go more than ten minutes without her
home duties and a crying baby interrupting our sessions.
During one interview, Sula emphasized the importance of language maintenance
to her family and their efforts to keep Arabic as the language of the home. On this
occasion, Sula mentioned the importance of the maintenance of their mother tongue. Her
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mother-in-law was staying with her at the time. Additionally, Sula mentioned their plan
to return to their home country in the near future. Sula spoke proudly of her children’s
abilities in English. At different times, she mentioned enjoying listening to her two oldest
children playing and talking in English to each other. She loved to hear them playing and
talking in English, making her proud of them for learning the target language so well.
However, her seven-year-old seemed to be filling more and more of his Arabic sentences
with English words. She and her husband required their oldest daughter to speak Arabic
when playing with her seven year old brother. Sula was concerned with his education
when returning to Iraq. Sula’s youngest boy, Farah, was learning sign language because
of his limitations, due to Down’s syndrome. When Sula or Manal asked Farah to point to
specific parts of his body in Arabic, Farah did not do anything; however, when he was
asked in English, he pointed to all the parts correctly. Sula and her husband thought it
was cute that he was learning English.
Farah, he only understands the English language. He refuses to use the Arabic
language, you see the physician teacher say to us the English language is easier
for his tongue around the Arabic (Interview –Fall 2011).
For Sula, Arabic was a difficult language for her “special” boy to learn how to
speak, but she said he was getting better at understanding commands in Arabic, such as
asking him to turn a light on or off.
Olivia
Brazil, it feels like it’s a bunch of different little countries. Like every state you
go, it has its unique culture and traditions and everything, so it’s so interesting. I
love that (Interview, May 2011).
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Olivia is a twenty-three-year-old Brazilian, an immigrant child who moved to the
United States when she was nine-and-a-half-years old. She moved with her family: a
younger sister, Sofia, and her parents. Olivia was a third grader when she left Brazil. She
could both read and write in Portuguese. Writing was one of her passions, as she
mentioned her love for making up stories. The reason her father left Brazil was to seek
higher education.
When Olivia first came to this country, she only knew a few words of English,
sentences out of context, all difficult to use in practice. She had studied some English
back home; however, the American accent was very different from the British accent she
had previously experienced. Additionally, the speed at which people spoke made it
impossible to recognize even the words she already knew. Olivia soon learned what she
called “survivor sentences,” such as, “Speak slower, please,” in order to understand what
people were saying.
In only four months, Olivia was able to communicate by using basic English. She
could now interact with other American children. In only three to four years, she was
completely integrated into regular classrooms, having no further need for English
language learner classes. She remembers being assessed and her feelings of frustration.
Those activities were more like kindergarten lessons, not asking for much use of her
knowledge as a third grader. She felt her teachers thought she was “dumb.” Her view
changed over the years, as she began to understand the complexities involved for those
educators trying to access the students’ proficiency in English and other subjects,
students from all over the world, and trying to teach them another language while
leveling them all at the same time. Olivia also sees the education methodology used to
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learn English as a plus. As a child, Olivia was learning names by associating pictures,
without having the translation to her mother tongue. She was learning as young children
learn, and that was positive from her point of view. This approach also made her progress
faster, since she did not rely on the back-and-forth style of switching from one language
to the other. In comparison to their parents, both Olivia and Sofia were improving
greatly in English. Their parents struggled, as they had to translate every word to
Portuguese in order to make sense of the language.
Olivia mentions her disappointment in regard to her parents’ English skills. She
mentions that it was frustrating, at times, because they would not be involved in school as
much as the other parents. She realizes that they had tried to socialize as much as they
could, but the language barrier and the cultural differences were an issue. Helping her
parents with phone calls, interpreting, ordering things, and innumerous other issues
related to language acquisition were both rewarding and frustrating for Olivia and her
sister. They were her parents, yet they needed their help, like “partners.” Olivia wanted
to fit in, she wanted her parents to make friends with the Americans who were integral in
their lives here. She realizes, however, this was difficult for her parents, too, not only for
her and her sister. She states:
. . . it’s frustrating sometimes, ‘cause you want them to know it, too. You know,
you want them to be able to do the things that parents are supposed to do. And
they do it, but they need all of your help, too. So, it was good ‘cause it made us
stronger and rely on each other more, but at the same time I just wanted to be a
normal kid like everybody else. You know? (Interview, May 2011)

35
In middle school, a stage Olivia describes as cruel even for someone in normal
circumstances, she experienced prejudice because of her accent and her cultural
differences. Blonde-haired and blue-eyed, Olivia could blend in with her looks, but she
communicated with a heavy accent during her first three or four years in the United
States. Her American classmates and friends laughed at her heavy accent, making her
more hesitant to speak. She does, however, see those experiences as normal for kids of
those ages. She experienced cultural difficulties, as well. When she was invited to
slumber parties or other get-togethers, she struggled with the themes. For example, one
time she was invited to a Grease-themed slumber party, and she did not know of the
movie or how to dress according to the theme. Olivia mentions the shocked expressions
of her classmates that she had never seen the movie and did not know what they were
talking about. Because of her experiences, Olivia feels that she tended to hang around the
other foreign students more. They understood what the others were going through. With
the other second language learners, she felt comfortable to speak and be herself.
Regardless of the prejudice Olivia faced with the language and the culture, the
opportunity to be part of two cultures and two languages has always been greatly
appreciated by her and her family. Olivia has always had the emotional support of her
parents and the affirmation of how fortunate they have been. Having the opportunity to
learn other languages and live in a different culture has been an enriching experience.
Her parents made sure both Olivia and her sister, Sofia, would have access to
their first language. They had cable TV with Brazilian programs for children, they bought
books in Portuguese, and they often hosted Brazilian get-togethers in their home. In high
school, both Olivia and Sofia were sent to Brazil for a school year to have contact with
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both the language and culture. In regard to other people’s views over their
“cluelessness” related to language and culture, Olivia had one thing to say:
But, it’s just part of learning. It’s growing pains, but it was fine. I mean, there
will always be people that are mean to you when you’re learning, and they feel
like they know better than you, but that’s just because they’re ignorant. It really
is. It’s because they’re ignorant, and they’re uncomfortable around you ‘cause
they don’t know how to deal with that situation. You will find kind people
everywhere, too. So you just got to filter it out and keep going, not giving up.
(Interview -Fall 2011)
Olivia grew up in a very religious family. Her father was a pastor, and going to
church for her was like having a second family. She mentioned that weekends were a
time for a break from the new language and culture. They wanted to be in a place where
they felt comfortable. They migrated to the comfort of the Hispanic community, which
has a similar culture to the Brazilians, and the language, which was also closer to
Portuguese. Olivia appreciates this opportunity greatly. It was through going to church
that both Olivia and Sofia learned a third language, Spanish.
When asked about her identity, Olivia describes herself as part of both cultures.
She says that she is part American and part Brazilian.
I’ve grown up with two different cultures, and it took a while to understand how it
was okay to act and know how it was to be around American people and Brazilian
people. I think that’s the hardest thing to learn, is to not be offended and
understand that it’s just a cultural difference and it’s not people trying to be rude
to you or anything. (Interview- Fall 2011)

37
Olivia enjoys when people recognize the light accent she has because it gives her
the opportunity to talk about her heritage. Yet, when she was in Brazil for a school year,
she was called, Americaninha, little American. Between Portuguese and English, she
feels comfortable with both languages, but she resorts to Portuguese to express her
feelings in depth. She says that her sister is much more comfortable with English, but
when Sofia is frustrated, she will also resort to Portuguese. Currently, both Olivia and
Sofia are engaged to be married to Americans; they plan to keep their culture and pass on
their language. Olivia tries to talk with her two-year-old nephew in Portuguese as much
as she can. She says that it is easier to lose a language than a culture, and she wants her
nephew to be able to learn about both.
Sofia
And I can speak Portuguese, and I understand it fine, but sometimes I’ll like have
to stop and think about what the next thing I’m gonna say is. Or, like I’ll be
saying something in Portuguese, and I’ll say like one word in English. And so the
only time I would speak Portuguese would be with my parents. And even then
sometimes, you know, they understand English, so sometimes I’ll just say stuff in
English, too, and they like always answer back in Portuguese anyways.
(Interview, May 2011)
Sofia is a twenty-year-old Brazilian immigrant who moved to the United States at
age seven. She moved with her parents and an older sister, Olivia. Sofia had little school
experience in Brazil, but she remembers learning how to both read and write in
Portuguese. Relocating to the United States was a big change for Sofia and her family.
Seeking further education was the primary motivation for moving to the U.S. The family
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chose to stay for several years, as the parents had better opportunities. Additionally, they
were glad to have more time with their children and better financial resources.
Sofia remembers being afraid at school because of the language difficulties, and
as she was so young, she was frightened when left with people she did not know.
Learning English was not overwhelming for her. She remembers doing well, compared to
the other foreign children, a fact she thinks was related to the similarities between
English and Portuguese. Sofia recalls struggling to order lunch at the beginning of the
school day. She did not know the names of the foods, and often people had to draw
pictures of the meal to help her. A classmate of hers, a Brazilian boy, was of great help.
He had been in the United States longer and could speak both English and Portuguese;
however, it was only after they were placed in different classes that she started to do
more for herself. Language acquisition was now a requirement, as she could no longer
rely on him to translate for her.
Sofia quickly advanced through three levels of English classes and was then
placed in a regular classroom. She was quite proud of this, taking only half of the time of
most foreign students. Both Sofia and Olivia were able to communicate within eight
months of living in North America, but their parents’ fluency did not come at the same
speed. Sofia explains that her father did better than her mother, at least with his accent;
however, her mother had a broader vocabulary. She often becomes frustrated with her
parents. Despite having been in United States for almost fourteen years, they still speak
with unease, use improper grammar, and sometimes cannot be understood. She mentions
that they often structure sentences as they would in Portuguese; however, translating
word-by-word, sentences often do not make sense to anybody else except for her and
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those fluent in both languages. Sofia feels her parents spend too little time with English,
often speaking only at their respective jobs. When socializing with other Brazilians and in
their time spent at home, her parents use mostly Portuguese. Sofia feels some resentment
that her parents never really got involved in school as the other parents did. She recalled
how the other parents were involved in activities, but not hers. Sofia is not quite sure if
this was related to time constraints or to the fact they would have to leave their comfort
zone, but either way it bothers her.
Even though Sofia is fluent in English and has no audible accent, she occasionally
misspeaks by using odd Brazilian sayings in English. One time she was with her fiancée
stopped at a traffic light. The light turned green and he did not go, so she said to him,
“It’s open!” Her fiancé laughed at her and inquired if what she meant was, “It’s green.”
She thought that situation was funny because she has been here for so long and did not
know she was supposed to say, “It’s green.” She was repeating what she had heard in
Portuguese. She had heard her parents innumerous times and thought “It’s open” was
what she was supposed to say.
Sofia maintains much cultural pride. She adores her Brazilian ancestry and has a
strong love for soccer. Each time she has an opportunity to eat at a Brazilian restaurant,
she will do so with her fiancé, who also appreciates Brazilian cuisine. Sofia enjoys the
closeness among family members and prefers to spend time with family instead of going
out. She mentions that many of her American friends do not seem to enjoy time with their
families. For Sofia, it is easier to lose a language than a culture; however, she would not
feel completely part of the Brazilian culture if she had lost fluency in Portuguese.
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Despite being fluent in Portuguese, Sofia feels more comfortable with English.
This is the language she thinks in, and she mentioned that usually when she speaks
Portuguese, it is with her mother. She will start talking in Portuguese because she has
said something a couple of times in English, and her mother did not understand it.
Sofia is the mother of a two-and-a-half-year-old boy. She wants him to be able to
learn the Brazilian culture and communicate with her extended family in Brazil. She
occasionally speaks to him in Portuguese, but her parents are really the ones who speak to
him in Portuguese. They often take him to Brazilian get-togethers, where he has the
opportunity to interact with other Brazilian children, also born in the United States. Sofia
thinks her son, who is speaking words and small sentences, seems to use Portuguese
around her parents and English around her fiancé’s parents.
Sofia got pregnant while a senior at a Christian high school, from the same
denomination in which her father had been a pastor for ten years in Brazil. Sofia grew up
with a strong religious background, going to church every week. Sofia and her fiancé
could no longer study in the same school after her pregnancy was announced. She does
not regret anything that happened because her son is the best thing in her life. Having to
leave the school, though, affected the way she felt in church. Little by little, she grew less
comfortable. Moreover, it made her feel as if she was being kicked out of the community.
Those factors changed her view on religion. Although her faith remains strong and she
still believes in God, she does not feel like “putting a label” on religion anymore, such as
choosing only one church as the right one.
Although Sofia’s early experiences in English are fading, a few of those
experiences still shape her life today. She remembers feeling that a lot of the other
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children looked at the children in the English program as if they were not as bright. Even
today, she feels that some people act that way towards her parents, as she expresses in the
quote below:
And sometimes I still feel like that, like for my parents, like that some other people
think that they’re not as smart as them or something because they can’t
communicate what they’re trying to say, you know, efficiently.” (Interview, Fall,
2011)
Additionally, Sofia feels that some Americans do not understand the complexities
of learning a second language. They assume immigrants only want to speak their first
language, not wanting to learn English. She thinks the desire to learn English should be
of primary importance when immigrating to this country, but that should not mean
immigrants should stop using their first language.
Sofia is an immigrant child who has acquired the English language similar to that
of a native speaker. She is also proud to have a Brazilian heritage and to keep both
cultures as part of her identity. “I am an immigrant, a student, a mom, but mostly I am a
mom” (Sofia’s speech about Personal Artifacts in a Communication Class, Observation
Fall 2011).
Peter
…I wouldn’t really put much thought into that at all unless I was moving back
there and living there, but – now if I lost my English that would be a bad thing
because my life is here now, and you have to have the language. I wouldn’t care
if I lost my native language, and it would be tough when I got back to visit, but
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since I don’t plan on living there for a long time, then I wouldn’t feel any
different. (Interview - Fall 2011)
Peter is a forty-one-year-old Bulgarian immigrant, residing in the United States
for almost twenty years. He has become an American citizen and is the father of four
American-born children. When Peter first came to the United States, he located in
Kansas. He was a twenty-two- year-old with an invitation to go to college, receiving a
scholarship to run cross-country and track. Peter was quite the accomplished runner in
Bulgaria, quickly catching the eye of college coaches.
Peter did not know much English when he moved. When he got the invitation,
back in Bulgaria, he tried to take an English course for a couple of months but did not
learn much. He said his experiences were quite embarrassing, at the beginning, because
people would talk to him and he would just smile and say nothing in return. Living in
Kansas was much different than he had expected the United States to be, given the
American movies he used to watch that portrayed his view of America. He remembered
the culture shock of spending his first night in the airport, trying to figure out how to
open the door of the lavatory. He had not seen such handles in Bulgaria. He writes about
it in the passage below:
Coming from a place with door handles on every door, I felt really stupid that I
couldn’t figure out a way to open the door. In the end, I had to go outside, which
at that point was my only option. Thinking back to that first experience, it was
all scary, comical, and excited at the same time. (Extracted from Peter’s journals)
It took him six months to start to communicate in English. Peter believes that his
English skills got better when he had the opportunity to live in a different place than with
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his Bulgarian friend. The move forced him to speak more English, since he did not have
his friend to translate and interpret for him anymore.
Peter does not consider the English language a challenge to learn compared to his
mother tongue, which has an intricate grammar structure; however, he did struggle with
spelling and pronunciation in English. He says that now and then, he still gets frustrated
when he cannot pronounce somebody’s name. Even though people usually tell him that it
is unique to have an accent, Peter occasionally sees it as a barrier.
Peter and his wife, a citizen of the United States, met in college. Peter does not
picture himself moving back to Bulgaria. His life is here now, in the United States. From
his view, language has a functional use, and the language he considers important for his
life is English, although he remains comfortable using both Bulgarian and English. He
still uses Bulgarian to communicate once a month with his extended family back in his
home country. He and his family have visited Bulgaria together, and he said it was
helpful to translate the conversations to his family. Because Peter’s area of work is not
language-related, he does not think it would matter if somewhere along the way he had
lost his first language.
Peter also mentioned that one of his biggest challenges in coming to America was
not really the language but the food. He says it was very different, but he also states that
he is someone who would be able to adjust to any place, especially after he discovered
pizza, which he loves.
As an educator, Peter has taught students from other countries. He has not had to
adjust his classes to those students because their English skills have been developed
enough to communicate effectively. More to the point, he considers it very important that
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ELL students be treated the same way as other students. He believes this is necessary,
since this would help them to feel as competent as the other students.
Peter does not see teaching his children and wife his first language as a priority in
his life. Now and then, he teaches his children a few Bulgarian words, but only as
entertainment. He says the communication with his extended family is mostly confined to
monthly phone calls and a couple of visits from his father. When they get together, Peter
is the interpreter and translator. Peter is a Christian; he claims that his relationship with
God is number one in his life, with his family coming second. It was very different for
Peter, when he first came to the United States, to see a diversity of Christian
denominations, compared to Bulgaria, where he says people are either Christians or
Muslims.
According to Peter, some immigrants do not learn English because of the
difficulty of leaving their comfort zone. They want to, but it is easier to be around people
who share the same first language and culture than to take the challenge. Peter is a person
who believes in trying hard in every aspect of life. The following is his description of
himself:
I would describe myself as happy person that loves life and is successful and my
family and work and church. Life is good. I have no regrets or complaints.
(Interview- Fall 2011)
Ana
I know. I just couldn't accept it what my mom and dad, but I knew in my heart I
talked my language, so for so long, I don't remember having trouble. There is
trouble saying the right way probably because of my speech problem that I was
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born with my cleft palate, cleft lip. A cleft palate not connected. (Interview, May
2011)
Ana is a twenty-five-year-old college student who has being living in the United
States since the age of fourteen. Ana was adopted by an American family. Originally
from Bulgaria, Ana spent her childhood in a variety of institutions. She was left at the
hospital at birth, and there she lived for three years. Ana was born with a cleft palate and
limited audition. According to Ana, living in the hospital for the first three years of her
life was necessary because she needed special care. After leaving the hospital, she faced
three different foster homes and two different orphanages. Throughout the years, Ana has
suppressed her painful memories from her time spent in orphanages. She remembers
frequenting the shops to buy things for the older kids, being beaten by them if she
refused. She even resorted to stealing food for them; however, it was while at the
orphanage that Ana started speech therapy. In retrospect, she wishes she had known the
importance of those sessions for her speech development. In the last orphanage, she was
part of a program in which people from around the world sponsor children’s educational
programs in poor countries or those children living in orphanages. Ana’s adoptive parents
were, first, her sponsors. When she first met them, she did not know they were even
considering adoption. Ana remembers meeting them with the help of an interpreter. They
gave her books and audio CDs to practice English.
Ana was very excited and thankful with the idea of having a family of her own.
She was immensely happy but never considered the challenges that would come with
communication. Her adoptive parents spoke only English, and Ana’s skills in English at
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that time were limited to the words “mother,” “father,” and “hello.” Ana’s role as the
new child in the family was to learn English. She demonstrates this in the quote below:
Again, being in the orphanage I didn’t get good care in feeling loved + be
learned how to live like a normal kid in a family. I had to learn that in America +
learn how their culture was + lived by. English was only thing I needed to do!
(Extract from Ana’s Journals)
When Ana left Bulgaria to live in the United States, she carried memories of
some of the conversations she had with friends living in the orphanage. Some of these
conversations were in regards to Ana forgetting her friends and her native language. She
remembers being upset at them, telling them those things would never happen.
When Ana came to the United States, it was around Christmastime. She
remembers that it was difficult to understand why the home they were visiting was not
her home yet. It was her parents’ relatives’ house. Ana was used to crowded houses,
limited food, and sharing everything. Being the only child in a house with a room of her
own was very different for Ana. She recalls with amusement that everything in the
bedroom belonged to her. The communication between Ana and her parents was
challenging. They used the English-Bulgarian/Bulgarian-English dictionary and a small
computer, more like a word translator, as she describes it. In addition to those resources,
they gestured, pointed to things, and labeled them. Ana also had a tutor who could speak
Bulgarian. The communication between Ana and her parents was limited to single words.
In four months, Ana had acquired a considerable amount of English and could
communicate better through single words and simple sentences without the use of the
dictionary.
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Even though Ana had a tutor who could speak Bulgarian, she started to
communicate with her tutor in mixed English and Bulgarian sentences. One of their goals
was to help Ana learn English as fast as they could. Their rule was “Speak English.”
Gradually, Ana stopped using Bulgarian and lost her skills in her mother tongue. Later,
Ana was told by her adoptive parents that one of the orphanage personnel told them Ana
was never fluent in Bulgarian. She could speak, but most of her sentences were
incomplete. Ana cannot accept the idea that she could never speak her mother tongue
fluently. She believes that, perhaps because of her cleft palate, some people had more
difficulty understanding what she was saying. She remembers talking to her friends at the
orphanage at least three times a year. She remembers interacting in the orphanage. She
remembers reading simple books in Bulgarian. She simply cannot accept the idea that she
might not have been fluent in her first language.
When I came to American, I still talked whole sentence . . . a whole bunch, like a
whole paragraph or more. I did. I did understand my friends, but I didn't know
why my mom said that. I still sometimes _____exactly what she said. I believe,
but I can be wrong, the person, our translator, he didn't know me much. He didn't
know who I was and he didn't understand that even though – he might had a hard
time understanding the way I talk… Maybe that's why he thought when I listened
and try to understand him or confused, like, ‘What? Huh? What are you talking
about? Maybe that's why. (Interview, Fall 2011)
Ana believes that her cleft palate sometimes makes it difficult for others to
understand what she is saying. Ana believes that her speech may have influenced the
opinion of the orphanage personnel who said she was never fluent in her mother tongue.
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Another issue related to her cleft palate was the feeling of not being “normal” like the
other kids. She struggled with the feeling of being perceived as not competent as the
others in the American school, especially after one of her friends told her that when she
first met Ana, she thought Ana had mental problems, but with time she saw that was not
the case.
When Ana was finally immersed in American schools, she started as a sixth
grader, even though she was a seventh grader in Bulgaria. Ana remembers being the only
foreign student in the whole school. Educators and other students were nice to her and
tried to help. She was shy, afraid of spending time with the other kids. Ana experienced
public schools only for a short period of time from sixth to eighth grade. Her parents
decided that home schooling would be a good option for Ana. She finished her middle
school education and then did home school for two years, as her parents wanted to give
Ana a Christian education. By this time, they found a high school academy 45 minutes
away from their home. Ana says that it was only in high school that she was really able
to be part of a project and work with other students. It was also in high school that Ana
started to feel like a normal kid. After finishing high school, Ana was not accepted to
college because of her low SAT scores, especially in English. The colleges in Tennessee
and in the South where she had applied said that her English knowledge was not strong
enough to go through college. Going to college was one of Ana’s dreams. She felt
frustrated with the fact she did not do well with tests. Ana and her parents started to
research available alternatives. At this time, they found out about the English as a Second
Language (ESL) program at a Christian college that prepares students for academic life.
Even though Ana had been immersed in regular classrooms for years and had been in the
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United States for almost eight years, this was her first experience in an English language
program with other international students. She knew the program is designed to prepare
students for a year and most of them go to college afterwards. Ana did not want to spend
more than a year in the English program, but she knew she would have to be tested again
at the end of the year. Ana felt good about the classes she was taking and her progress in
the tests, but, again, she could not pass the official TOEFL (language proficiency) test.
Despite her score in the TOEFL test, Ana was able to register for college classes in the
same school, since she had demonstrated great development in the English classes she
had taken.
Ana is now a sophomore in college with a major in Elementary Education. She
says most of her grades are As and Bs. She still struggles with people who speak too fast
and use big words that she cannot understand. It makes her feel not as smart as them. She
struggles with writing and feels sometimes people laugh at her way of speaking. She tries
not to care about it because her real friends are nice to her. Ana sometimes says funny
things and her friends laugh and help her to understand what she has just said. Ana
believes it is important to be in a Christian school. She feels she can learn more about
God and have a closer relationship with Him. Besides the closer relationship with God,
Ana thinks that the people in Christian schools are more likely to treat others nicely. One
of Ana’s dreams now is to finish college and have the opportunity to go back to Bulgaria
as a missionary. She believes once she is in contact with her first language, it will quickly
come back to her. She sometimes searches online for videos in Bulgarian. She says she
can recognize some of the sounds, the alphabet, and can still remember greeting words.
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Findings
While examining the experiences of Sula, Olivia, Sofia, Peter, and Ana, a diverse
intersection of influences revealed altering or reinforcing maintenance of the first
language. Four categories, which will be discussed in turn, with supporting data, revealed
how the role of immersion in a new culture and language shaped the newcomers multiple
identities. The categories are as follows: Ethnic and Religious Identity, Linguistic
Identities, Cultural Brokers, and the Power of Discourses.
The Presence of Ethnic and Religious Identity in the Lives of Language Learners
Immersing in a new culture and experiencing an additional language certainly
shapes a person’s identity, as my own experience as a Brazilian living in Lincoln,
Nebraska attests, and the identity choices a newcomer is required to make during
immersion has a decided impact on the maintenance or loss of that newcomer’s first
language. The stories of the people I met during my research illustrate the awareness
these people acquired of themselves while learning the target language (Freire, 1997).
Sula describes herself as an Iraqi Muslim, Peter as a Bulgarian, who now feels the need to
choose a denomination for his Christianity. Sofia chooses to show her love for soccer and
for Brazilian food and exerts her choice of being a non-denominational Christian. Olivia
enjoys each opportunity she can to speak Portuguese or simply talk about her home
country. Ana carries with her the fading memories of Bulgaria and the desire of
relearning her mother tongue. Since that has not happened, she feels confused, uncertain
to say if she is Bulgarian or American. She now knows the American ways, which
includes using English like a native speaker, and the connection with her home country
and first language are now parts of her remote past.
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Listening to several stories from Sula, she illustrates the constant presence of her
home culture in her current life while in the United States, and yet she has a strong
feeling of homesickness. There was a special light in her eyes while talking about her
home, as if she were discovering her culture herself. At times, she would ask me a single
word in my first language, and after my response, she would teach me the same word in
Arabic. I remember the week of Valentine’s Day. Sula brought me some chocolate and
candy from her culture. The chocolate led us into a conversation about how she
celebrates Valentine’s Day in her country. She told me about the cards her children had
been making at school, and she remembered her country, as if she were tasting the
sweetness of those moments. Sula could not codeswitch with me, something that she
would certainly do if she could. Her stories were filled with affective feelings towards her
religious and language identity (Pavlenko, 2004). During the holiday back home, they
would make cakes and celebrate Valentine’s Day as a friends’ day, with a picnic outside.
Her eyes had brightened again and she was smiling. I thought about the withdrawal and
the homesickness newcomers go through, without relatives or friends. I also remember
the language barrier present in the different culture in which they are immersed. I thought
of myself when I arrived in this country and my inability to communicate. It brought back
memories of how lonely I felt being apart from my loved ones, and my culture; however,
I especially missed the comforting sounds of Portuguese. Considering one’s background
experiences as valued as the experiences in the new culture impacts the development of
multiple identities (Chan, 2006; Pavlenko, 2004). When one is able to share in regard to
his religious and ethnic identities, he reinforces the value of maintenance of his mother
tongue.
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Interactions with diverse environments shape, alter, and construct the multiple
identities within us (Zine, 2001; Goldstein, 2003; Hatoss & Sheely, 2009). This made me
reflect on the influence of a host culture on newcomers. Sula, here in America, presents
herself as an Iraqi Muslim. Her nationality and religious identity are strong ways to
represent her country and religion in Western society (Sarroub, 2001; Zine, 2001).
Similar to Sula, both Peter and I discovered our religious identities were much stronger
once we found ourselves in a society with a diversity of beliefs. I found myself not being
part of the religious majority anymore and Peter was amazed to find out there were so
many religions out there. The construction of a person’s positive linguistic identity
connected to the maintenance of the mother tongue is within the new discourses
introduced to that person. Taking a stance with both religious and ethnic identities within
the immersion in a new culture reinforce a person’s linguistic identity (Hawkins, 2005).
So when I was growing up, the people were not prohibited from going to church,
even though it was Communism, ‘cause I remember my grandma used to go. I
know I was baptized – it was not a big deal – at church. When I came here, the
shocking part was that there’s so many religions. That was the shocking part.
When I told people I was a Christian, they asked me, “What do you mean a
Christian? What kinda Christian?” I knew one kind of Christian when I was
growing up. You’re a Christian or a Muslim. That’s it. So that was kinda
shocking that there are so many different types of Christians here, which is really
weird to me. (Interview, Fall 2011)
The immersion of Sula’s family in the United States reinforced their religious
identity as Muslims. Wearing the hijah is a symbol of religious identification and
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modesty (Zine, 2001). While in her country, Sula made a decision to wear the hijab at
age twenty-four. Her daughter started to wear the hijab once she turned nine years old.
She emphasized her daughter’s pride and happiness while choosing the hijab to match
her clothes for the day. Perhaps I am assuming this was not her daughter’s choice as Sula
told me that in her husband’s family, women start to wear the hijab when they turn nine.
From my view, Sula and her husband were influenced by the need to pass on their
identity to her daughter while living in a Western society. Wearing the hijab represents an
affirmation of their cultural and religious identities. It is a continuity of their Muslim
identity. The development of positive multiple identities connected to a person’ s
homeland helps one to also desire the maintenance of their mother tongue (Chan, 2006;
Sarroub, 2001; Zine, 2001)
Being part of a minority group, as evidenced by my participants, seems to
influence newcomers to alter their social identities. These new identities include a
stronger sense of nationality and religion, as in the case of Sula, Sofia, and Olivia. Along
with this shift in national and religious identities comes a new relationship with one’s
native language. For example, in Sofia’s case, she has a strong sense of pride for her
culture and language but does not fully feel comfortable with her Portuguese skills. Sofia
chose to change her religious identity within the new discourses in her life. Once she
became pregnant outside of a marital status, she altered her religious identity to one that
would accommodate her new position as a single mother (Miller, 2003; Hawkins, 2005;
Zine, 2001). Ethnic and religious identity choices may strengthen a person’s first
language maintenance, but not in all cases. For instance, Peter has a strong religious
identity connected to his homeland; however, he chooses to identify more as an
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American, and as a consequence, this choice is leading to first language loss in his
family.
The sisters, Sofia and Olivia, also have had their ethnic and religious identities
shaped by their experiences as immigrants. Both Sofia and Olivia came to the United
States at very young ages. It is difficult to define their ethnic identity as belonging to only
one place. They consider themselves part of both American and Brazilian cultures. Sofia
loves every opportunity to frequent a Brazilian restaurant. Soccer is such an important
part of her Brazilian ethnicity that she placed her two year old son in soccer lessons.
Sofia does not feel very comfortable with her Portuguese skills, and will only resort to
them when trying to explain something to her parents, if they do not understand it in
English.
Olivia loves every opportunity she has to converse about her home culture, the
diversity of music, the different kinds of food, and especially the chance to speak
Portuguese. Their father was a pastor, and both girls grew up attending church. When
Sofia and Olivia moved to the United States, their family continued to attend church as it
made them feel closer to home. Because they were experiencing English all week long,
on weekends they would go to the Spanish church, where the language was similar to
Portuguese and their culture was similar to the Brazilian culture. This provided a break
from the new culture and language in which they were immersed. It was also in going to
the Spanish church that Olivia and Sofia learned a third language. The Spanish church
provided a feeling of welcome for the girls, creating an environment of learning. The
immersion in their new culture impacted both Sofia and Olivia to construct new identities
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as Spanish speakers. The girls’ prior knowledge of Portuguese became their main
resource for the acquisition of a third language, Spanish (Cummins, 2005).
Sofia and Olivia demonstrated a strong religious identity, related to the fact that
they both went to church school and their father had been a pastor. Experiences shape
people’s views of themselves and their position in a community. Sofia got pregnant in
high school and could not register for another school year because of the rules of the
school. She felt unwelcome in the community, and not living with her parents made her
aware of other beliefs than the church in which she was raised.
And then when I left high school, I would still go sometimes to church, but I felt
less comfortable, I think, going, because I was kicked out of the school. So I
almost kind of felt like they were kicking me out of their community, you know? So
I think my view changed a lot because I didn’t live with my parents and I could
learn about other religions and stuff like that. So I don’t really feel comfortable
any more saying that I’m a… (church denomination). I feel like maybe putting a
label on a religion isn’t really what’s for me anymore. (Interview, Fall 2011)
Different from Sofia, Ana chose to be part of church school. She felt much more
comfortable. People in the Christian school were more accepting of her limited English
proficiency. Ana had no choice but to lose Bulgarian and replace it with English, though
she still struggles with this. Her religious identity was also shaped by her immersion in a
new culture. Ana experienced public schools, but for her, people were nicer in a Christian
school. Ana had, and still has, difficulty with speech and feels that sometimes people
laugh at her way of speaking. In a Christian school, however, she made more friends.
Ana felt that a Christian school was a safe haven, because outside of there, she would
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have to face some kind of prejudice related to her language skills (Baynham, 2006). It
was through the new situations in Ana’s life, because of her adoption, that Ana
constructed a religious and a monolingual identity. English language became meaningful
within the discourses Ana faced when immersed in the new society. In Gee’s (1990)
words, “The multiple ways in which language becomes meaningful only within
Discourses and how language within Discourses is always and everywhere value-laden
and Political in the broad sense of “political” where it means “involving human
relationships where power and ‘social goods’ are at stake” (p. 183).
Linguistically Speaking: The Situations Behind Language Learners’ Linguistic
Identities
It is common to hear stories of teachers telling parents and children to speak only
English at school, as well as at home, such as is cited in Rodriguez’s story (Rodriguez,
1982). In other stories, children have been punished for speaking their first language in
schools (Carger, 1996). Although some might think this is an effective strategy in which
to learn English, more often there are negative implications to being completely
immersed into the English speaking world, not being able to integrate both. A student’s
identity and family ties to her culture can be greatly affected by the loss of the first
language (Goldstein, 2003; Rodriguez, 1982). There are many beliefs surrounding the use
of the first language in the process of schooling. These include the idea that immigrants
resist learning English, their children fail to learn English, and immigrants segregate
themselves linguistically from the mainstream of society by immersing themselves in
their home language community. Such beliefs were and are used as support for the
amendments for the Official English-Language (Tse, 2001). These beliefs are also the
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foundation against Bilingual Education; however, this is a related issue, which was cited
earlier in the literature review section.
Ana illustrates a story where the people around her, concerned with her
assimilation into American society, decided that English should be her language of
communication, even with her tutor who could speak Bulgarian. Ana’s loss of Bulgarian
was almost inevitable, as she was adopted by a couple who could only speak English. As
soon as Ana would be able to communicate with them, she would be immersed in the
new society in which she was going to live and to call home from that time forward.
Acquiring the target language at a rapid pace would help Ana to feel part of her new
culture. She was granted citizenship by adoption; however, this is now contributing to her
struggle with her linguistic identity. During the fall of 2009, I met Ana while observing a
class for English language learners. I was intrigued by the fact she was an American
taking English classes for foreign students. It was not until a few months later that I
heard about her Bulgarian nationality and the loss of her language. For Ana, it is
confusing sometimes to introduce herself as Bulgarian but not able to speak her native
language anymore.
During Ana’s first months in America, her family hired a language tutor for her.
Her tutor was a native Bulgarian speaker, and her job was to help Ana learn the new
language at a rapid pace. The process consisted of filling Ana’s Bulgarian sentences with
English words in order to expand her vocabulary. At home, Ana’s parents would
introduce new concepts little by little, a process similar to the one parents use to teach
their young children to speak. They would put labels around the house and sometimes
gesture to make themselves understood. Ana gradually stopped speaking Bulgarian. Her

58
memories are fading, and Ana believes that in a span of three years she was not able to
speak Bulgarian anymore. Ana kept little contact with her home culture and language. In
her first year, she remembers calling the orphanage to chat with friends three times, but
unfortunately those phone calls were the last and only contact she had with her mother
tongue. In her native language, Ana still keeps greeting words and the familiar sounds
when she searches for videos online. For Ana, it is disturbing to think she might not have
been fluent in her mother tongue. In conversation with her parents, they told her that she
did not lose her Bulgarian skills but, in fact, had never acquired the language. For
fourteen years, Ana lived in Bulgaria. She had conversations with friends in the
orphanage, and was beaten by the older kids. All those experiences would not have been
possible if she had not been fluent in Bulgarian. Perhaps her speech challenge and her
audition limitation were part of the reasons for people’s conclusions regarding Ana’s
Bulgarian skills.
In contrast to the Brazilian sisters, Sofia and Olivia, as well as Peter, Ana
struggles to claim her first culture’s identity, which, in Ana’s case, is Bulgarian. Ana has
feelings of embarrassment, telling people that she cannot speak her native language
anymore. It is as if with the language loss, she additionally lost her cultural identity
(Hatoss & Sheely, 2009). Ana has a unique narrative. She has always felt grateful for the
opportunity to have a family of her own. Her role in her new family was to learn English.
Immersed in the public schools and observing the other kids made her eager to be like
them. However, being the one and only foreign student in school made her feel even
more like an outsider. She wanted to be part of the new community introduced to her
through television, education, her new home, and the new world surrounding her
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(Fillmore, 1991). As a consequence, maintenance of her mother tongue was not possible.
Though Ana started to communicate in English, it was not with the proper fluency and
skills expected for academic purposes. More than ten years have passed since Ana
moved to the United States. She has finally been accepted into college after taking a year
in their English program for language learners. Ana confided in me that she still struggles
to follow lectures and fast-paced conversations. Often times she repeats the same
questions other people have already asked. She also struggles with the use of formal “big
words” that, according to her, make people look smarter but make her feel less
knowledgeable.
For Sofia, Olivia, and Peter, it seems they are more at risk of losing their first
language than their first culture. The three of them do try to maintain their native
languages, but the loss of the same would not necessarily be an impediment to continue
claiming their cultural identities. Sofia, though, believes it would be challenging to tell
people she was Brazilian if she were not fluent in the language anymore. I can definitely
see their points of view regarding language loss. Cultural loss, however, seems much
more ambiguous. It is very complex to define a culture. A person can probably imitate his
family traditions, but he cannot feel the culture for himself. How about the next
generation in his family? Are they going to be limited to a culture by his family
traditions? In my opinion, they will probably be influenced by the new culture they are
immersed in.

Fishman (1996) explains, “We can talk to people who are no longer alive

through the language, literacy, as well as with the ones not yet alive” (p. 88). It is
difficult to experience and appreciate a culture, in its depth, without the maintenance of a
mother tongue.
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Thinking about the relationship between culture and language, makes me wonder
about Sula’s family. What will their adaptation be like when they return to their home
country, Iraq?
When I ask my youngest son in Arabic, ‘where are his eyes?’ he only stare at me.
When I ask him in English, he shows me his eyes. (Sula about her youngest son,
Farah, Tutoring Sessions, Fall 2010)
When I met Sula, she was the mother of three children, waiting for her fourth at the end
of June, 2010. All of her children had been attending American schools, including her
three-year-old boy, Farah, who has Down’s syndrome and spends half of his day at
school. They had been experiencing English as much as they were experiencing Arabic.
The two older children spent most of their day at school, but Arabic is the language they
use at home.
Sula spoke proudly of her children’s abilities in English. At different times she
mentioned how she enjoyed listening to her two oldest children playing and talking in
English. Janna was the only one of her children who had attended Arabic school in Iraq.
The others were too young to attend when living there. She mentions conversations
where Amal, a five year-old at that time, filled sentences with words in English during
conversations in Arabic. Sula mentioned an episode when her husband took her two
oldest children to the laboratory at the university. One of his professors emphasized how
well her children spoke English. The professor even mentioned to Sula’s husband that
their children spoke as if they had been born in the United States.
Sula’s children’s acquisition of English upon coming to the United States was a
point of pride, but their acquisition of English also eventually became a threat to their
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maintenance of their first language, Arabic. Sula’s youngest boy, Farah, is learning sign
language. When Sula or Manal ask Farah to point to specific parts of his body in Arabic,
Farah does not do anything; however, when he is asked in English, he points to all the
parts correctly. Sula and her husband thought it was cute that he was communicating in
English so well.
Sula’s narrative makes me think about Richard Rodriguez (1982) and his story, of
learning English and leaving Spanish behind. Will Sula’s children somehow feel like
outsiders of their culture when they return to Iraq? How will they communicate with their
extended family? Rodriguez (1982) describes in his book, Hunger of Memory: The
Education of Richard Rodriguez, his experience within a new culture and a second
language. The loss of his first language influenced the relationship he had with his
family. The closeness of familial interactions was changed by the adoption of English as
their primary language. Sula’s family did not adopt English as their home language;
however, the immersion of her children into the English language is shaping Farah’s
identity as a speaker in sign language in English.
Sula’s linguistic identity had consequences for her children’s use of first
language, Arabic, and second language, English. I met Sula while tutoring her in English.
In the interim, almost two years have gone by. Both Sula and her husband have
developed different approaches to their choice of language at home. Sula has become
more aware of her second child, Amal, now seven. He was substituting his Arabic for
English more consistently, resulting in broken conversations with the extended family in
Iraq. Farah, her five year old, who has Down’s Syndrome, only responds to English.
Sula’s concerns grow larger as they plan to return to Iraq soon. At home, Sula and her
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husband required their oldest daughter, Janna, to speak only Arabic with her siblings,
especially when they are playing. In the past, Sula truly enjoyed watching her kids
playing and talking in English, but now their play time is also an opportunity to practice
their mother tongue. During the time of Sula’s concerns regarding her children’s choice
of language, her mother-in-law was staying with her. Sula believed that her mother-inlaw’s presence was a good influence on her children, especially Amal, who was
becoming more fluent in Arabic. Sula’s role in her family here in the United States was
that of a spectator of her family’s interactions in their new culture. While her children
acquired English well and even began to substitute English for Arabic, Sula’s first
language was not endangered by her move to the United States. Sula’s intermediate
English level has led to difficulty understanding people. She even said once, Americans
eat part of the words they are saying. (Tutoring sessions, Fall 2010) Sula was referring to
idiomatic phrases and the short way of saying things, which is difficult for language
learners to associate with the literal form of the word. English, then, was a threat to the
future generations of Sula’s family, and this was a threat of which she became
increasingly aware.
Occasionally, the message the host society sends to newcomers is not always the
most welcoming. In his work, Bourdieu (1977) explores cultural capital and the linguistic
market2. The linguistic market, written about by Bourdieu (1977), has standards of
acceptance, which means that the way people speak, the language they speak, and the
sounds made when people speak often interfere with how they are perceived by others.

2

Linguistic Market- For definition, see p. 5-7
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Newcomers analyze these new discourses and concepts in which their linguistic identities
will be received as valued (Goldstein, 2003).
Participants’ accented English played a role in their linguistic identity choices and
options. Peter has spoken English for almost twenty years. He feels comfortable with
both English and Bulgarian, but for him, his accent still gets in the way. Peter expressed
his frustration when he tries to pronounce a name and he struggles, in spite of others
telling him it is nice to have an accent. In despite of having an accent, Peter has chosen
English as his main language. He has chosen not to teach Bulgarian to his children,
considering that English is the language his children will need to dominate to be
competent members of this society. On rare occasions, people notice Olivia’s accent. She
loves when that happens, because it gives her an opportunity to talk about Brazil and the
diversity of cultures present in her native country. For Sofia, people never inquire about
her origins. Her looks blend in with Americans’ blue eyes and light brown hair. Her
accent is not noticeable, perhaps because she started to learn English at age seven.
According to Sofia, her father’s accent is less noticeable than her mother’s. She feels
frustrated at times because people look at her parents as less knowledgeable, only
because of their broken English. Sofia’s frustration is compounded as well with her
parents’ lack of initiative in spending time learning English. Every opportunity they have
to socialize is within the Brazilian community.
So they kind of distance themselves from people, like native people, from here.
And then it makes it harder for them to learn, because they’re never interacting in
the new language. (Interview, Fall 2011)
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Most of Sofia’s dialogue with her family is in English, but she resorts to Portuguese when
she cannot make herself understood. Both Sofia and Olivia remember with frustration
that they started to communicate in English before their parents. Their abilities in English
gave them both responsible roles in the family. They had to translate mail, answer phone
calls, write e-mails, interpret, and so forth. Sofia finds this frustrating even today, as she
still has to write e-mails and text messages for her mother. Olivia had a somewhat
different view of the situation. Olivia felt it was nice to have responsibilities helping her
family, but at the same time, she just wanted “to be a normal kid” (Interview Fall 2011).
Olivia remembers her struggles to learn English and her difficulty in understanding other
people’s accents and the speed of their speech. Olivia soon learned what she called
“survival sentences”. Among these were sentences such as “Could you speak slower,
please? Can you repeat it?”, etc. Peter, however, did not feel it necessary to acquire any
new tactics to help him understand the conversations around him. He stated without much
thought, that he would not ask people to speak slower, but he would “try harder to listen
faster” (Interview Fall 2011).
Accents and language speed are certainly unique features of a language. When we
learn an additional language, we bring to it the features of our native country’s culture.
Olivia feels her accent is noticeable both when she speaks Portuguese and English. Both
Sofia and Olivia have had the support of their parents while trying to maintain their
mother tongue. Their parents made sure they would have access to Brazilian TV, books,
and contact with other Brazilian speakers. Both Sofia and Olivia were sent to Brazil for a
year while in middle school. This was helpful to experience the culture and the language
in their natural environment. When in Brazil, Olivia remembers receiving the nickname
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of “Americaninha,” meaning, “little American”. People noted her American accent when
speaking Portuguese. Olivia thought the nickname was cute, helping to demonstrate who
she is, being part of both cultures. Olivia talked about her identity as a Portuguese
speaker with brightness in her eyes. She will resort to Portuguese when she wishes to
express excitement, because even though she feels comfortable with both languages, she
is not able to express these extreme feelings in English. Sofia, who feels more
comfortable speaking English, will also resort to Portuguese in such situations. Olivia
described her relationship with Portuguese below,
At home. At home or with Brazilian friends. Or like if I’m with a family member,
I just – I crave to speak Portuguese. I just crave it. It’s like a comfort thing. Or
sometimes it’s crazy. When I get mad, when I get – or really like intense feelings,
like I need to speak my mind, ‘cause I’m a very opinionated person, sometimes I
start speaking Portuguese and I don’t realize it. I don’t know why. You just start
– and I’m like, “Oh, wait. There’s people that don’t speak Portuguese here. I
need to” – you know? (Interview, Fall 2011)
Olivia shows deep pride and warm feelings towards her heritage language;
however, when speaking Portuguese her American identity is revealed through the
presence of her accent. Acquiring an additional language is not the only way to develop
an accent, however. My accent for example, is a mixture of Northern and Southern
Brazil. People usually cannot correctly guess the area of my Brazilian origins. I enjoy this
feature about my accent because it gives me an opportunity to share my heritage. My
accent in the United States though makes me struggle. I still have a heavy accent, and
people who are not used to me sometimes struggle to understand what I am saying. It
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bothers me when they remain silent after I say something or squint their eyes and furrow
their browns, when they cannot follow my discourse. It bothers me that I cannot make
myself understood after almost four years of speaking English.
I still make use of my “survival sentences,” even though they have changed a bit.
I used to ask people to speak slower. An experience I had while teaching swimming
lessons, during my first semester speaking English, made me think about intonation. We
can recognize what kind of conversation people are having through intonation. I had
experienced this while I was trying to help one crying child get used to the water. My
boss was trying to tell me what to do; however, I could not understand one single word
that she was saying because of her intonation. She sounded really loud and not very
friendly. The only message that my brain was able to decode was that she was yelling at
me. After this situation, she apologized. She explained she was just trying to be clear
since I was a beginner with the language. What many people do not understand about
someone who is learning a language is that they will not understand better if you talk
louder, but if you talk slower. Later, I explained to my host family what had happened,
and they had two t-shirts made for me with this saying for my birthday: “Don’t speak
louder, speak slower, I’m ESL.” It was a friendly and funny way to catch the attention of
people to this issue of talking louder to language learners instead of slower.
Peter sees himself as comfortable with both Bulgarian and English from a
linguistic perspective. For Peter, the maintenance of his mother tongue for the next
generation, his four children, is not a priority in his life. He does not feel it is important
for his children to learn Bulgarian because their lives are here. English is the target
language they need to learn to function in this society (Goldstein, 1994; Miller, 2003).

67
For him, the communication with the extended family back in Bulgaria happens with him
acting as an intermediary, a translator, and that is enough. Peter has a functional view of
language. Despite his fluency in both Bulgarian and English, Peter has developed a
monolingual identity. For him, language is a tool to communicate in the society a person
is immersed in, having no need for an additional language, unless this is part of his work.
Opposite of Peter’s view is Sofia’s outlook, who strongly claims her linguistic
and ethnic identity. She wants her son to learn Portuguese. She wants him to be able to
communicate with the extended family back in Brazil. She thinks that an additional
language gives a person more opportunities. This allows him to learn about other
cultures, making a person more marketable in today’s society. Sofia’s two-year-old son
experiences both English and Portuguese at home and with his grandparents. He already
says words in both languages. Sofia is amazed by her son; he seems to know when to use
Portuguese with his Brazilian grandparents and when to use English with his American
grandparents. She makes sure to speak Portuguese with her son while she is alone with
him. She also wishes her fiancée would learn her mother tongue. She has even bought
him a computer language program to help him start the process of learning the language.
It is upsetting for her that her fiancé has not taken the time to start learning Portuguese.
Sofia wishes that her fiancé would be able to communicate with her extended family
when they come to their wedding in September. Still, in spite of Sofia’s strong claim to
her linguistic identity as a Portuguese speaker and ethnic identity as a Brazilian, she does
not feel fully comfortable with her Portuguese skills. At any moment during our
interactions, Sofia used Portuguese with me, and in one of her journal entries, Sofia
shows less than a proficient ability in the language. Sofia expresses her frustration toward
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her sister in that journal entry. On one occasion, Sofia wrote an e-mail to one of her
cousins in Brazil. Before sending the e-mail to her cousin, Sofia sent it to Olivia to edit it
for her. Olivia sent the e-mail without editing it, mentioning it was not all correct, but it
was cute. Sofia was very upset at Olivia, imagining that the cousin in Brazil would
perceive her as not very knowledgeable.
In a world where communication with other cultures and languages has become as
simple as gaining access to the Internet, it is important to learn an additional language as
an additive process (Fillmore, 1991), but this need not mean the loss of one’s first
language. Losing a first language in a subtractive process, as illustrated by Ana’s story,
causes her to struggle with her linguistic identity. She only hopes her mother tongue will
come back to her if she has an opportunity to return to Bulgaria. Sofia and Olivia have
found that maintenance of their mother tongue has given them both the opportunity to
learn a third language without much effort (Cummins et. al., 2005; Freire, 1997). They
can always resort to their mother tongue, and proudly claim their bi-cultural identity.
Sula, as a spectator in the new culture, remains concerned about her son and his ability to
maintain the mother tongue as he communicates through sign language, which he is
learning in English schools. The two older children, however, will be able to re-integrate
in their home country, having another language added to their skills.
Cultural Brokers
Generalized messages and the impact these messages have in society can cause
discrimination against different groups, and this interplay between “old-timers” and
newcomers can have significant consequences on newcomers’ access to their new
language and the maintenance or loss of their first. My interactions with Sula and the
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other immigrants sharing their stories with me made me reflect on inferred messages I
had also received from society. Their stories were, at a certain level, the cultural brokers 3
for my social identity. As Pipher (2001) cites in her book, The Middle of Everywhere,
what newcomers need are cultural brokers who can show them where to go and what to
do in the new culture. As much as newcomers need cultural brokers, Western society
needs to hear the newcomers’ stories as a way to break negative messages and
generalized ideas about other parts of the world. In Western society, some of the
messages people receive about Muslim culture are in regard to the gender role. It is not
uncommon to hear stories of women forced to marry men they have never seen before,
their family members having made the decision for them. This can be true in some
Muslim cultures but not all. Just as there are different types of Christians, there are
different types of Muslims, as well as in other religions. While listening to Sula’s stories,
I thought about the messages I had heard about her culture. These undoubtedly influenced
my preparatory time before meeting her. I remember asking friends about how I should
introduce myself and how I should address her. I asked if I should call her by her first
name or by the name of her first daughter–“On Janna”—which is the custom among
women in the Muslim culture. I also wondered if I should hide my Christian identity
because I did not want to offend her. After some sessions with Sula, I reflected on my
earlier stereotypes. I had not realized that my way of thinking and my lack of ability to
socialize with someone from a different culture had been such a stereotype.
For example, the use of the hijab is a hot topic, with a lot of stereotypes and
negative messages surrounding it. I used to think that all Muslim women were required to
3

A person who facilitates the immersion and the border crossing between one culture to
another. The Middle of Everywhere, Mary Pipher, 2002
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wear the hijab solely because of the strict rules present in their patriarchal society. Sula’s
story of the hijab appealed to me both in the meaning of wearing it, as well as allowing
me to reflect over the possibilities before making any assumption about a person wearing
it. The hijab represents a symbol of Muslim religious identity. For Sula’s family, the
hijab represented the continuity of their multiple identities connected to their homeland,
having inferred in it the desire of the maintenance of their mother tongue, Arabic (Zine,
2001; Sarroub, 2001).
Both Sula and her daughter, Janna, experienced situations of prejudice in
America, as the result of generalized messages society gives to its members, and this
pushed Sula to hold on more tightly to her religious identity as a Muslim and her
linguistic identity as an Arabic speaker Sula described her daughter’s experiences in
school as mostly favorable and enjoyable. She added that her daughter is a smiling girl
who talks to every teacher she meets in the hallway. Sula stated the only attitude of
prejudice her daughter faced at school was soon after Janna adopted the use of the hijab.
Two boys at school grabbed it and tried to take it off of her head, telling her they wanted
to see her hair. Sula and her husband advised her daughter that in situations like this, she
should seek help from the teachers.
In another experience Sula described to me, she mentioned the feeling of
embarrassment. Sula and Janna, were waiting to cross a street when a car passed by them.
The passengers in the car, which she described as Black boys, put their heads out of the
window and shouted at them, telling them to pull that thing off of their heads. They also
had their hands out of the window, gesturing as if they were paying reverence to Sula and
Janna. It is disturbing to hear stories such as these. One would think that people who are
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not aware of their own misconceptions and stereotypes would at least respect other
people’s choices in a society with religious freedom.
Similar to Sula, Ana had experiences that made her reflect on the way others may
perceive her. Because of her cleft palate and lack of fluency in English, Ana was
constantly afraid of being perceived as someone with “mental problems.” One of her
friends told her that before they were friends, she thought Ana had some kind of
disability. Ana wants people to get to know her and her story. They will then know that
sometimes she is slower in understanding conversations, but that does not mean she is
less knowledgeable.
Even I think of that again – I think it’s bad. When I say things, I think, “Oh. They
think of me as a dummie.” Or even that one girl – I’m saying things – she’s like,
“Wait a minute. Somebody said that already. Weren’t you listening?” I’m like,
“Yeah. But I wanted to say that on my own.” And so I feel like – “She doesn’t
pay attention,” or “She’s just a dummie”. Like do you understand what I mean?
And I feel that too. (Interview, Fall 2011)
Sofia and Olivia share great concern for their parents. They recognize the
challenges for their parents to get out of their comfort zone and immerse themselves in
the new culture and language. The girls had responsibilities, and their time was limited.
They were working, looking after the family, and learning a new language. When they
did have time to socialize, they wanted to be in their comfort zone. They wanted to forget
the language barrier for a while and the cultural differences they had with the host
society. They wanted to be with a culture similar to their own, such as the Hispanic
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community or with their own Brazilian culture. Olivia knows that some people can be
harsh when they have stereotypes or misconceptions.
It’s because they’re ignorant and they’re uncomfortable around you ‘cause they
don’t know how to deal with that situation… I think for everybody, in their
education, it’s important for you to understand that you’re not the only one in the
world; that there’s different cultures and you need to respect them, and that it’s
good for everybody to make an effort to learn a new language. I think it’s
important for everybody. (Interview, Fall 2011)
There is an entire set of challenges involved in the immersion of a new culture
and language. It is necessary to step out of the comfort zone, in order to learn better ways
in the new culture and how to communicate effectively with the target language. Some
people will have the personality to face new challenges no matter what it takes; some will
have no choice; others will have the process of immersion facilitated by “cultural
brokers” (Pipher, 2001). For newcomers, their cultural brokers may be someone with
whom they feel comfortable or share the same language and culture. This relationship,
although essential for some, may have pros and cons that go along with it. It can prepare
newcomers to immerse themselves in the new culture and language, but it also can cause
a relationship of dependence.
Janna, as many other immigrant children, was a cultural broker for Sula, helping
her mother by interpreting conversations in English and translating back and forth.
Sometimes during appointments, Sula was nervous and could not understand what people
were saying to her. Sula mentioned the comforting feeling of having Janna sitting beside
her in these situations. Peter also had a cultural broker during his first months
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experiencing the new culture. His friend from Bulgaria, the same one responsible for
telling the coach about Peter’s skills in running, was also Peter’s roommate. Peter relied a
great deal on his friend. He would be Peter’s interpreter, helping him finding his way
around town, but in the house they would speak only Bulgarian. For Peter, this
relationship was very important during his first months in the United Sates. It was not
until Peter had an opportunity to move elsewhere, that he really had to start to
communicate in English on his own.
. . . we only talked Bulgarian because I was not comfortable with English, so I
had a chance to leave there and go to a different place, which I did, and I thought
that helped me with the language because I was almost forced to start speaking
more and I didn’t have him around to talk in Bulgarian so I got more into the
English, which was good for me. (Interview, Fall 2011)
Similar to Peter and Sula, Sofia experienced the help of a cultural broker during her first
months in the United States. Her cultural broker was a boy she met in school, also from
Brazil, who could already speak English.
And he was from Brazil, but he’d been here longer than me. So he spoke English,
too. So he kind of helped me, and it was useful. Like I didn’t know how to order
lunch when I started school. And he had to explain to me what the things were,
and I had to tell him. And he would tell them what I wanted. So I think it was
really helpful, you know, to have someone kind of translate for me, but in a way,
maybe it like hindered me from learning… I think it was better for my learning
(referring to the time they went to different classes), but I think it was helpful
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when I first came here, to feel like I could communicate somehow. (Interview, Fall
2011)
During the first few months of immersion into a new culture and language, it was
important for Sofia, an immigrant child, to have someone that made her feel secure and to
help her to communicate. The presence of the Brazilian boy also created a relationship of
dependence. Even though the relationship of dependence was developed, when Sofia had
to be on her own, she was somehow familiar enough with the new system to take a
chance on immersing herself in the new language and culture. Remaining a cultural
broker for their parents is still part of Sofia and Olivia’s lives. Despite employment in the
host society and the improvement in their English skills, the parents still feel more
comfortable having their daughters answering e-mails, text messages, and, if it happens
that their daughters are around, they will answer the phone calls, as well.
Living in a multicultural society is a privilege. It is like living on a corner where
every part of the global community meets. Unfortunately, misconceptions can happen in
a society formed with groups representing different parts of the world, with different
cultures and religious beliefs. Sometimes the messages people receive from the media
and other vehicles of communication create stereotypes about specific ethnic groups,
based on the history of events involving members of these groups. Life-based narratives
can help society, as well as the academic community, gradually dissolve certain
stereotypes which seem to remain very strong in society. These stereotypes include the
prejudice surrounding the Black community and, after September 11, 2001, the Islamic
community, and the misconception that immigrants do not want to learn English. It is
essential to think about each other as individuals with different stories and interactions
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with the world. Life-based narratives and other people’s experiences give real faces to the
stories. Additionally to this, life-based narratives are able to be exert the role of cultural
brokers . These are much more effective in impacting other people’s lives.
The Power of Discourses - With Language, It is Possible to Say Nothing
How can a first language be included in a society with such a variety of mother
tongues? If encouraged to speak their native language, will newcomers ever speak
English? What about the host students? Will they feel uncomfortable with a variety of
other languages around them? How can a monolingual teacher teach from students’ first
languages that are different than English? A variety of questions and doubts surround
school holders4 already. There are not enough studies that prove and demonstrate how to
use the first language of newcomers effectively and answer those questions. There are
also few other studies that show strong results when the first language is set aside, both at
school and home. What strongly exists is a large amount of beliefs against the use of the
mother tongue in schools. The stories of the people I met made me reflect upon those
questions, considering their immersion in society, but especially in the academic settings.
Humans naturally seek a comfort zone. It does not matter if it is in another
language or in a different zone than the ones to which people are accustomed. The
essential element is to be accepted, especially in an academic setting. When Olivia
experienced middle school, all she wanted was to be included. Language was not a
functional barrier anymore; despite her heavy accent which Olivia said she had at the
time, she could communicate very well. Olivia found the major barrier was the specific
cultural differences. She was fluent in the language, but fluency of the language did not
give her total knowledge and understanding of the culture. Olivia found middle school to
4
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be a challenging stage for teenagers, trying to be accepted into the group. She remembers
being lucky enough to have a small group of friends who tried to include her. She
struggled to understand the concept of “slumber parties,” especially when they had
themes. People were amazed she did not know what seemed to be common knowledge.
Like once one of my friends – you know Grease, the movie – like from the ‘50s.
It’s a musical. Anyways, very American thing. Okay? John Travolta, whatever
her other name is, so she had like a Grease-themed slumber party/birthday party,
and she invited everybody over and she’s like, “Okay. Let’s all dress up like
this,” and I’m like, “Oh my gosh. I don’t know what this movie is. What the heck
are you talking about? Like what is this?” She’s like, “You don’t know Grease?
How can you not know that movie?” I’m like, “I don’t know. I didn’t grow up
here, and at least from the ‘80s, I was like a baby. I wasn’t even born yet, and
you guys grew up on this stuff ‘cause your parents taught you so I don’t know.”
So again I’m like completely clueless about American culture, and just like, “Oh,
I don’t know. You guys grew up on this stuff. I don’t know.” (Interview, Fall
2011)
Olivia had the power of discourse to enlighten people around her; that which
seemed common knowledge for them was not for her (Fairclough, 1989). Do we usually
think about how language learners, immigrant youth among American peers, survive in
their new environment? Like Olivia, they transform their experiences into the practice of
everyday life. They find a way for the specific circumstance. American peers and other
“settled” immigrants serve as models in shaping the discourses of newcomers. This is
especially true in the academic environment, where some students lead over others.
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During the different stages of gaining fluency in the target language and their
immersion in the new society, people experience the shaping of their identities in a
diversity of ways. Some of these moments become part of their most lively memories.
Sofia found her comfort zone in the academic setting. Interestingly, her fondest memory
was that of ordering school lunch. She felt she had a way of communicating, even though
she did not know the target language. Her inclusion came, at first, through the help of
someone who shared her mother tongue. At that time, her friend could represent her voice
until she was ready to take the risk of communicating in the new language. Peter, also
had a friend who could be his cultural broker in the new setting, as cited earlier. For
Peter, though, his first academic experiences were slightly embarrassing. Not
understanding what people were saying made him respond with silence and smiles. He
did not struggle with the classes he was taking, though, because most of them were
related to his strengths in mathematics. As a bilingual speaker and a teacher, Peter has
experience on the other side of the learning process. Peter has taught foreign students,
noting their similarities to the American students. Most functionally, the foreign students
in his classes were all speaking at an advanced level. He did not have to accommodate his
foreign students in any way, which, admittedly, he would not do. Peter believes that
accommodating language learners makes them feel less competent than the other
students.
Thinking over Peter’s philosophy regarding newcomers, I also recalled that Sofia,
Olivia and Ana often remember when they felt less competent than the other students.
Bourdieu (1991) explains the influence of the social world affecting our “habitus,”
especially in education. He states that “we are constantly seeking for meaning in our
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relationship established with a speaker, as well as in the products offered by the social
space” (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 38). Ana remembers finding refuge among the teachers during
break time, because she did not feel comfortable among the students. She was the only
foreign student in the school and felt cultural differences everywhere. Mentioning the
language barrier, people had to draw pictures to explain the lunch menu to her.
Additionally, she felt very self-conscious while eating at the table. Sofia and Olivia,
however, felt more comfortable spending time with the other foreign students in the
school. They could relate to each other because they were all going through a similar
experience of acquiring the target language. They were completely immersed in a culture
different than their own. Being around other immigrants, although not sharing the same
language or culture, gives newcomers a sense of belonging. Despite having a close circle
of friends in middle school, Olivia was keenly aware of her accent. At times, this was a
barrier to her feeling comfortable. She would pronounce words that would sound
completely different from the native pronunciation. Her pronunciation would make
people laugh, and she would feel embarrassed, making her feel uncomfortable around
native speakers. The place of a comfort zone came from the ones who were going
through similar experiences.
Ana’s memories of the academic setting as a new language learner, in part, still
shape her identity. She still fears tests and believes she can never achieve highly on them.
When Ana finished high school, she was not accepted to college because of her low SAT
scores, as cited earlier. Although completing the Intensive English Program at the college
she is currently attending, Ana could not score the required grade to exit the English
Program. However, throughout the program, she had scored well. The college took her
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achievements throughout the school year into consideration. For Ana, being assessed
made her see the tests as an isolated experience from those she had in school, creating a
certain block for her. It was then difficult to apply the knowledge she had acquired during
classes on the tests (Pearson, 2007).
Immersion into a new culture and new language is a challenging process that
happens gradually. Fluency in a language does not give a person total understanding and
knowledge. For some, the culture shock experienced early on in the host country is still
fresh in their memories. Ana was amazed to frequent the stores and see there were no
security guards, especially by the doors, watching the products on sale. In Bulgaria,
everything she remembers was so different. People were very careful not to have their
belongings stolen. Peter’s first day in the United States is still remembered as comical to
him, not knowing how to open a door. Sula immersed herself in the new society as a
spectator of her family. Experiences, such as these lived by the protagonists of these
stories, helped shape their identities in the new discourses to which they were now taking
part.
Discourses are created through each new way we use a single word in a variety of
contexts. Even when a person feels fluent in a language, challenges and confusion with
words that sound familiar will still often happen. It was interesting to listen to Peter’s
story about his misunderstanding the informal use of the word “cool.” He would question
himself about the literal meaning of the word. During one of our interviews, Peter joked
and inquired of me if my own use of the word cool was literal or colloquial, despite the
fact that he also had used the word idiomatically during our interviews.
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When people said cool, I thought cool meant chilled, cold, and they meant
something good or interesting. I was kinda shocked that they would say cool.
When you’re talking to them and they said, “Cool, cool, cool” I thought that was
really, “Wow, why are they saying cool? It’s not cool. It’s warm in
here.”(Interview, Fall 2011)
Puns, jokes, sayings and slang words can be challenging for language learners.
Additionally, the similar sound of some words and the sentence patterns in the two
languages can make newcomers and native speakers find challenges within the context of
conversations. One of my good friends used to teach swimming lessons. During her first
semester in college, she asked one of the children in the pool the following question,
“How many years do you have?” The child replied he had two, but my friend insisted that
he had at least six “years.” After the child started to cry, stating he was not a monster,
another instructor explained to my friend that she the child thought she was asking how
many ears he had, and the correct question should be how old was he? The pattern my
friend was using to structure the sentence was the translation of the question word-forword of our language, Portuguese.
Learning a new language is a unique experience, filled with funny, joyful and
frustrating experiences. I guess those who are language learners will always experience
these situations with language. As Bourdieu (1991) states, “. . . language is the exemplary
formal mechanism whose generative capacities are without limits. There is nothing that
cannot be said and it is possible to say nothing” ( p. 41). In almost four years of
experiencing the English language, I still say things that do not make much sense, such as
trying words in “Portu-English.” It sometimes works pretty well, but if I notice people
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squinting at me and furrowing their brows while talking to me, I know that what I said
did not make sense.

Discussion of Findings
The identity choices a newcomer is required to make during the immersion in a
new culture has a decided impact on the maintenance or loss of that newcomer’s first
language (Goldstein, 2003). Immersed in the United States and interacting with the
linguistic privilege of native speakers, the protagonists of my research made their choices
of claiming their linguistic identities, both as multilingual speakers and as monolingual,
in spite of maintenance of the first language, in Peter’s case. They filled their stories with
details and lively accounts with regards to language acquisition. Given the option to note
their written stories in their first language, the three of them who chose to take part in this
exercise chose English to expand it. The interviews with the Brazilian sisters, with whom
I share the same first language, also happened in English.
During my pre-research, before data collection, I came upon a diverse set of
factors that may impact the maintenance or the loss of a native language. Contrary to
what my literature framework presented, none of my participants were directly
challenged by any amendment, language policies referent to the use of their first language
(Tse, 2001). They were advised to immerse themselves in English as much as possible.
Language Policies were not a factor influencing the maintenance of their mother tongue.
Peter, Sula and the sisters were fortunate to have someone introduce them to the new
culture and language through the use of their mother tongue. Ana’s story was a unique
exception, introducing the role of a cultural broker in her life. Adopted by English
speakers, learning the target language was necessary to build a relationship with her new
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family. Despite of having a Bulgarian tutor once a week, their goal was to fill her
conversations with English at a rapid pace.
The participants’ stories, life-based narratives, had unique features but also
contained common ground experiences shaping their identity as language learners. At
some point, they were all newcomers, immersed in a new culture, each going through a
process of which they were a part, at some point, of a silent group5 (Freire, 1997). They
accepted the new situation they were in, through the help of cultural brokers. At some
point, they started to develop an awareness of their situation, making them take notice of
their multiple identities. The acquisition of a new language enabled them to share the
power of their prior knowledge and gain competent roles in the new culture at different
levels. For example, Sofia and Olivia mastered the English language similar to that of
native speakers. They both sound similar to the majority when speaking English, which,
according to Miller (2003), gives them a linguistic privilege in this English-speaking
country. Furthermore, they are better able to negotiate their role in the target linguistic
market (Goldstein, 2003). Peter has acquired fluency in English, having, as the only
struggle, his accent with a few word challenges now and then. However, Sula and Ana
are still trying to achieve self-representation and be “heard” by dominant speakers. Ana
has discovered this process through access to a college education. Sula remains
dependent on her daughter’s support for communication outside of her apartment.
Being in a country with such diverse ethnicity, languages and religions made
them take a stand in their own religious views and beliefs. Their religious identities were

5

The concept of a culture of silence by Freire, describes a group of people who feel
overwhelmed, and\or dependent on the culture around them, which effectively silences
them to competent participation in society. Freire, 1997
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influenced by the role of their linguistic identities in the host community, as well. Olivia
and Sofia found their religious identity provided them a comfort zone on the weekends.
This environment provided similar warmth in their native culture, facilitating the use of
their prior knowledge related to their first language and experiences in their home
country to acquire a third language (Freire, 1997; Baynhan, 2006; Hatoss & Sheely,
2009). For Ana, it provided a safe environment where she could take more risks in
immersing herself in English. Sula and Peter found their religious identities were a path
to reaffirm their culture amongst such diversity.
The construction of the participants’ identities was based on “several senses of
their selves” within the diverse interactions of the host society (Zacher & Leander, 2007).
At certain moments, negative messages received made some of them withdraw while
looking for refuge among others facing similar challenges. As for their linguistic
identities, especially as English speakers, this was a slower process for some. Within a
range of six months, Sofia, Olivia and Peter were communicating in English. Their main
responsibility at that time was the acquisition of the language in an academic
environment. Sula came from her home country with some knowledge of English. When
we first met, her verbal skills were better developed than her listening skills. Sula’s role
as a spectator in her family’s immersion allowed her skills in English to only slowly
progress while for Ana, the feeling of gratitude for having been adopted and finally
having a family pressured her to learn the target language. This would be the only manner
in which she could reciprocate the opportunity her parents had given her. English was the
only way to communicate with her new family. Not having any connection with her
mother tongue, Ana gradually substituted Bulgarian with words in English. As a result,
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she does not recall when the loss of her mother tongue happened. Because of other
challenges, Ana required more than ten years of immersion to achieve fluency in verbal
English while still struggling to understand complex vocabulary, sayings, writing and the
speed at which people talk.
The intersection of influences created by the new environment, language and the
presence of cultural brokers, all persuade the shaping of the multiple identities
demonstrated by the participants. Their multiple identities influenced their relationship
with the maintenance of their first language. The diagrams below illustrate the main
factors impacting the maintenance of the first language for each participant and the main
factors involved in Ana’s desire to reacquire her first language.
Active membership
both for her and her
family in her home
country Bilingual identity as a
resource to negotiate
Connection with
extended family
competent
membership in society

Sula
Language of choice
Cultural
to express feelings in
Pride
depth

Connection with
extended family

Olivia

Multilingual identity as
a resource to be more
marketable
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Claim of
Brazilian ethnic
and linguistic
identities
Connection
with extended
family

Multilingual
identity as a
resource to be
more
marketable

Cultural Pride

Sofia
Connection
with
extended
family

Peter
Linguistic IdentityA desire to be able
to talk to Bulgarian
speakers
Cultural Identity- A
Childhood
desire to claim her
Memories
heritage, her origins

Ana
Ana was the only who happened to lose her first language, but with a desire to
reacquire it. My theoretical framework differed slightly from my findings related to
language loss (Fillmore, 1991; Fishman, 1996). Ana’s experiences were unique. She had
no extended family back in Bulgaria or any connection that would provide her the
maintenance of her native language. The maintenance of Ana’s first language is now a
part of her plans for the future. She desires to reacquire her Bulgarian language and be
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able to claim her ethnic and linguistic identities. While this does not happen, she
compromises by searching for Bulgarian videos and listening to the familiar sounds of
her mother tongue. Peter, despite his continued connection with extended family, has an
assimilationist6 view of language (Schimdt, 2000). It seems that for him the
communication with extended family is the strongest force of maintenance of his mother
tongue. Peter has developed a monolingual identity in spite of his maintenance of his
first language. The power of imposition of the linguistic market introduced to him has
influenced him in his language choice (Goldstein, 2003; Hawkins, 2005; Miller,
2003).For him, there is no need to pass on his first language to his direct family, as
English is the language they need to be competent citizens in this society. The
maintenance of the mother tongue for Sula, Olivia and Sofia is presented through a
pluralistic view (Schmidt, 2000). For both Sofia and Sula, the maintenance of their
mother tongue is impacted by the extension of their linguistic and cultural identities
through their children. Sofia, despite her linguistic ability in Portuguese not fully
supporting her cultural identity, wants her son to be able to experience both her heritage
culture and language, as well as be more marketable with a bilingual identity. Sula as a
temporary immigrant in the United States, wants her children to dominate English,
considering that a bilingual identity is much more marketable, as well. However,
extremely important for Sula’s maintenance of her mother tongue is the near future when
she will be moving back to Iraq with her family. Her extended family is back in Iraq.
Additionally to that, the linguistic market there will require from its members the fluency
of dominant Arabic speakers. Sula wants her children to be able to communicate with her

6

For definition of terms, see p.11-13
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extended family and be successful members of their home country. Olivia’s maintenance
of her mother tongue is strongly impacted by cultural pride and her emotional connection
with her first language. Her language choice is related to her multilingual identity
(Pavlenko, 2004). It gives her one more resource to establish relationships with other
speakers, such as expressing her emotions in depth or simply signaling intimacy in being
part of a group, the Brazilian community. For Sula, Olivia, and Sofia, learning English is
essential to live in the United States; however, keeping their roots through their mother
tongue and culture is essential to connect with extended family. Above all, this allows
maintenance of their cultural and linguistic identities.
Conclusion
It was amazingly surprising to find that I was starting to make sense of my own
experiences while researching other people’s stories (Barkhuizen, 2011). It has been at
this time, while residing in the United States as a Brazilian immigrant, that I have
realized that I belong to more than one culture at the same time. At times, we think about
culture, and often what comes to our minds is a different country. We do not need to
travel to experience a culture different than our own. In our own community, we will find
people who have a different way of living than ourselves, even though they are from the
same country; this goes without mentioning the conflicts of generations inside our own
families. The different discourses and the possibilities of misinterpretation are present
everywhere. If, in our homes, we face different discourses, imagine living in a country
that receives people from around the globe.
Residing in the “middle of everywhere” as Pipher (2002) describes Lincoln,
Nebraska, brought forth many questions. For example, I wondered what a Brazilian
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immigrant is like and how I could describe myself accurately; these were now part of my
personal inquiry. While growing up in Brazil, I sometimes wondered about my identity. I
am the daughter of a migrant family from the Northeast of Brazil that relocated to the
economical and busy Southeast. Being born in the Southeast, I have always been a blend
of both cultures, taking from each what I thought was worthy of keeping. I would
describe Brazil the way Olivia, one of the immigrants who shared her story did, as a
“bunch of little countries with diverse cultures,” Therefore, I can definitely say I am a
blend. As a woman living in a patriarchal country, most notable in the Northeast of
Brazil, certain life choices were difficult. For example, I wanted to finish school,
including college, and start a career before considering marriage. I certainly received
rolling eyes by some or many of my relatives in the Northeast of Brazil. My decision to
postpone marriage until age twenty raised a lot of eyebrows in Northeastern Brazil, as did
my decision to divorce my husband after finding out about his repeated infidelity.
Women in the Northeast simply do not divorce; most of them accept what their husbands
dictate. Identities are discursively constructed and negotiated though discourses (Miller,
2003; Goldstein, 2003). The stories of the people I met, as well as my story, impact the
maintenance of first language. Such stories represent the connection to and the possibility
of developing positive identities, therefore, creating a connection to a person’s homeland.
My identity was shaped by my parents’ experiences. My mother did not go to
school because, according to her father, school was not for girls. My father had a thirdgrade education and was living on the streets by the age of eight, after his mother’s death.
They both wanted their kids to have educational opportunities and have choices in life. In
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fact, my oldest brother and I were the first in our extended family to achieve a higher
education.
As an immigrant, my reasons for relocating are diverse, including the acquisition
of English. As a consequence, I discovered myself as Brazilian. We commonly identify
ourselves with the areas in which we are born. Engrained in other people’s stories and
through other immigrants I had met, I found we all had a certain commonality. We all
discovered our ethnic identity after leaving our home country and becoming immersed in
a new culture and language. We were becoming aware of the world surrounding us
through our own experiences and through the new culture in which we were immersed.
Paulo Freire (1997) would probably say this is the way to liberate the oppressed from his
condition of belonging to a silent group, using his own world to make him aware of the
existence of a much bigger and more complex world.
Throughout this study, I learned the stories of people who, just like me, acquired
English as an additional language. Their stories were filled both with memorable and
thought-provoking experiences. An intersection of influences is involved in the
acquisition of an additional language, altering or reinforcing the relationship and the
feelings towards the first language, resulting in the maintenance or loss of a mother
tongue. A new culture’s social and academic environments play an important role in
shaping the multiple identities of anyone, and these may more strongly shape those of a
language learner.
It is essential to be aware of the intersection of influences shaping a language
learners’ identity, considering that the identity choices a newcomer is required to make
during immersion has a decided impact on the maintenance or loss of that newcomer’s
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first language. The immersion in a new society may guide a newcomer to a subtractive
process of language acquisition (Fillmore, 1991; Fishman, 1996). Creating a safe
environment for immigrants or the children of immigrants is our role in society. This
includes a school holder or a lay person. After all, we all are citizens of the world. No
one is a “blank recipient;” each brings with him prior knowledge, whether or not he is
literate. Acknowledgment of this knowledge and prior experience gives a person,
especially a language learner, confidence to engage in the process of learning. Peter, for
instance, did not know much English, but his skill as a runner was very much
appreciated. Sofia and Olivia, in addition to meeting other children sharing their first
language, had the tremendous support of their parents as their language acquisition
began. They confirmed and emphasized the great opportunity they had of experiencing
another culture and what is involved within it. Sula’s children had their parents as role
models. Their mother, Sula, appreciated her children’s new skills and was eager to learn,
and their father was achieving higher education in this country. Ana had support from her
adopted parents, a need any teenager requires for that stage; however, being immersed in
another language and culture, without any connection to her native country and language
drove her to language loss.
Within the intersection of influences shaping a language learner’s identity is also
the linguistic market (Bourdieu, 1997; Goldstein, 2003; Hawkins, 2005). Language is
power, and the way people think they are perceived when speaking interferes in the
process of engaging in learning and immersing in a new culture. Language learners, for
example, are often very self-conscious of their accent. At times, the symbolic power
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present in the dialogue or messages that power speakers give to language learners may be
intimidating.
Our role in society, as school holders or lay people, is that of a cultural broker,
someone who prepares newcomers for immersion in the new society, often by simply
acknowledging their presence, individuals giving directions in ordinary situations that we
often take for granted, such as turning the handle of a door, ordering lunch, and an
uncountable number of situations we may assume as common knowledge (Pipher, 2002;
Freire, 1997). Assuming that everyone understands these concepts can cause frustration
and stress for newcomers. Engaging in life-based narratives allows us to develop the
feelings of becoming agents of social change, cultural brokers.
It is meaningful to learn about other people’s stories. As citizens of the world,
especially living in a society that receives people from all corners of the globe, it is
important to acknowledge the diversity of cultures and the right of being respected as a
human being. Throughout life-based narratives, we, researchers and readers, give real
faces to stories, such as those of the people I met in this study. With Ana, Sofia, Olivia,
Sula and Peter, we, as citizens of a multicultural society, had the opportunity to learn
about other cultures and beliefs different than ours. Most of all, we learned about the
complexities and challenges these people faced while being immersed in another culture
and acquiring a new language.
Gaining awareness of both the challenges newcomers face while immersing
themselves in a new culture, as well as acquiring a target language, frees language
learners from silent groups. They can now develop a voice to express their feelings
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towards factors that may have shaped their multiple identities, either positively or
negatively.
Throughout the stories of the people we met in this study, factors, such as the
presence of a cultural broker, connection with native language and culture, coupled with
personal pride, demonstrated a significant role in the maintenance of their mother tongue.
The participants’ multiple identities were strongly related to their immersion in a new
culture, filled with unfamiliar discourses. Emigrating from countries where the majority
shared ethnicity, the newcomers discovered their own ethnic identity while standing
isolated in a corner of the world. They reinforced their own ethnic and linguistic
identities, as Arabic and Portuguese speakers, or others did so by taking a stand on
religious views.
Their experiences in the new community, their role in the social and academic
environments, as well as the linguistic market, represented the development of their
language skills. Their interpretation of various discourses in the target language strongly
influenced their views of the mother tongue. The maintenance of their first language
either represented the expansion of their roots through the next generation or their view
of language as simply functional, acquiring only the language a person needs to be
competent a member of the community in which he is immersed.
Here, at the end of my research, the questions that remain are mostly related to
religious identity and its role both in the maintenance of the mother tongue and in the
acquisition of the target language. Little previous scholarship addresses this, yet my
findings indicate that religious identity may be quite influential for newcomers. Is it a
way for newcomers to affirm themselves as humans beings? Is it a way to develop
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competency or entitlement? Or is it simply a way to feel equal? Furthermore, is the
maintenance of the mother tongue related to the privileged position of the United States
and the English language in the world? Which stereotypes influence the maintenance of a
mother tongue?
With these questions in mind and the intersection of influences affecting
newcomers’ identities, it is essential to be aware of groups that are silent due to
involuntary oppressive situations. Not being aware of our own role in society as language
learners, lay people, and school holders may also put us in the position of being part of
silent groups, either as the oppressed or the oppressor. In Freire’s (1997) words, “Washing
one's hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless means to side with the
powerful, not to be neutral” (p. 158).

It is, therefore, crucial to develop an awareness of the complexities and challenges
involved in the immersion of a new culture and language and to recognize immersion as a
moment in time when the newcomer’s first language may be in danger of loss.
Newcomers rarely refuse to learn the target language. The maintenance of a positive
relationship with their native language is significantly important to their linguistic
identity, directing them to a competent membership in the new society without leaving
their roots behind.
Immersion in the target language and culture is a process of exploration, not
solely deciphering codes or reading a message. A newcomer is required to make identity
choices, which has a decided impact on the maintenance or loss of that newcomer’s first
language. Identities are discursively constructed within the discourses a newcomer takes
part (Gee, 1990; Miller, 2003). Immersion is gaining an awareness of the parts of the
elephant, as well as the elephant as a whole, a concept cited in the fable, “Six Wise Men
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of Hindustan” (as cited in Andrews, 2006). In the fable, the wise men want to know what
the elephant is like; however, each of them is blind. According to the story, each wise
man touched a different part of the elephant and described the part as a whole. Each one
of them held a portion of the truth but not the whole truth. Immersion in a new society,
acquiring English, and maintaining the newcomer’s native language and culture, can be
compared to this fable. Immersed in a new society, choosing to learn only its primary
language, but not immersing in the culture, or leaving behind prior knowledge about a
whole language and culture is the same as holding only part of the truth, limiting the view
of the whole elephant. In the end, the intersection of influences impacting a language
leaner’s multiple identities should help lead to an additive process of acquiring a
language (Fillmore, 1991).
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