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Abstract

L atinosin Canadaarereceiving attention because of frequent poor
performancein school. Thisphenomenonturnsout to beconnected
toanumber of basic problemsthat can only beunderstood through
investigation of institutional processes with routine operations
that may disadvantage certain minorities. Thispaper presentsand
discusses part of the data collected in alarger research project on
Latinofamiliesand Canadian schools. Bilingual L atinaresearchers
used participant observation and action research techniques to
report onthehomelanguagepracticesof 45 L atinofamiliesand how
theschool’ sroutine processesinfluenced thosepractices. Findings
include the following: (a) parents saw Spanish maintenance as a
way to foster family unity, Latino identity, and professional
advancement; (b) the strong assi milative pressuresexperienced by
parents often resulted in their doubting the desirability of openly
speaking Spani shat home; (¢) becausethechildrenwerelosingtheir
homelanguagerapidly, the parentsused anumber of strategies; and
(d) there are several things that parents would like to see happen
that would enablethem to maintain Spanish. Our findingsindicate
the necessity for school sto proactively recognizeand build onthe
family’scultural capital, including their homelanguage.
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Introduction

Cuando €l nifio empez0 la escuela, yo le puse en la planilla que su
primer idioma era inglés. La persona que me estaba ayudando a
hacer los papeles me dijo que eramejor quele escriba eso para que
no tenga problemasen la escuela. S yo decia que su primeralengua
era el espafiol, lo discriminarian, no recibiria ayuda y terminarian
poniéndolo en inglés como segunda lengua. Entonces yo tuve que
cambiar mi respuesta y escribir que inglés era su primera lengua
porque sino no lo iban a poder ayudar en nada.

[When my son started school, | wrote down on theform that hisfirst
language was English. The person who was helping metofill out the
papers told meit would be better to write that, so that he would not
haveproblemsat school. If | said that hisfirst language was Spanish,
hewoul d bediscriminated against, woul d not get any help, andwould
be placed in English as a Second Language. So | had to change my
answer and writethat English washisfirst language. Otherwisethey
would not be able to help him with anything.]

Mrs. De Santos, a Guatemalan mother of two, like many other Latina
mothers is receiving a clear message about the lack of value placed on
maintai ning ahome language other than English or French. In spite of official
multiculturalism policiesin Canada, Mrs. De Santoswill have adifficult time
raising bilingual children. The loss of the home language is likely to have
profound effects not only on the children’s academic achievement but also on
thefamily’sability to nurture their children and on familial relations.

Background

Latin Americans, as part of one of the fastest growing ethnic groupsin
Canada, are receiving attention because of frequent poor performance in
school. The vast mgjority of the newer migrants are from Central and South
America. Approximately 50,000 peoplein Toronto, Canada’ slargest city, have
been identified as having Spanish as their first language (Statistics Canada,
1999). Tables 1 and 2 show the number of Latin American children and
adolescents living in Canada and in Ontario by ethnic origin and age. The
number of Latin Americansin Canadais close to 400,000; about 51% simply
identify themselves as Spanish, and the remaining ones identify themselves
according to country of origin.

In Canada, the children of Latin American migrants often show low
academic achievement; only 65% obtain ahigh school diploma, and university
graduates account for barely 10% of thisgroup (Ornstein, 1997). Two studies
reported poor outcomesfor the Latino public school population inthe Toronto
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Tablel
Number of Latin American Children and Adolescents in Canada by Ethnic Origin and Age

Geography: Canada Single and Multiple Ethnic Origin:
Total
All Ages | Under5 | 5-9years| 10-14

years old old years old
Argentinean 7,115 690 715 795
Central/South American Indian 9,285 965 870 775
Chilean 33,835 3,230 3,210 3,080
Colombian 8,525 1,010 825 725
Codgta Rican 1,115 165 120 180
Cuban 4,265 460 445 310
Ecuadoran 6,910 655 615 695
Guatemalan 8,460 1,235 1,090 815
Hispanic 5,275 580 485 485
Honduran 1,820 265 280 170

Latir/Central/South American n.i.e. 30,365 3,320 3,290 3,095

Mexican 23,300 3,110 3,055 2,320
Nicaraguan 4,895 500 555 585
Panamanian 1,690 215 110 155
Paraguayan 705 120 130 80
Perwvian 14,160 1,545 1,650 1,320
Salvadoran 24,125 2,690 3,030 2,570
Spaniard 204,365 18,970 17,875 17,635
Uruguayan 2,940 300 345 235
Venezuelan 4,580 655 495 425
Totd (less Spaniard) 397,730 40,680 39,190| 36,450

Note: Special Tabulationsfrom the 1996 Census of Canada prepared by Statistics Canadafor
the Department of Canadian Heritage. The authors would like to thank Fernando Mata,
Research Officer of the Multiculturalism Program, Department of Canadian Heritage for
making these tables available for the study.
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Table2
Number of Latin American Children and Adolescents in Ontario by Ethnic Origin and Age

Geography: Canada Single and Mutiple Ethnic Origin: Total
All Ages | Under 5 5-9 10-14
yearsold | yearsold | yearsold
Argentinean 3,540 365 395 335
Central/South American Indian 4,380 520 420 350
Chilean 10,875 1,000 975 1,000
Colombian 4,145 460 350 340
Costa Rican 435 85 15 55
Cuban 2,305 255 280 170
Ecuadorian 5,930 585 470 590
Guatemalan 2,960 435 385 225
Hispanic 3,260 400 275 285
Honduran 440 50 60 40
Latin/Central/South American n.i.e. 16,185 1,790 1,665 1,525
Mexican 8,210 1,075 1,040 775
Nicaraguan 2,480 280 290 300
Panamanian 925 85 70 80
Paraguayan 120 30 30 --
Peruvian 5,570 650 670 445
Salvadoran 9,480 1,065 1,130 1,110
Spaniard 96,280 8,940 8,575 8,585
Uruguayan 1,850 200 225 145
Venezuelan 1,945 210 180 135
Total (less Spaniard) 181,315 18,480 17,500 16,490

Note. Special Tabulations from the 1996 Census of Canada prepared by Statistics Canadafor
the Department of Canadian Heritage. The authors would like to thank Fernando Mata,
Research Officer of the Multiculturalism Program, Department of Canadian Heritage for
making these tables available for the study.
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area(Brown, 1994; Drever, 1996). Brown's (1994) study found low academic
achievement asageneral characteristic for both Latin Americansand African
Canadian students. Spanish-speaking studentsin the high schools who make
up the Toronto District Board of Education were found to be under-represented
inthe advanced classes and achieving at alower level compared to the overall
student popul ation and most other ethnic groups. In addition, Drever’s (1996)
study of the population of one Toronto high school showed how rapidly
Latin American students become disengaged from school.

Many consider the academic difficultiesof Latin Americanimmigrantsin
general to be linked to a number of basic problems the communities face.
Prominent among them are unemployment, housing, and relative poverty
(Borjas& Tienda, 1985; Kazemipur & Hali, 1998). Theeffect of de-skillingand
underemployment on parental morale should also be considered; such
difficulties have a strong linguistic component besides the class component.
The assimilative pressures toward abolishing Spanish as a language of the
home must be taken into account. In short, the functionality and integrity of
the familiesisthreatened in a number of ways.

To shed light on the phenomenon described, several studies have been
conducted in Canada among L atin Americans. The experiences of immigrant
and refugee Latin American women living in Canada have been examined in
several situations (Damaris, Carrasco, & Charbonneau, 1998; Israglite &
Herman, 1999; Rockhill & Tomic, 1992; Rublee & Shaw, 1991). Research has
also focused on the range of problems that Salvadoran refugees face as they
migrate to Canada (Durst & Lange, 1999; Jacob, 1994). Taking a different
perspective, Carrillosand Simmons (1999) investigated theidentity politics of
Latin American youth in Toronto.

The present study grows out of our earlier work with the L atino population.
Oneof our earlier studies(Bernhard, Lefebvre, Chud, & Lange, 1996; Bernhard,
Lefebvre, Murphy Kilbride, Chud, & Lange, 1998) incorporating various
immigrant communities, viewed the language socialization of children and
highlighted how the early childhood educational system operates under an
assimilative approach, contributing to the eventual loss of children’s home
language. A second study, conducted with Latin American parents, indicated
that elementary school-age children tended to lose their mother tongue during
the “normal processes’ of institutional functioning of the Canadian schools
(Bernhard, Freire, Torres, & Nirdosh, 1998). Theissue of additive bilingualism
has been researched for anumber of yearsin Canada(Cummins, 1993; Genessee,
1983, 1987; Harley, Hart, & Lapkin, 1986; lanco-Worrdl, 1972; Lambert & Tucker,
1972; Swain& Lapkin, 1982). Cummins (1991, 1993, 1995) and athershavepointed
out therarity of additive as opposed to subtractive outcomes. In simple terms,
anumber of minority language communities are likely, within ageneration, to
have no young adult speakers of the language. In order to better understand
this phenomenon, this study focused onthelived experiencesof Latin American
parentsraising their school-age childrenin their mother tongue. Here, we report
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on the homelanguage practices of 45 familiesand how the schools' institutional
processes influenced these practices.

We recognizethat L atin Americansin Canada, not unlike Latin Americans
in other parts of the world, are a diverse demographic and sociocultural
population (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1993). Therefore, the views of
the parents participating in this study are not to be generalized, and claims
about Latin American parents as a homogeneous group cannot be made.
Further, the situation of the parents participating in this study should not be
viewed as though culture alone can adequately explain the circumstancesand
lived experiences of participants. Interactionsof race, class, and gender affected
the situations of the mothers, who came from various educational, socio-
economic, political, and professional backgrounds that influenced how they
engaged their role asimmigrants and newcomers to this society.

Theoretical Framework

Power relations shape language practices between families and schools
and the roles that families, groups, and ingtitutions play in the process of first
and second language acquisition. Following Michel Foucault (1972), power is
not “held” inthe hands of an lite; our analysisfocuses on the micro-organization
of daily practices and on the assumptions of dominant discourses including
socia and educational theory (Foucault, 1972; Gramsci, 1998; Smith, 1990;
Walkerdine, 1990). Parents’ practices, often seen asineffective or characterized
as passive, are the common result of present institutional practices. As has
been pointed out by several investigators, these practices illustrate the
connections between power and knowledge and, in particular, serveto maintain
the power differences of groups in our society. The knowledge required in
school systems, including an understanding of how the systems themselves
operate, reflectsthe present network of power relations.

According to Bourdieu (1994), the dominant structures of society, especialy
its educational institutions, determine therole of the school in maintaining the
school cultureand represent an essential element for acquiring and maintaining
social power relations. Besides content, the manner in which subjects aretaught
has differential effects on the children of those in dominant and subordinate
positions. The children of those in the dominant groups are given skills
recognized as* capital,” or those beliefs, skills, and abilities necessary to achieve
success as defined by the dominant society. Hence, those who pass through
the educational system acquire differing amountsand kindsof capital reflecting
the existing power relations. Thus, it isclear that all groups have some form of
capital enabling them to maintain themselves in human society, and it may be
said that certain kinds of capital are devalued or ignored in the functioning of
thedominant ingtitutions. Specifically, the culturd capita of both minority families
and those of theworking class (L areau, 1989) are generally devalued at schools,
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with the minority disadvantage being multiplicative with other disadvantages.
The conseguences of the situation described are high drop-out rates and other
academic problemsalready described.

We do not consider language maintenance as an isolated issue. Rather,
language maintenance is considered within the broader framework of social,
political, and ideological factors, particularly when analyzing the situation of
culturally diverse students at schools (Corson, 1993, 1994, 1995; Cummins,
1995, 1996, 1997; Macedo, 1997; Nieto, 1996, 1999). L anguage operatesasone
of the most important practi ceswithin our society wherein cultural production
and reproduction take place (Corson, 1998; Darder, 1991). The vitality of a
language indicates how well agroup is maintaining itself in society.

A number of studies have investigated language issues throughout the
discourse of power relations (Corson, 1995, 1998; Cummins, 1995, 1996, 1997;
Bernhard, Freire, Torres, & Nirdosh, 1998; Schecter & Bayley, 1998; Soto,
1997; Walsh, 1991; Zentella, 1997). Cummins (1996) argues that teachers’
attitudes and behavior toward the language and culture of students largely
affect how students perceivetheir own background. Students are empowered
or disempowered as they interact with educators. Their interactions are
mediated by therolethat teachersassumein relation to language incorporation,
community participation, pedagogy, and assessment. Teachers may
unwittingly contribute to students’ feelings of shame about their cultural and
linguistic background.

Research findings have extensively documented both the positiveimpact
of bilingualism and biculturalism among culturally diverse studentsaswell as
the negative consequences that often result from language assimilation
(Cummins, 1996; Wong Fillmore, 1991a, 1991b). Yet, bilingualism and
biculturalism are till very rare in our society. The present study explores
home language practi ces and experiences of agroup of Latin American parents
facing enormous pressuresin their decisions about their children’slanguage.
In particular, we look at parents' reactions to assimilative pressures and
interactions with school personnel, as viewed by the parents, and we take
into account such variables as the use of the mother tongue in the home.

M ethodology

This study is part of an extensive research program on Latin American
immigrant children and their teachers and families (Bernhard & Freire, 1999;
Bernhard, Freire, Pacini-Ketchabaw, & Villanueva, 1998; Bernhard, Freire, &
Pacini-K etchabaw, 2000). The familieswho are highlighted in thisarticlewere
part of atwo-stage ethnographic study of how 45 Latin American familiessupport
their children’seffortsto adapt to the Canadian educational system. Because of
theauthors' familiarity with the language and culture, it wasour intentionto use
what hasbeen called “ actionresearch” (L ather, 1986) and participant observation
methods, as described in the following section.
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Stage One: Exploratory Study

In Stage One we assessed the context of the educational system in one
particular school and developed an in-depth understanding of al the actors
involved (i.e., children, teachers, support staff, principal, vice-principal,
families). The school was chosen because of its proximity to the homes of
Latin American refugees and the principal’s reputation for being responsive
to family needs. During three school terms of five months each, weimmersed
ourselves as participant observers in three classrooms to study the day-to-
day practices of the classroom with a particular focus on the Latin American
children. We spent three half daysin the schoal following the 10 LatinAmerican
children in two classes through their daily routine in academic and
nonacademic activities, to recess, gym, special education classes, and the
heritage language program (Spanish). We collected field notes and tape-
recorded all interviews. We also talked formally and informally with school
personnel and the children’sfamilies over aperiod of 18 months during 1996-
1998. Our ethnographic method was based on anaturalistic, cultural contextual
paradigm (Cole, 1992; Harkness& Super, 1996; LeVine, Dixon, LeVine, Richman,
Leiderman, Keefer, & Brazelton, 1994). Bernhard and Freire (1999) give details
of the methodology. In our findings, weidentify several themes, which were
addressed in the second phase and are reported here.

Stage Two: Confirmatory Study

In Stage Two, weinvolved an additional 35 familiesinthefollowing manner.
We contacted several agenciesthat offer servicesto the Latino community in
the same Canadian city and asked for names of familieswith school-age children
who had been in Canada for less than 10 years. We received the names of
such families, contacted them, and informed them of the purpose of the study:
to gain knowledge of children’s learning and adaptation to the Canadian
educational system. The third criterion for participation was that the family
members had not been seen by mental health professionalsand had not formally
received servicesfor psychoemotional problems, and none of them declined.
Thus, fivefamilieswere excluded leaving the sample at 35.

Procedure

After the initial telephone contact and selection, each family was
interviewed on two occasionsin Spanish at the family’shome (each interview
lasted 2-3 hours). After establishing rapport, background information was
sought. Parents were then asked questions that had the same content as that
described in Stage One of the family consultation. Additionally, parentswere
asked to show us documentation from the school, including report cards and
other correspondence, and to explain their content. Behavioral observations
wererecorded after theinterviews.
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Thefamilieslived in different parts of the city had immigrated to Canada
inthelast 10 yearsfrom Central or South America, and had children attending
public schoolsinthe Toronto area. Background characteristicsof dl thefamilies
aregiveninTable 3.

Because the selection criteria for the families in the two stages of the study
wereidentical, and the exploratory findingswere supported by the confirmatory
study, all findings are reported together. The present paper reports the data
gleaned from these extensiveinterviews. Although the familieswererecruited
through “snowballing” referrals, the group essentially constitutes a sample
of convenience.

Findings

Spanish Maintenance

Although the parents faced strong assimilative pressures, they viewed the
raising of bilingual children asanimportant task and saw Spanish maintenanceas
away to foster family unity, Latino identity, and professional advancement. The
parents interviewed expressed anumber of reasons for wanting their children to
grow up knowing Spanish aswell asEnglish. First, knowing Spanishwasseenas
essential for maintaining contact with relatives and keeping linkswith their native
culture. Mrs. Guzman, amother of a6-year-old daughter who emigrated with her
husband from Colombia 10 yearsago, said:

[Espafiol] es importante para que se pueda comunicar con sus
familiares. Cuando vamos a nuestro pais, ella debe hablar con sus
abuelosy ellos no hablan inglés. También con sus primosy con sus
tios. Yo pienso que es muy bueno para ella. Mi esposo también trata
de que ella aprenda el espariol. El le habla en espafiol.

[(Spanish) isimportant sothat shecan communicatewith her rel atives.
When we go to our country, she hasto speak with her grandparents,
and they don’t speak English. She also hasto speak with her cousins
and her aunts and uncles. | think that it is very good for her. My
husband also tries to help her to learn Spanish. He speaksto her in
Spanish.]

Mrs. Martinez, a Colombian mother of two children, ages 7 and 9, also
recognized the value of Spanish for developing a sense of Latino identity.

Yo quiero queelloshablen el idioma. Yo a veces escucho a nifiosque
hablan €l idiomay lo hablan mal. Eso no esta bién. Nosotros somos
Latinosy esimportante que hablemos en espariol. El idioma que se
habla en mi casa es el espafiol. Por qué? Porque somos
latinoamericanosy esaesnuestraidentidad. Yovineaestepais, pero
Nno naci en este pais, no me eduque en este pais, no creci en este pais.
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Misvaloresy lo que soy viene del pais de donde provengo. Yo puedo
aprender las costumbres de este pais. Yo he aprendido la lengua de
este pais pero yo sigo teniendo mi identidad y parte de mi identidad
esmi idiomay por eso se habla espafiol. Porque estoy orgullosa de
donde vengo y quién soy.

[I want them to speak the language (Spanish). Sometimes| hear the
children speaking thelanguage, and they are speaking it wrong. That
is not good. We are Latinos and it is important that we speak in
Spanish. Thelanguagethat they speak inmy homeisSpani sh, because
wearelL atinAmericansandthat isour identity. | cametothiscountry,
but | was not born in this country, | was not educated in this country,
| did not grow upinthiscountry. My valuesand what | am comefrom
my nativecountry. | canlearnabout the customsof thiscountry. | have
learned the language of this country, but | still have my identity and
part of my identity ismy language, and that iswhy we speak Spanish.
Because | am proud of where| comefrom and of who | am.]

Most of the parents spoke of the benefits of growing up bilingual. Mrs.
Madeiros, a Salvadoran mother of three children, like the other mothers,
envisioned greater professional opportunities as a result of having two
languages:

No queremos que ellos pierdan €l idioma. La comunidad hispana
esta creciendo y el dia de mafiana es bueno que tengan dos o tres
idiomas. De esa forma pueden trabajar como bilingue en cual quier
lado. Nosotros consideramos que si usted es bilingue, usted tiene
muchas posibilidadesdetrabajo con empresasprivadasamericanas
y europeas. Por eso a nosotros nosinteresa que ellos aprendan bien
el espafiol y el francés también.

[Wedo not want themto | ose thelanguage. The Hispanic community
isgrowing and it isgood for them to have two or three languagesfor
the future. That way they can work as abilingual person anywhere.
Webelievethat if youarebilingual, you have many job opportunities
with private American and European businesses. That is the reason
it interests us that they learn good Spanish and French as well.]

These examples illustrate the parents’ positive attitudes toward raising
bilingual children and their satisfaction in seeing children become capabl e of
communicating in both languages.

Strong Assimilative Pressures

Strong Assimilative Pressures experienced by parents often resulted in
their doubting the wisdom of speaking Spanish at home. Although all the
mothersfavored the use of Spanish at homewith their children, many of them
perceived anumber of threatsin this practice. Some mothersroutinely related
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suspicious comments about the negative role of Spanish use in children’s
English acquisition. Mrs. Valenzudla, who emigrated from Colombianineyears
ago, recounted her experiences with her two sons:

Los maestros saben que yo hablo espafiol con los nifios en la casa.
Una profesora me dijo que yo lestenia que hablar en inglés porque
ellos o pronunciaban mal. Ella me dijo que el nifio necesitaba mas
inglés porque él pronunciaba muy mal, y que el hablarle espafiol en
la casa no les estaba ayudando.

[The teachers know that | speak Spanish with the children at home.
Oneteacher told methat | had to speak Englishwiththem becausethey
do not pronounceit properly. She also told me that my son needed to
speak more English because of hispoor pronunciation, andthat | was
not helping them by speaking Spanish at home.]

Mrs. Guzman’s experience al so shows that the school did not attach any
particular value to Spanish:

Yoledijeundiaalamaestraqueam megustabahablarleen espafiol
ala nifia porque yo queria que ella aprendiera los dos idiomas. La
maestra me contestd que yo deberia hablarle en inglés y no en
espafiol. Medijo queella pensaba que yo ledeberia hablar eninglés
alanifia. Pero yo no le hice caso porque para mi erademorar ala
nifia en aprender el espafiol. Yo le dije eso a la maestra. Y ella me
volvio adecir queaellale parecia queyo le debia hablar eninglés.
Ella siempre dijo que era mejor que le hablara en inglés.

[One day | told the teacher that | like speaking in Spanish with my
daughter because | wanted her to learn both languages. The teacher
answered methat | should speak in English and not in Spanish. She
told methat shethought that | shoul d speak to my daughter in English.
| didn’t do what she suggested because for me that was to slow her
downin learning Spanish. | told thisto the teacher. And she told me
again that she thought that | should speak to her (my daughter) in
English. The teacher always said that it would be best if | spokein
English (to my daughter).]

Although not all parents faced explicit disapproval regarding Spanish
maintenance, they talked about the constant subtle messages they received
from school personnel. The school psychologist diagnosed Mrs. Madeiros's
son as having language and speech problems, and he was attending a special
program offered by the school. Mrs. Madeiroswas required to attend monthly
meetings to discuss her son’'s progress with school personnel. In all the
meetings, she heard school personnel discuss the possibility that her son’'s
problem could be linked to the use of Spanish at home. During the research
interviews, Mrs. Madeiros stated that after attending the meetings she doubted
her decision to raise her children in her mother tongue:
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Mi nifio esta en un programa especial porque esta un poco atrasado
en la escuela. A mi me preguntaron si en la casa hablabamos solo
espafiol. Yo le dije que si. En la escuela estaban tratando de ver si
era que €l hablarle espafiol en la casa le afectaba y que por eso ho
leestabayendo muy bienenlaescuela. Esoesloqueelloscomentaron
en lareunién ala que yo asisti. Entonces ahi se pusieron a discutir
si tal vezel problemaqueél tieneenlaescuel aseriaporquehablamos
otroidioma enla casa. Yo les digo que yo hablo en espafiol, pero de
ninguna manera quisiera que eso lo perjudicara a él en la escuela.
Tal vez seami culpa.

[My sonisinaspecial program becauseheisfalling behindin school.
| wasasked (at school) if at homewe only speak Spanish. | told them
yes. The school wastrying to see whether talking to him in Spanish
at home was affecting his poor performance at school. Thisiswhat
they werediscussing at themeeting | wentto. Sothere, they discussed
that the problem he was having at school may be because of the
language we speak at home. | told them that | speak in Spanish.
However, by nomeanswould| want to causeany harmtohiminregard
to school. It might be my fault.]

Another example of the subtle messages parents perceived from schools
devaluing bilingualismisMrs. Martinez'scase. Shewasastrong advocate of
using Spanish at home. However, she questioned whether this practice would
be detrimental to her children. While school personnel did not make remarks
about the use of Spanish, neither did they actively encourage the use of the
mother tongue at home. Mrs. Martinez felt that her two children’sdifficulty in
reading and writing could be due to her not speaking English:

Los profesores nunca me han dicho nada acerca de queyo leshable
en espariol en la casa, ni que es malo ni que es bueno. Pienso que
estan de acuerdo que les ensefie espafiol. Pero no sé. Alo mejor 1o
bueno seria que nosotros siempre les hablemos en inglés. De esa
maner a nosotros aprenderiamos a hablar y tal vez eso les ayudaria
a ellos a que lesvaya mejor en la escuela. Yo no puedo hablar muy
bien inglés. He estudiado y he aprendido un poco a hablar y a leer,
pero no se escribirlo. Yo me siento muy frustrada cuando les tengo
gue ayudar con lastareas. Yo a veces pienso que nosotros fallamos
por que no tenemosla preparaciény el conocimiento paraayudarles
aelloseninglés.

[ Teachershave never told meanything about me speaking Spanishin
my home, whether itisagood or bad thing. | think that they agreewith
me teaching them Spanish. But | don’'t know. Maybe the best thing
would be for usto always speak to them in English. In thisway, we
would learn how to speak it and that might help them to do better in
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school. | cannot speak English that well. | have studied it but | have
learned to speak and toread only abit. But | don’t know how towrite
it. | feel very frustrated when | haveto hel pthemwiththeir homework.
Sometimes| think that it is our fault. We are not prepared and do not
know enough to help them with their English.]

In Mrs. Martinez's case, the teacher had not explicitly advised her to switch to
English in the home, but her acceptance of her child's Spanish language
ability was passive; she paid no attention to that language in the class. This
message gave Mrs. Martinez theimpression that her children would benefit if
she would speak better English.

Some parents also felt bombarded with outside assimilative pressures.
Mrs. Rodriguez, a Guatemalan mother of one, was very aware of constant
messages from the dominant society suggesting that maintaining a sense of
Latin American identity was negatively perceived:

Es dificil porque es un bombardeo constante desde afuera. Porque
afuera hay dos mensajes. el de querer crear nuestra propia nueva
identidad, que es Canadiense; y el de conservar nuestra cultura
hipdcritamente. Digo hipdcritamente porque eso lo quieren hacer
para discriminarnos, no para respetar nuestra propia identidad,
sino para excluirnos. Porque si miramos cuantos latinoamericanos
estanahoritaenlugaresdepoder oestan saliendodelasuniversidades
y los colleges, vemos que hay muy pocos. S realmente Canada no
tiene ningun problema con el multiculturalismo, por quélamayoria
delos que estan en el poder son blancos y no personas de nuestros
paises?

[Itishard (to maintainthelanguage) becausethereisaconstant attack
fromthe outside. Outsidethere aretwo messages: to create your own
identity, whichisCanadian, andtopreserveyour cultureinahypocritical
way. | mean hypocritical becausethat iswhat they do to discriminate
against us, not to respect our own identity, but to exclude us. If you
take alook at the number of Latin Americans who are in powerful
positionsor who graduatefrom university and college, thereareafew.
If Canadadoesnot haveany problemwith multiculturalism, thenwhy
isthat the majority of those who are in positions of power are white
and not persons from our countries?]

Parents’ intentions and desires to maintain their mother tongue and their
Latino identity became overwhelmingly difficult as they got little
encouragement from dominant institutions. For some of these mothers, their
feelings of insecurity, and sometimes guilt, led them to abandon the use of
their mother tongue with their children resulting in the loss of Spanish. Mrs.
Madeiros's children, like other children, were able to understand only some
Spanish words and tended to speak more English than Spanish:
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El espafiol no lo hablan bien. Cometen muchos errores. Hablan un
poco en espariol y un poco eninglés. Entrelosnifiosy con susamigos
comunmente hablan en inglés. A veces miran algun programa en
television que han traducido al espafiol: Magic School Bus. Y ella
[la nifia] me pregunta palabras que no entiende. Lo entiende sblo
un poco. A veces hablan de cosas que ellos no saben. La mayoria de
las veces ellos me contestan en inglés. EI mas grande que tiene 16
afios habla mejor el espafiol, pero los mas chicos no o hablan muy
bien.

[They (my children) do not speak Spanish well. They make alot of
mistakes. They speak abitin Spanishandabitin English. They usually
speak English among themselves. Sometimes they watch some
television show that has been translated into Spanish, The Magic
School Bus. And, she (my daughter) asksmewordsthat she doesnot
understand. Sheunderstandstheshow only alittlebit. Sometimesthe
show deal swith topicsthat they do not know about. M ost of thetime,
they answer mein English. The oldest is 16 years old and he speaks
Spanish better than the younger ones. The younger children do not
speak it (Spanish) very well.]

Mrs. Guzman, amother of two who emigrated from Ecuador, al so mentioned
how hard it was to influence the children to appreciate the value of Spanish:

Es un poco dificil para mi que ella mantenga el espariol. Ella esta
enlaescuelamasdelamitad del tiempo hablandoinglés. Semehace
muy duro para mi porque cuando vuelve de la escuela ella contintdia
hablando €l inglés. Casi siempre habla en inglés en la casa.

[Itisabitdifficult for methat she(my daughter) maintainsthelanguage.
She spends more than half her timein school speaking in English. It
isvery hard for me because when she comes home from school she
continuesspeakingin English. She speaksin Englishat home most of
thetime.]

Although all parents expected their children to be bilingual in Spanish,
many of them observed that their children slowly became more and more
assimilated to the dominant culture and language. Neither the schools nor
society at large helped to encourage parents’ desires regarding bilingualism
and biculturalism.

Parental Strategies

Asillustrated in the above section, bilingualism and biculturalism were
not easy to attain for these mothers. They named several strategies they
commonly used in order to challenge the messages surrounding them:
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Making their voices heard at home and school

Mrs. Ballesteros, a Cuban mother of three, provided an example of how
she encountered the situation of bilingualism at home:

Una delas cosas que nosotr os estamos luchando aqui es que hablen
espariol en la casa. Aqui en la casa todos hablamos espafiol y si sale
alguna palabra en inglés o si ellos me empiezan a pedir cosas en
inglés, no se las doy o les rectifico. Creo que deben mantener su
espariol. Ellos conviven con nosotros que somos hispanos . Yo me
preocupo mucho para que ellos hablen el espafiol. Yo les entiendo
lo que me dicen en inglés pero no se los acepto. A veces no les doy
lo que quieren hasta que no me lo dicen en espariol.

[One of the things we are fighting for is that they speak Spanish at
home. Here, at home, we all speak Spanish, and if an English word
comesup, or if they start to ask for somethingin English, | don’t give
it to them, or | correct them. | think that they should maintain their
Spanish. They livewith us, andweareHispanic. | worry alotand | try
very hard so that they speak Spanish. | understand what they say to
mein English, but1 donot accept it. Sometimes| do not givethemwhat
they want until they ask for it in Spanish.]

Mrs. Valuenzuela, on the other hand, as an attempt to ensure her two
sons did not assimilate too rapidly to the dominant culture, challenged the
resistance she encountered at school:

Cuando la profesora me dijo que yo lestenia que hablar eninglés,
yo ledijequeno. Yo no semucho inglés. Pero ain si lo supierayole
dijeadlla[laprofesora] que el ingléslo aprendian en la escuelay
queyolesibaaensefiar €l espariol. Yoledijequesesuponiaqueellos
le tenian que ensefiar €l inglés en la escuela, y yo €l espafiol en la
casa. Sino como me voy a comunicar con ellos?

[Whentheteacher told methat | hadto speak tothemin English, | told
her that | was not going to. | do not know much English. But even
though | knew it, | told her (theteacher) that they would learn English
at school and that | was going to speak to them in Spanish. | told her
that she had to teach them English at school, and | had to teach them
Spanish at home. Otherwise how am | going to communicate with
them?]

This mother took the courage to stand up to the authority of the teacher and
made her case heard. However, this situation may not be possiblein all cases.
Parents often feel that is not their position to make their views known to
teachers asthey initially view them as authority figures.
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Participation in heritage language programs

Many parents encouraged children to participatein heritage programsand
found it important to challenge the obstacles they identified. Although the
school board often provided heritage language programs, the parents
participating in the study had to pay to send their children to Spanish schoal.
Mrs. Martinez explained her reasonsfor sending her children to Spanish classes
and how rewarding thishasbeen for her asamother. Shefelt that she could help
her children with homework, as she was fluent in the language of instruction:

Yo losllevo a clases de espafiol. Son fantasticas. Esalgo increible.
Mi hijo esta aprendiendo a leer y a escribir. Me gusta mucho que
vayanalasclasesdeespafiol porqueeslindo cuando ellosempezaron
aleer yaescribir en espafiol. Por ejemplo, yo les pregunto como se
escribecaballo. Y ellosempienzan a decirme. Todavianoloescriben
perfecto porque no tienen la ortografia. Pero estan aprendiendo. La
escuela de esparfiol a la que van los nifios es muy buena. Los nifios
hacen muchosproyectos. Nostoca trabajar mucho conellostambién
con sus tareas. Y en este caso yo les puedo ayudar.

[I take them to Spanish class. They are fantastic. It is something
incredible. My sonislearningtoreadandwrite. | really likethemgoing
to Spanish class because it was very nice when they started to read
andwritein Spanish. For example, | ask them how to spell horse. And
they start to tell me. They don’t write perfectly yet, because they
cannot spell very well. But they arelearning. The Spanish school that
my children go toisvery good. The children do alot of projects. We
also havetowork alot with them on their homework. Andinthiscase
| can help them.]

Msditing relatives in their country of origin

Maintaining contact with extended family was another strategy used by
some parents trying to encourage their children to maintain the language.
Mrs. Rivas, aHonduran mother of two, explained:

Yo estoy tratando de que ellos vayan a mi pais para que no pierdan
el contacto. Pero eso esde acuerdo alas posibilidades de cada uno.
En mi pais van a tener que hablar en espafiol sino no van a poder
identificarse.

[I am trying to get them to go to my country so that they do not lose
contact. But that isaccordingtothepossibilitiesof eachfamily. Inmy
country they will haveto speak in Spanish, otherwisethey will not be
abletoidentify (withtheir family).]
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Providing resources at home

Some parents believed that it wasimportant to provide as many resources
as possible at home in order to maintain and strengthen the links with the
language:

Yoleshago escribir asupapayasuabuel o enespafiol y asi losobligo

a que lo practiquen. También les compro libros en espafiol.

I makethemwritetotheir father and grandfather in Spanish. That way,
| force them to practice. | also buy them booksin Spanish.

Talking to children in Spanish

Other mothers mentioned that using Spanish in parent-child interactions
wasimportant for teaching the language. Mrs. Ovando, a Chilean mother of a
9-year-old boy, mentioned:

Mi relacion con él es en espariol y siempre le estoy corrigiendo. O
avecesmehablamal yyolerepitolapalabray sedacuentaqueesta
mal y la corrige. Le estoy ensefiando espariol hablandolo.

[My relationship with him (my son) isin Spanish and | am always
correctinghim. Or, at times, hespeaksincorrectly and| repeat theword
tohimand herealizesthat iswrong and correctsit. | amteaching him
Spanish by speaking it.]

Having friends who speak Spanish

Mrs. Pulido, who emigrated from Pert where she was ateacher, felt that
developing friendshipswith other Latin Americanswould help her childrento
be fluent in Spanish:

Yo no voy a muchas actividades de nuestra comunidad pero si tengo
mi circulo deamigosdemi pais. Yotrato dequemishijosesténenese
ambiente. Eso parami esmuy i mportante para que puedan mantener
el espariol.

[I do not go to many community activities, but | do have a circle of
friends from my country. | try to have my children involved in that
environment. Tome, thisisvery important for themtomaintain Spanish.]

It is important to note that often parents' behaviors did not make a
difference. As we saw in the previous section, many of the children were
dowly losing their first language. However, we should understand that parents
were very concerned about the issue and tried their best to maintain their
children’sLatin American cultural and linguisticidentities:

Aunqueyotrato dehablarlesespariol enlacasa, meharesultado que
ellos me hablan en inglés. Yo trato de que me hablen espafiol en la
casa o cada vez que anden conmigo, pero como yo soy una madre
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soltera y no tengo muchos familiares aqui, no los puedo obligar
tanto. Esdificil mantener nuestra cultura. Ami mecuestamucho que
ellos se acostumbren.

[Eventhoughl try to speak Spanishwiththemat home, it hasended up
that they speak tomeinEnglish. | try tohavethem speak Spanishat home
or whenever they arewith me. But because| amasinglemother and do
not have alot of relatives here, | cannot force them. It is difficult to
maintain our culture. Itishard for meto get them used to speakingit.]

The example above shows the importance of community support and
how difficult it became for parents participating in the study when support
was nhot present. Unfortunately, the isolated efforts that parents made were
not taking them far enough. Societal and school supports are essential for
bilingualism and biculturalism. Home support appearsto be just one aspect of
bilingualism.

The many strategies and efforts used to maintain the Latin American
identity show the importance and value these parents assigned to the
maintenance of their mother tongue. Although their efforts were not totally
successful inthe end, these mothersfelt that pursuing them was an important
task for the betterment of their children.

Specific Changes in the Schools

Parents participating in the study provided examples of what they
envisioned for a multilingual and multicultural society. Mrs. Valuenzuela
dreamed of schools actively encouraging and promoting the establishment of
heritage language programs:

Yo pienso queenlaescueladeberian darleclasesdelalenguanativa
de cada nifio o de la lengua que mas sobrasalga en la escuela. Por
gjemplo, en la escuela donde van los nifios hay muchos Latinos. La
escuela deberia tener un programa de espariol. Seria mucho mas
facil paraquenosotroslesayudemos. Parami esmuy dificil ayudarles.
Hay muchaspalabrasquenolesseel significado (eninglés) entonces
se me hace muy dificil. Primero tengo que entender 1o que dicen en
inglés. Después se lo tengo que decir a ellos en espariol. Y ellos o
tienen que entender en espafiol para poder traducirlo eninglés. A
veces ellos se enojan.

[I think that each school should offer classes in each child’s native
language, or inthelanguagethat standsout the most. For example, in
the school my children go to, there are alot of Latinos. The school
should have a Spanish program. It would bealot easier for usto help
them. Itisvery difficult for meto help them. Therearealot of words
that | do not know the meaning in English, so it becomes very hard.
First, | havetounderstand what theactivity isinEnglish. Then, | have
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totell themwhat it meansin Spanish. Finally, they haveto understand
itin Spanishtobeabletotranslateitinto English. Sometimesthey get
mad.]

Mrs. Mendoza, asingle mother from El Salvador, also expressed thedesire
that schools participate in the promotion of Spanish among students:

Nosotros decimos que es bueno gque nuestros nifios dominen su
lengua mater na. Por eso seria bueno quelos maestros se preocupen
para que los nifios hablen su idioma.

[Wethink that it isgood that our children master their mother tongue.
For thisreason, it would begood that teachersmadetheeffort that the
children speak their own language.]

Further, Mrs. Pulido talked about the crucial role that Spanish should
play in Canadian society:

Para mi seria importantisimo que no lo perdiéramos. S el alumno
quiereaprender suidiomamaternoy hay posibilidadesdeofrecerles
la oportunidad, la escuela deberia considerarlo. Yo creo que las
experiencias de los hispanos aca pueden ser mucho mas positiva si
nos dan mas oportunidades. Yo quisiera que € gobierno apoyara
masa nuestra comunidad ya que el espafiol esel segundo idiomadel
mundo.

[For me, itwould beextremely important that wedon'’ tlose (Spani sh).
If the student wantsto learn his’her mother tongue and it is possible,
thentheschool should consider it. | think that Hispanics' experiences
here (in Canada) could be much more positiveif wewere given more
opportunities. | would like that the government provides support to
our community, since Spanish isthe second languagein the world.]

As minority-language members of Canadian society, these parents were
aware of the need to support their children to function in English. However,
they prized their own cultural and linguistic backgrounds and wished to transmit
their ethnic prideto their children. In order to attain these goal s, schools must
undergo democratic transformations, some of which are indicated in our
recommendations bel ow.

Discussion

While the phenomenon of assimilation has been widely discussed,
detailed investigations of the experiences of those being assimilated are less
common. Structural models have been proposed that help to understand, at a
macro level, how minorities are disadvantaged in the educational system
(Cummins, 1996; Darder, 1991; Ogbu, 1978). Our data, however, areintended
toillustrate the personal impacts of such assimilative structureson the Latino

24 Bilingual Research Journal, 25:1 & 2 Winter & Spring 2001



children’'s educational experiences and illustrate the micro-processes
congtitutive of power. We have shown how both the child and family’scultural
capital haslittleimpact onthe educationa systeminwhich they find themselves.
Knowledge of the outcomes of routine and institutional actions asexperienced
by families is necessary in order to be in a position to help educators and
familiesimprovetheir relationships. Through fuller understanding of families
experiences, educators would be able to build on and recognize the families
cultural capital including their homelanguage (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzélez,
1992). It is an assumption of our analysis that the teachers themselves are
generally without ill intent or conscious bias. Hence, when the effects of
existing routines are understood, beneficial change is possible. The parents,
likewise, are assumed to be willing and capable of departing from their present
position of powerlessness, given an improved understanding of the situation
and political activity.

Even if we believed in the inevitability of assimilation, we think the
psychological and educational price paid by minority students could be
reduced. Our preferred routeistoward bilingualismin the educational process.
Whilewewill not reiterate the earlier findings of benefits of bilingualism here
(see Cummins, 1996; Wong Fillmore, 1991a, 1991b), we endorse avariety of
bilingual approaches suited to particular contextsin order to enhance students’
educational outcomesand Latino families' lifein general. Given that wewish
to reach appropriate bilingual outcomes, the present dataare useful inindicating
obstacles and impediments to these goals. Our earlier studies have found
evidence that educators and teachers are often unaware that seemingly well-
intentioned practices and procedures have often led to poor outcomes, not
only loss of language but also impaired educational achievement and damage
to career prospects. It isimportant for educators and teachers to understand
the seemingly impersonal processes by which the cultural capital of minority
studentsismodified or rendered irrelevant. Although our datado not indicate
the problem that parents strongly believe in assimilation, we believe that
those designing a bilingual program should expect to encounter resistance
from certain parents and that resistance is not simply a problem to be over
ridden. A bilingual program must honor the various sensitivities of families
who choose to be involved or who choose not to be involved.

It is worth noting that although Latinos in the United States have been
investigated extensively in view of their substantial population (e.g., Schecter
& Bayley, 1998; Soto, 1993, 1997; Walsh, 1991; Zentella, 1997), significantly
fewer research efforts have been directed toward the situation of therelatively
smaller Latino population in Canada. Yet, aswe stated earlier, the numbersare
large enough to warrant attention, and there is reason to expect an increased
percentage of Latinosinthe school population. Itisprobablethat some of our
findings about doubts or demoralization of the parents reflect the fact that
they areamuch smaller minority in Canadathan in the United States and that
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the Latino community is relatively fragmented. In another Canadian study,
investigators looked at ways in which networking among parents can be
encouraged (Bernhard, Freire, Pacini-Ketchabaw, & Villanueva, 1998). We
believe that schools can do much to facilitate the formation, operation, and
effectiveness of such networks.

Because of the small size of our Canadian sample and the methods by
which it was drawn, the above results cannot necessarily be generalized to
other Latino populations. Thefindingsareintended to beabasisfor preliminary
hypotheses to be tested in more extensive investigations. In particular, since
Latinos are found in anumber of major Canadian cities, an attempt to picture
the situation necessarily involves multi-site investigations of various cities
and of particular neighborhoods. We educators can do much to improve how
our schoolsarefunctioning, to recognize the experiences of familiesand build
upon their cultural capital. It is our hope that through deeper understanding,
the diverse structural mosaic of Canadian society can be strengthened.

Recommendations

1. School personnel would dowell to familiarizethemsalveswith thefindings
of the present research and other investigators on the subject of
bilingualism and its possible benefits.

2. Parents would benefit if school personnel were to have a greater
understanding of bilingual issues and to successfully communicate to
familiesthe benefitsof bilingualism aswell the value of maintai ning home
culture and language.

3. Parents, through their school councils, can encourage teachersto take a
proactive attitude toward children’s languages by organizing projects
focused on home languages, acknowledging children’s linguistic
accomplishments, learning some of their children’s languages, and
generally taking a proactive stance toward working with parents to
maintain minority languages (e.g., Edwards, 1996, 1998).

4. Parents would do well to form groups that meet outside the schoolsin
which problems can be shared and common approaches can be devel oped.
Based on their participation in such groups, parents can do more to
communicate their views about home language maintenance to school
personnel. A goal of parents’ groups and parent organizations should be
to give the families hope for achieving their goals and a belief that
interactions with school personnel can be successful.
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