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IDENTITY AND HL LEARNING
Abstract
The following study focuses on one group of heritage language learners, adult mixed-heritage
language learners of Japanese decent and explores the relationship between their ethnic identity,
self-assessed Japanese language proficiency, and their heritage language learning experiences.
Seventeen mixed-heritage JHL learners completed surveys of language proficiency, language
learning experiences, and ethnic identity orientation. Among the seventeen respondents, five
were interviewed to examine their mixed-heritage background and experiences learning JHL.
Results suggest that the highest proficiency learners demonstrated the strongest Japanese ethnic
identity orientation, however, the converse was not true, that is, the lower proficiency learners
also reported strong Japanese ethnic identity orientation scores, while the intermediate
proficiency groups demonstrated varying degrees of Japanese ethnic identity orientation. Based
on the interview data, many factors besides ethnic identity impacted learners' language
proficiency including amount of time spent using Japanese, parental support, and individual
factors such as motivation. Implications are for JHL instruction targeting JHLLs needs with
meaningful instruction that supplements learners’ literacy skills as well as increasing
opportunities for practice with native speakers.
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Introduction
This study aims to examine the ethnolinguistic identity of a particular group of heritage
language learner (HLL), mixed-heritage language learners of Japanese as a heritage language
(JHL). Mixed-heritage learners are those learners whose parents’ ethnic and/or racial
backgrounds differ from one another. In many ways, these learners share some of the same
characteristics of other heritage language learners. However, due to the differences in the
ethnolinguistic background of these learners’ parents, there may be some differences. As a result
of their mixed-heritage, the identity, in particular, ethnic identity orientation of the learners may
impact HLL. The present study seeks to examine the ethnolinguistic identity of these learners, as
well as the factors that impact HL learning and maintenance.
Problem Statement
Since the 1990s heritage language (HL) learning and heritage language maintenance
(HLM) have been an interest for researchers in language policy, teaching, and research
(Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Peyton, Ranard, & McGinnis, 2001). Despite this renewed interest,
the U.S. remains largely monolingual. While there is no official language policy in place in the
U.S., the nation’s motto of E.Pluribus Unum, or “from many, one” captures the language
ideology guiding language education (Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Wiley, 2005). This
monolingual ideology has contributed to language loss at both the societal, as in the case of
indigenous languages, and at the individual level as when a heritage language is lost after several
generations. The current English Only movement, in place since the early 1980s has led to
bilingual education programs favoring an assimilative approach to English (Baker, 2006;
Hornberger & Wang, 2008).
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HL learning and HLM help to prevent such language loss. Increasing globalization
means that our world is becoming more interconnected through communication, and the ability
to speak two or more languages, bilingualism, may be a valuable asset from an economic and
political perspective. While this is an important aspect of multilingualism, this assumption
cannot be made for all languages (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003). Perhaps more importantly, from
the perspective of the heritage language learners (HLLs), “cultural and familial inheritance is the
primary reason for learning and maintenance of the language and culture” (Hornberger & Wang,
2008, p. 23). From this perspective, HL learning and maintenance have value in terms of greater
understanding of the heritage culture (HC) itself, which can result in more positive attitudes
toward the HL and HC. Furthermore, bilingualism has been shown to have positive cognitive
advantages such as increased metalinguistic awareness, more divergent or creative thinking,
communicative sensitivity, as well as decreased age-related cognitive decline compared to
monolinguals (Baker, 2006).
However, many HLLs struggle to achieve biliteracy in their HL and English. Among the
various groups of HLLs in this country, Japanese as heritage language learners (JHLLs) are an
example. According to Nakajima, JHLLs often struggle to achieve beyond the fourth grade level
of Japanese reading comprehension (as cited in Douglas, 2005). Many HLLs, and especially
JHLLs have difficulty with cognitive academic language proficiency skills (CALPS) due to
inadequate instruction, low motivation, or even lack of resources for utilizing their HL (Douglas,
2005). Furthermore, many students, JHLLs included, experience fossilization, in which their
language proficiency remains at the same, often low level, as well as language shyness, or a
reluctance to use the target language for fear of making mistakes.
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Indeed, there are many factors that impact HL learning and maintenance. Researchers
have explored how identity, language status, social networks, demography, social class, political
history, classroom cultural and interactional practices, and family interactions promote or hinder
HL learning (Caldas, 2007; Doerr & Lee, 2009; He, 2010; Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Kang &
Kim, 2012; Noro, 2009; Oriyama, 2010; Shin, 2010). Among these, identity plays an integral
role. Hornberger and Wang (2008) point to identity as central to HL learning. How JHLLs
construct their identity is also influenced by HL learning. As many JHLLs in the U.S. are
mixed-heritage language learners, of particular interest is how these mixed-heritage learners
view their identity, and how this impacts JHL learning. This phenomenon is not specific to only
learners of Japanese heritage. Due to recent immigration and population shifts, more and more
individuals in the U.S. claim multiple ethnic and racial heritage. How identity is constructed and
the relationship between self-perceived identity and learning the HL for this group of learners
has implications for both fields of HL education and foreign language (FL) education.
Purpose Statement
Given that many HLLs struggle to achieve proficiency, or biliteracy in their HL and
English, it is important to understand the factors that promote HL proficiency. The purpose of
the following study is to understand some of the social and personal factors that might impact
HL learning and maintenance for mixed-heritage adult JHLLs. The factors that will be examined
include ethnic identity, HL education, and learner attitudes. Specifically, the study will examine
the relationship between ethnic identity, heritage language proficiency, and heritage language
education (HLE) from the learners’ perspective. By examining the relationship between these
factors, as well as the language background and attitudes toward HL learning experiences, this
study aims to uncover the factors that promote or hinder HL development and positive ethnic
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identity formation. It is hypothesized that HL learning results in greater ethnic orientation
toward the target HL and HC for mixed-heritage adult JHLLs.
Significance
While HL research has examined ethnic identity and HL learning for specific languages
and populations, few studies have examined this relationship for learners of mixed racial/ethnic
backgrounds. Such a study can provide meaningful knowledge regarding the experiences of
these individuals as well as educational implications for the teaching of heritage and foreign
languages. As the population of the U.S. continues to become more diverse, this study may
provide knowledge of HL learning for learners of various backgrounds. Examining the factors
that promote a positive ethnic identity and increased HL proficiency will benefit HLLs and those
seeking to promote HL learning for learners of other backgrounds. As HLLs represent a diverse
group of learners in the U.S., this study may help educators to gain a better overall understanding
of the needs of these learners and help to improve instruction for them.
Literature Review
The following literature review broadly examines various aspects of HL learning and
maintenance. Specifically, it examines the relationship between JHL learning and identity for
mixed heritage Japanese American learners, as well as factors that promote HL learning and
HLM for this population. This review will focus on identity and its relationship to HL learning
and HLM, therefore, it will examine research in ethnolinguistic identity, Asian American, and
mixed-heritage identity. Since HLL and HLM are complex topics and encompass a diverse body
of knowledge, drawing from the fields of bilingual education, foreign language learning, and
second language acquisition, this literature review will be interdisciplinary in nature. First, the
review will define who HLLs are and what constitutes a HL. Following this, a more specific
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focus on describing JHLLs and JHL learning will provide the context for a more in-depth
examination of the relationship between identity and HL learning for mixed-heritage JHLLs.
Defining Heritage Language Learners and Heritage Languages
HLLs and HLs are defined in various ways in the current research (Baker, 2006;
Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Fishman, 2001; Valdéz, 2001; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003; Wiley,
2001). In Fishman’s (2001) definition, HLs are categorized according to their sociohistorical
position in the U.S. and include immigrant languages, indigenous languages, and colonial
languages. Immigrant languages, also known as less commonly taught languages or LCTLs,
refer to Vietnamese, Arabic, Japanese, and Chinese, as well as other languages which recent
immigration has brought to this country (Fishman, 2001; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003). Indigenous
languages are those spoken by Native American tribes and include languages such as Cherokee,
Ojibwa, and Yup’ik, among others of which many are now endangered (Baker, 2006). Colonial
languages typically refer to the languages of early European settlers to the U.S. such as French,
Italian, Spanish, as well as Dutch and German, although the latter was not technically a colonial
language (Fishman, 2001; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003). Fishman (2001) further describes a HL as
“a language with which individuals have a particular family relevance” (p. 81). By focusing on
the personal connection between HL and the learner, this definition more fully captures the
meaning of HL.
Similarly, in answer to the question, “who are HLLs?” the definitions vary according to
who is defining the group and for what purpose. In describing HLLs, central to most definitions
are ethnic heritage and language proficiency, although the latter has been subject to debate in the
research (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003). Van Deusen-Scholl (2003) focuses on the ethnic identity
aspect and defines HLLs as “a diverse group ranging from fluent native speakers to non-speakers
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who may be generations removed, but who may feel a cultural connection to the language” (p.
221). This definition emphasizes that HLLs do not have to be proficient in the HL and may
even be non-speakers. This definition also points to the diversity of HLLs. Indeed, these
learners may be first generation immigrant, second generation, mixed-heritage, or those with
more distant ties to the heritage language and culture. Distinctions are made between learners
who are more closely tied to the HL and those whose ties are more distant. These individuals
may be referred to as primary HLLs, while those whose exposure and interaction in the HL are
more distant are termed secondary learners (Hornberger & Wang, 2008).
Some definitions distinguish between HLLs of indigenous languages or LCTLs, and
HLLs as learners who grow up in a home where a non-English language is spoken. Regarding
this second group, Valdéz (2001) defines HLLs as one who “is raised in a home where a nonEnglish language is spoken, and who speaks or at least comprehends the language, with the
possibility of being bilingual” (p. 37). He (2010) combines the definitions of Van Deusen-Scholl
(2003) and Valdéz (2001):
HLLs are those who have an ethnolinguistic affiliation to the HL and who have some
level of proficiency in oral and/or literacy skills but may need to make adjustments in
their speech as they move from informal oral settings to formal settings or to written
communication and to develop a wider range of registers and genres for settings,
audiences, and purposes other than friends and family. (p. 67)
The above definitions focus on developing pedagogical theories and instructional
planning for HLLs.
Other terms used to describe HLLs are native speakers, quasi-native speakers, residual
speakers, bilingual speakers, and home-background speakers (Valdéz, 2001). These terms have
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different connotations regarding the learners’ proficiency levels and status of HL (He, 2010).
Language status is a critical aspect of HL learning in that it promotes certain languages over
others, thereby facilitating HLM for those languages. Indeed, the contexts in which language
learners use their L2 are influenced by relations of power, that is, learners who may be
marginalized in one site may be highly valued in another (Norton, 2010). In an Englishdominant U.S., the choice to use the HL over English may be seen as controversial for some
HLLs (Baker, 2006; Hornberger & Wang, 2008). According to Hornberger & Wang (2008),
defining HLLs requires more than merely assessing linguistic capabilities and describing the
relationship between their dominant and home languages, but must also consider the HLLs’
“cultural and psychological pressures” (p. 23) as they contend with power struggles between the
dominant language/culture and their heritage language and culture.
Furthermore, defining HLLs becomes a challenge when there is a choice of HL, for
example, children of mixed racial/ethnic/cultural identities and the case of interracial adoptees
for whom the home language and culture differs from the HL (Hornberger & Wang, 2008;
Palmer, 2011; Wallace, 2001). From this perspective, Hornberger & Wang (2008) define a HLL
as “an individual with familial or ancestral ties to a language other than English who exert their
agency in determining if they are HLLs of that language” (p. 6). This definition is useful
because it clearly places the learner at the center and emphasizes the dynamic social identity
aspect of HL learning. It also emphasizes the element of choice that HLLs have in constructing
their identity.
HLL needs and HL instructional settings. There is much variability in HLLs’ abilities
and backgrounds. In terms of planning for instruction of heritage languages, educators have
become more aware of the distinct needs of HLLs as compared to foreign language learners.
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Foreign language instruction has been the most common way for students to learn languages
other than English, primarily in language-focused classes often designed for students who do not
have prior exposure to the language (http://www.cal.org/heritage/research/faqs.html#8).
Heritage learners often have considerable ability in interpersonal communications, i.e., oral skills
in face-to-face communication also known as basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS);
however, these students may be behind their monolingual peers in literacy skills, i.e., CALP
(Douglas, 2008; Kanno et al., 2008; Kondo-Brown, 2005; Valdéz, 2001). Bilingual education
programs may also function as HLE. Among bilingual education programs, there are two-way
immersion programs that have biliteracy and bilingualism as their goal. However, these
programs tend to be outnumbered by bilingual education programs whose end goals are
proficiency in English and assimilation into the dominant culture (Baker, 2006; Hornberger &
Wang, 2008).
Typically, HL education is designed for students who have had previous exposure to the
language, cultural connections to it, and some proficiency in it
(http://www.cal.org/heritage/research/faqs.html#3). Although not a commonly known fact, a
great amount of HL learning actually occurs outside the formal school system, in communitybased schools and weekend schools (Wiley, 2001). The exact type of school in a geographic
region depends on the demographic and sociolinguistic character of the area, for example, the
ratio between minority language speakers and majority language speakers (Baker, 2006).
JHLLs and HL instruction in the U.S. For JHLLs at the elementary and secondary
levels, instruction is typically carried out in Japanese heritage schools (JHS), which are
sometimes referred to as keishogo. According to Douglas (2005), there were reportedly 50 JHL
schools in the U.S. as of 2005. The accuracy of this number is questionable, however, since JHS
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are typically organized by parents or religious institutions in the community, and as such they
may or may not have been accounted for by government organizations. Most of these
institutions conduct classes on weekends and are funded by private tuitions or fund raising.
Typically, weekend schools run for only three hours for one day a week. Another Japanese
schooling found in the U.S., hoshuko schools, are funded by the Japanese government and follow
the Japanese government-prescribed curriculum. The primary purpose of this school is for the
children of temporary Japanese residents in the U.S. to keep up with their peers in Japan.
According to Doerr and Lee (2009), there were 86 such schools in the U.S. as of May 2008.
Some schools have both hoshuko and keishogo tracks, or national and international divisions,
thus the exact numbers of the schools is also somewhat obscured. Furthermore, due to changing
demographics and the recent decrease in immigration of Japanese to the U.S. compared to the
1990s, there are hoshuko schools where only half of the students plan to return to Japan (KondoBrown, 2006). JHLLs at the postsecondary level typically take either JHL or JFL courses at
university and college. Shirane states that an increasing number of students studying East Asian
languages at American universities today are actually HL learners who already have language
backgrounds (as cited in Kondo-Brown, 2006).
The background of students in JHS varies with location, as some are second, third, or
even fourth generation Japanese, while others are mixed-heritage students. In the U.S., many
mixed-heritage Japanese American students grow up in bilingual households where Japanese and
English are spoken. Approximately 46% of students in JHS come from bilingual homes, while
most students in hoshuko come from monolingual Japanese homes (Douglas, 2005). Some
JHLLs study JHL in hoshuko despite not being temporary residents of the U.S. (Doerr & Lee,
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2009). However, because this latter program is not specifically designed for JHLLs and their
unique bilingual and bicultural background, their efficacy is questionable.
The language proficiency of JHLLs varies greatly due to different levels of exposure in
the home and community. Kondo-Brown (2005) looked at the heterogeneous JHLL population
at a university in Hawai’i to determine whether significant differences could be found between
subgroups in language proficiency and usage. These subgroups included HL learners with at
least one Japanese-speaking parent, HL learners without Japanese-speaking parents but with at
least one Japanese-speaking grandparent, and HL learners without Japanese-speaking
parents/grandparents but with Japanese descent. These three subgroups were compared to a
Japanese as a foreign language learner group (JFL). The results indicated that the JHL Parent
group (those heritage learners with at least one Japanese-speaking parent) showed significantly
greater language proficiency than the other groups.
Kanno, Hasegawa, Ikeda, Ito, and Long (2008) found distinct differences between the
linguistic profiles of JFLLs, JHLLs who attended hoshuko schools, JHLLs who learned JHL at
home and whose usage was limited to the home environment, and JHLLs who learned in the
home context, but had more extensive JHL use outside the home environment. The learners who
had attended hoshuko schools demonstrated a more extensive vocabulary and greater accuracy
and complexity in their Japanese than those learners whose exposure to and usage of JHL was
limited to the home environment. JHLLs in the latter group performed more poorly than even
the classroom-instructed JFLLs in their use of high-level vocabulary kango, or Chinese-origin
words, as well as in overall accuracy. JHLLs who learn JHL at home and have little or no contact
with the language outside the home need “extensive” and “targeted” supplementing (Kanno et al.
2008). For many JHLLs, motivation, curriculum content, and inadequate instructional time
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contributed to these students’ difficulties with gaining better Japanese proficiency (Douglas,
2005).
JHLLs share similarities to other HLLs in the challenges they face in obtaining language
proficiency (Valdéz, 2001). Like the HLL population in general, JHLLs are varied in their
backgrounds, HL exposure in the home and community, and in HL schooling. For this reason,
JHS are challenged to deliver instruction that addresses this diverse group’s learning needs.
Identity and HL Learning
Identity is an important aspect of second language acquisition (SLA) as well as HL
learning (Block, 2007; Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Norton, 2010). Identity, or self-concept, has
traditionally been defined as how one sees oneself. Identity is made up of racial, ethnic, gender,
social class, cultural, and language identities (Block, 2007; Oriyama, 2010). Taking a
postructural framework, the concept of social identity is recognized as both how one perceives
oneself and how one is perceived by others. Thus, it is both internal and external, involving both
self-categorization and categorization by others (Oriyama, 2010). Norton (2010) points out that,
“every time we speak, we are negotiating and renegotiating our sense of self in relation to the
larger, social world, and reorganizing that relationship across time and space” (p. 350). HLLs
and speakers, in their developing bilingualism, must constantly negotiate their identity, primarily
through language.
Block (2007) refers to language identity, also termed ethnolinguistic identity, as “the
assumed and or attributed relationship between one’s sense of self and a means of
communication which might be known as a language” (p. 40). HL speakers’ identities are
realized through the language they use, as well as the situations, purposes, how and with whom
they use language (Oriyama, 2010). HLLs engage in identity construction when they make the

12
choice to use one language over another based on their affiliation with a specific group. HLLs
use their HL to identify with the heritage community and the HC to which they belong or desire
to belong (Oriyama, 2010). HLLs sometimes engage in what Bucholtz refers to as passing or
claiming (as cited in Wallace, 2001). Both refer to situations in which a racially, ethnically, or
socially ambiguous individual actively creates an identity as a member of a desired group.
Codeswitching, or the switching from one language or dialect to another to show
solidarity with the HC and HL speakers is frequently observed in interactions of HLLs and
speakers (Baker, 2006; Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Oriyama, 2010). In everyday contexts, HLLs
and speakers engage in alternately using English or their HL, depending on situation and
interlocutor. HLLs must constantly negotiate their changing identities depending on their choice
of language or dialect.
The decision to not use the HL has just as much significance in terms of identity as the
decision to use the HL. Some HLLs/speakers experience fossilization due to poor language
instruction or assumptions that they are native speakers and therefore do not have to study their
language (Valdéz, González, López, García, & Márquez, 2008). Other HLLs feel that their
language variety is inferior or that they simply do not have the academic language proficiency to
engage in higher-level conversations with native speakers (Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Kanno,
2003; Kondo-Brown, 2005; Oriyama, 2010; Valdéz et al., 2008). Many cases of HLLs’ feeling
embarrassed or insecure about their level of language skills can be found in the research
(Oriyama, 2010; Shin, 2010; Valdéz et al., 2008). The desire to belong to or separate from a
group may lead HLLs to either acquire or hide their knowledge about how to act, talk, and
behave in that group (Hornberger & Wang, 2008).
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HLLs’ self-concept changes over time and this can impact their ethnolinguistic identity.
For example, many HLLs view their HC and HL with ambiguity or resentment during
adolescence and only later begin to accept it and view it favorably (Caldas, 2007; Kanno, 2003;
Oriyama, 2010). An important point to remember about identity for HLLs is that it is
constructed through interaction and it is subject to change depending on the situation.
Identity and HLL for Mixed-Heritage JHLLs
In order to more fully examine the relationship between ethnic identity and HL learning
for mixed-heritage JHLLs, it is necessary to examine the existing research in the rather broad
areas of Asian American ethnic/racial identity in the US, under which JHLLs are included, as
well as mixed-heritage identity. Thus, what follows is an examination of the ethnic and racial
identity of Asian Americans and mixed-heritage Americans, followed by a more closer
examination of the specific cases of JHLLs and mixed-heritage JHLLs.
Ethnic identity and Asian American identity. Generally, ethnicity is viewed in terms
of national origin, language, customs, and other cultural markers, while race is defined by
phenotype, for example, Black or White. Ethnic identity can be viewed as the knowledge and
understanding of one’s “ingroup” connection, as well as the value and emotional aspects deriving
from that connection (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Some scholars view ethnicity and race as a social
construct with political significance (Reyes, 2010; Wallace, 2001), because in the U.S., these
constructs have often been used to maintain power structures or status quo. Historically, the onedrop rule was one such way to designate a person as colored, regardless of their degree of
mixed-heritage and ensured their categorization as a minority (Root, 2001; Wallace, 2001).
Anti-miscegenation laws in the U.S. ensured segregation, in that it forbade unions of Whites with
primarily Blacks and Native Americans, but also included Asians (Root, 2001; Wallace, 2001).
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In more recent years, the particular type of racism experienced by minorities is often not
overt, as in the form of hate crimes, but rather it is embedded in the culture itself, and is referred
to as cultural racism (Reyes, 2010). Cultural racism impacts identity because self-perception is
influenced both by external and internal perceptions (Oriyama, 2010). For Asian Americans,
cultural racism can take the form of stereotypes that continue to pervade the American landscape.
For example, the “model minority” refers to the Asian American who assimilates smoothly into
the mainstream culture, the “forever foreigner” refers to the Asian American who speaks with
the heavy foreign accent, and the “problem minority” refers more specifically to Southeast Asian
refugee youth who are viewed as poor and delinquent (Reyes, 2009, p. 410).
In terms of identity, the use of labels such as Asian American, hapa, or specific ethnic
label (Japanese, Chinese) is significant in terms of the meanings they convey. The term hapa
(which comes from a Hawaiian pidgin for half) refers to those of mixed Japanese decent and
most often refers to mixed Japanese and European/Caucasian decent. The term has been adopted
by many people of mixed ethnicity and functions as a mark of “solidarity and empowerment”
(Noro, 2009, p. 1) for them. The term “Asian American” was once conceived not by members of
Asian ethnic groups, but by outsiders to label anyone of Asian heritage and was not initially
accepted by insiders (Root, 2001). With time, this label came to be adopted by insiders, but it
signifies race, rather than the ethnicity of the minority group. Also, this label may convey the
notion that all Asians are the same.
While negative stereotyping has declined since the 1980s (Nakashima, 2001) and in place,
more positive associations have taken root in the U.S., these perceptions may influence the
learners’ desire to associate with, and therefore learn about their HL and HC. Studies have
shown a positive correlation between HLLs with a strong ethnic identity orientation to the HC
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and HL proficiency (Kang & Kim, 2012; Chinen & Tucker, 2006; Noro, 2009). In the KoreanAmerican context, Kang and Kim (2012) conducted a qualitative study of 30 second-generation
Korean-American adults to understand the relationship of perceived and actual competence to
ethnic identity in the learning of Korean as a heritage language. Results indicated a positive
correlation between ethnic identity orientation and HL proficiency, that is, the students with a
stronger Korean identity demonstrated greater proficiency in the Korean language.
The public perception of Asian Americans has fluctuated with economic and political
events in the US. As one population of Asian American, JHLLs and mixed-heritage JHLLs may
be influenced by these perceptions. As identity is constructed by self-labeling and labeling by
others, negative or positive perceptions of these labels could potentially impact the degree that
learners affiliate with the JHL and culture, and have implications for JHL learning.
Mixed-heritage identity. Since the early 1970s, the rate of mixed heritage births has
increased rapidly in the U.S., leading to a revision of the five-race framework in 2000 (Wallace,
2001). The mixed-heritage movement, or multicultural movement, that began in the U.S. during
the 1990s was in response to the growing interracial/multiethnic population, and its purpose was
to ensure the freedom of self-identification and accurate third-party representation in alignment
with their experiences and medical concerns (Wallace, 2001). The issues of identity for people
of mixed-heritage present a conundrum because traditional categories of race and ethnicity are
challenged and the mutually exclusive categories of race/ethnicity can be oppressive and
marginalizing.
Mixed-heritage frame of reference. In her study of mixed-heritage high school/college
students and identity, Wallace (2001) identifies a mixed-heritage “frame of reference” (p. 8) for
how the individual perceives him/herself, resulting in identity being flexible and context
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dependent. Nearly all of the mixed-heritage participants preferred not to identify with only
heritage community at all time. Race and ethnicity can be viewed as socially constructed with
individuals “doing race” (p. 398) as opposed to a static, discrete, and stable definitions of race
and ethnicity. Many mixed-heritage students experience marginalization—feeling outside of
either one or even both heritage communities whether it be due to physical appearance, differing
interactional style, or simply because of their dual heritage. These same students described
situations of claiming, or actively making it known that they belonged to a particular heritage
community, leading to inclusion in the community. Wallace identified four different stances or
strategies taken by mixed-heritage individuals and these include home base/visitor’s base, both
feet in both worlds, life on the border, and shifting identity gears. The students in the study
described how they adopted these strategies depending on the specific context they were in.
Shin (2010) conducted a qualitative study of mixed-heritage adults, identity, and heritage
language learning. The researcher utilized in-depth, semi-structured interviews, similar to
Wallace’s (2001) study, to understand the experiences of the participants in terms of level of
heritage language proficiency, language attitudes, and motivation to learn the heritage.
Specifically, Shin explored the participants’ self-perceived identity and self-claimed language
proficiency. The interviews revealed that most participants’ exposure and subsequent learning of
the heritage language was directly related to parental support, or lack of it while growing up.
The respondents claimed to have had difficulty with ethnic identification and discussed
experiences of marginalization within White mainstream culture. The study also revealed the
changing and dynamic nature of the respondent’s ethnic identities as those who resented their
minority heritage as children later embraced it as adults.
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Isolation and symbolic ethnicity. In an examination of the identity of mixed-heritage
Asian Americans, Root (2001) refers to the notions of isolation and symbolic ethnicity. Isolation
occurs when the mixed-heritage individual receives little overt racial construction imposed upon
them, in other words, they are not race-conscious. Because of mixed Asian American’s relative
phenotypic ambiguity, this can result in a symbolic ethnicity or affiliation with either the White
majority or the Asian ethnic identity. Symbolic ethnicity gives the mixed-heritage person the
benefit of choosing to affiliate distantly with a certain group without actually having to truly be a
fully functioning member of that group (Root, 2001). Thus, isolation for mixed-heritage persons
can ultimately result in race being disregarded (lack of racial construction) or feelings of being
an outsider of either the White majority or the Asian minority.
Palmer (2011) illustrated this type of isolation and outsider experience in his study of
Korean adoptees raised in culturally White contexts. The adoptees in Palmer’s study do not fit
neatly into racial models because they were raised as culturally White despite being racially
colored. All of the adoptees were raised in colorblind homes in an assimilation model, where
race purportedly did not exist. According to Palmer (2011):
assimilation into the White middle class offers people of color the opportunity to become
part of the culturally invisible mainstream yet simultaneously they are not allowed full
access to all the privileges because they are still viewed as ethnic, racial, and cultural (p.
24).
As children, many of the adoptees recount believing that they were phenotypically White
and were just like their White peers, demonstrating their isolation from the Korean heritage. The
adoptees experienced, at some point in their lives, a turning point when they become aware of
their racial difference, most often through experiences of racism outside their immediate family

18
environment. The adoptees describe these experiences of racism that are real whether it be in the
form of bullying or name-calling by peers, or the cultural messages received through popular
media and society at large (Palmer, 2011). This awakening process involved a realization, on
the part of the individuals (adoptees) themselves that they are “different” from the ideal of the
Eurocentric, White middle class from which they came.
For the adoptees, cultural racism led to feelings of being an outsider from the White
middle class. However, as the adoptees began to explore their Korean heritage, some sought a
symbolic ethnicity to help forge a new identity while others forged even deeper connections to
the Korean HC by learning the language or through long stay visits to Korea.
Looked at in very broad terms, it is clear that race and ethnicity are not clearly definable,
and that ethnicity and race may have more to do with defining boundaries or borders than with
discrete characteristics. This appears to be the case for those individuals with mixed-heritage.
While the concept of race and ethnicity remain a challenge to clearly define, nevertheless, race
and ethnicity clearly impact how people experience and interact in society. If language is an
important aspect of ethnicity for a given group, a strong ethnic identity may be integral to the
learning of a HL.
Factors Impacting JHLLs’ and Mixed-Heritage LLs’ Identity and JHL Learning
Researchers have explored identity, language status, social networks, demography, social
class, political history, classroom cultural and interactional practices, and family interactions that
promote HL learning and HLM (Caldas, 2007; Doerr & Lee, 2009; He, 2010; Hornberger &
Wang, 2008; Kang & Kim, 2012; Noro, 2009; Oriyama, 2010; Shin, 2010). Some studies have
found that length of exposure, language of instruction, type of schooling, language use with
parents, and usage of the HL with siblings and peers to be strong indicators of HL proficiency
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(Hammer et. al., 2012; Kondo-Brown, 2005; Noro, 2009; Oriyama, 2010). For JHLLs, identity
is integral to HL learning, yet identity itself is influenced by many factors. Viewing identity
from an ecological perspective, where the learners’ identity is impacted by the home
environment, community, and individual temperament, then all of these factors play a role in
JHLLs’ identity formation. As one component of identity, ethnic identity may play an important
role in JHL learning.
Japanese ethnic identity, JHS, and JHL proficiency. Chinen and Tucker (2006)
examined the role of ethnic identity, community support, and HL schooling in the development
of JHL proficiency. The study utilized questionnaires and interviews of 31 Japanese-American
junior high and high school students, from seventh to eleventh-grade attending a K-12 hoshuko
school in Southern California. The study focused on students’ perceptions of community support,
or subjective ethnolinguistic vitality (SEV), students’ self-assessed language proficiency, as well
as students’ attitudes toward the Japanese ethnicity (Chinen & Tucker, 2006). Similar to Kang
and Kim’s (2012) results, the study demonstrated a positive and significant correlation between
ethnic identity and self-assessed HL proficiency. Students who had positive views of their
Japanese ethnicity demonstrated greater self-assessed proficiency in the language.
The study also demonstrated that HL schooling was positively correlated with both
language proficiency and ethnic identity. Among the significant and positive correlations, the
students’ attitudes toward HL school and ethnic identity had the strongest correlation (r = .73).
This indicates that HL schools may increase students’ positive feelings toward their Japanese
ethnicity. While the directionality of the correlation cannot be understood based only on the
analysis of the questionnaires, from the interview data, it appeared that socializing with Japanese
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friends who share their same backgrounds at the HL school strengthened the students’ identity as
Japanese (Chinen & Tucker, 2006).
The correlation between students’ perceived vitality of the community (SEV) and HL
proficiency was positive and significant (r = .49, p = .004), whereas the correlation between
perceived vitality and ethnic identity was somewhat positive but insignificant (r = .31, p = .086).
The researchers admit that many students did not appear to understand the questions related to
SEV. The questions for this part of the study examined students’ views of the economic, cultural,
and social capital of Japanese-American community in Southern California. However, many of
the students, being teenagers, and having never lived in other parts of the country, either had no
basis for comparison or did not understand the intent of the questions, as they were phrased
(using complex concepts and language).
Southern California is ethnically and racially varied compared to other regions of the U.S.
If researchers were to examine HLL and HLM in disparate contexts, it is plausible that SEV
would correlate with ethnic identity. Thus, in the current study, HLLs in various contexts will be
examined in the hopes of gaining a better understanding of this factor in HLL and maintenance.
Noro (2009) examined the role of JHL learning in constructing ethnic identity among
mixed ethnicity, or hapa Japanese-Canadian children from an ecological perspective. An
ecological framework is one that considers the role of family, community, and environment in
the socially-constructed identities and language development of the HLLs. The researcher
compared two different learning contexts, that is, two different heritage language schools in two
different Canadian cities and teased apart the ecological factors leading to different levels of
language acquisition and attitudes among the participants.
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The results demonstrated that the students with greater oral proficiency in Japanese also
self-identified more often as Japanese Canadian (18:23 students identified as opposed to 3:22
students from the less proficient group). While the author identified the ecological and
bioecological factors at work, a notable result of the study was the correlation between selfidentification and heritage language proficiency. Noro (2009) briefly describes the different
environments of the schools, but it is noteworthy that the more proficient group of students
attended a school in Vancouver, which has a larger Japanese population compared to the other
school that was located in Victoria. The latter schools’ student population was also smaller than
the Vancouver school and comprised of mostly other mixed-heritage students. Again, there
appears to be a correlation between identification and HLL, however, it is unclear whether
stronger ethnic identification is a result or cause of HLL.
Doerr and Lee (2009) carried out an ethnographic study of a community language school
for Japanese in the Northeast U.S. to analyze two different types of language programs within
the school. One program followed the Japanese government-prescribed curriculum of Japanese
language study (hoshuko) aimed primarily at Japanese native speakers, while the other program
was an alternative Japanese language program (referred to as Jackson course) created specifically
for background speakers, or HLLs. While the main purpose of the study was to examine
students’ and parents’ perception of the Japanese taught at the individual schools, issues of
identity played a role in these perceptions.
Specifically, the students’ identities helped to determine their purpose of language study
and whether they attended the school officially recognized by the Japanese government or the
alternative Japanese language program designed for students planning to remain in Canada.
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The four students interviewed for the study were all of mixed heritage (with one
Japanese-speaking parent). The interviews mainly focused on students’ and parents’ perceptions
of the two different tracks and how they made decisions regarding which track to join. Typically,
in such schools, hoshuko courses are difficult for HLLs because they follow the Japanese
national curriculum, rely heavily on CALP, and are intended for native speakers (Doerr & Lee,
2009; Douglas, 2008; Kanno et al., 2008; Noro, 2009; Oriyama, 2010). In general, both parents’
and students’ perception of the Jackson course was that it was “easy” and a course for “dropouts”
(Doerr & Lee, 2009, p. 436). The students who could not keep up with the more difficult course
eventually enrolled in the Jackson course and were referred to within the school as rescued
students, whereas those students with sufficient proficiency to enroll in either track were referred
to as potential traversers.
Data revealed that students and parents made decisions to attend the class on mostly
language/linguistic decisions for the former, and for the latter group the decision was based on
their perception of the legitimacy of the Japanese taught in the course. For one of the potential
traversers, the Japanese language instruction as prescribed by the Japanese government was
legitimate knowledge that would allow her to be “100% bilingual” (Doerr & Lee, 2009, p. 437).
For another traverser, the knowledge of Japanese from the Jackson course was considered
legitimate and the fact that it gave her AP credit in Japanese increased this legitimacy to her.
In terms of identity, the participants of the study demonstrated many of the mixedheritage frame of reference characteristics described by Wallace (2001). Some of the parents
and students preferred the Jackson course because the students were multicultural, that is their
backgrounds were more similar as compared to the Japanese students in the governmentprescribed hoshuko track. One participant’s mother noted that in the Jackson course, her son
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could have friends with a similar background to speak Japanese with and that his confidence
increased as a result (Doerr & Lee, 2009, p. 435). Another student who was observed as quiet
and reserved when in the government-prescribed hoshuko class with the more proficient
Japanese students was observed as more talkative and participative in the Jackson course with
the other long term/permanent resident students. One student of mixed Japanese and
Chinese/Malaysian also was reportedly more at ease in the multicultural atmosphere of the
Jackson course (Doerr & Lee, 2009).
For all of the participants, knowledge of the Japanese language constituted a large part of
their Japanese identity, however, individual students and parents had differing views on what
legitimate knowledge was. One student stated that, he “feels more Japanese than Russian
because he speaks the language” (Doerr & Lee, 2009, p. 433). Another student commented that,
“what makes a person Japanese is being born in Japan and speaking Japanese, but that when
playing with his American friends, he feels that he is American” (p. 435). Such discourse points
to a dynamic, mixed heritage frame of reference, and shows the role of language in identity
construction. Overall, this study demonstrated that for the students and parents, identity,
language ability, and perception of legitimacy of the language program influenced enrollment in
the respective programs.
Contact with native Japanese speakers, ethnolinguistic vitality, and JHL proficiency.
Exposure to a target language as both language input and language usage, or output, is necessary
for learning it. For JHLLs, this exposure can be through family members, community,
classmates, or peers. Kondo-Brown’s (2005) study of JHLLs in Hawai’i demonstrated that
JHLLs with at least one Japanese-speaking parent showed significantly greater language
proficiency and overall more frequent use of Japanese than other groups of JHLLs and JFLLs.
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This group reported more frequent use of the Japanese language in communicating with relatives
and Japanese friends and more frequent use of Japanese in different domains (viewing film/TV,
reading, speaking, listening to music, writing email). These JHLLs also reported more frequent
use of Japanese with both their mother and father. Studies have demonstrated the father’s role in
maintaining the heritage language (Hammer et al., 2012; Noro, 2009). The father’s use of the
HL (or non-Japanese heritage parent in the case of mixed-heritage students) with the other parent
as well as the HLL, may be indicative of the amount of support the HL and HC has in the home.
Furthermore, the students in this subgroup demonstrated higher listening, grammar, and reading
comprehension scores than even the JFL group, which contradicts research demonstrating that
JHL learners lag behind JFL learners in literacy skills (Kondo-Brown, 2005). Lastly, the more
proficient group reported the most frequent visits to Japan, indicating there may be closer ties to
Japanese relatives, friends, and culture.
Overall, there were various sociocultural factors that may have led this group to achieve
higher levels of language proficiency. It seems plausible that both environment and identity
were contributing factors, however, the study did not report the participants’ identity perceptions
directly. The study took place in Hawai’i; the community support for the Japanese language and
culture may be quite high due to the large Japanese population. There were no major differences
between the JFL group and the other subgroups in language proficiency and language use,
however, the latter groups may differ in their affiliation to Japanese ethnic identity. Further
studies would be needed to determine whether this may have an effect on their motivation to
study JHL and its implications for classroom instruction.
In another study examining the role of community and schooling on the heritage
language maintenance of Japanese identity formation, Oriyama (2010) found that factors such as

IDENTITY AND HL LEARNINGIDENTITY AND HL LEARNING
25
ethnolinguistic vitality, type of schooling, and attendance at community language schools play a
role in HLL and identity formation for Japanese as a heritage language learners (JHLL) situated
in Sydney, Australia. In this particular context, ethnolinguistic vitality refers to the strength of
the Japanese language, culture, and community in Sydney. Particularly in the North Shore area
of Sydney, there is a large Japanese population, many of whom maintain their language and
culture, and Japanese represents the second most popular heritage language studied in Australia
after Tamil (Oriyama, 2010). The participants of the study were 19 students of Japanese
background and included mixed-heritage students whose average age was eighteen. The
participants were grouped according to the specific community/Japanese weekend school they
attended and whether they attended a mainstream Australian high school or a Japanese
International school during the rest of the school week.
The study examined how factors including weekend community schooling, attendance of
standard Australian or Japanese high school, family language use, mixed-heritage background,
and language proficiency influenced students’ self-reported identity. The study corroborates
other studies in demonstrating that factors such as family background and family language use
positively influenced HLL and Japanese identity formation (Oriyama, 2010; Kondo-Brown,
2005). However, an interesting finding was that while overall, participants reported positive
attitudes toward hybrid identities and Japanese language maintenance, HL proficiency did not
always increase ethnic identity as had been demonstrated in Kang and Kim’s (2012) study and
Chinen and Tucker’s (2006) study. Several of the students who attended the International
schools (community contact group) with native Japanese speakers or other international students
as opposed to regular Australian schools identified more often as Australian rather than Japanese,
compared to students who attended only the weekend language school (individual bilingual
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group and community group). The participants in the latter two groups, meanwhile, more
frequently reported Japanese as their identity. Furthermore, the lower average Japanese language
proficiency and lower frequency of Japanese language use at home of the individual group had
no negative effect on participants’ ethnicity identification.
In Oriyama’s (2010) study, several mixed-heritage participants who claimed Japanese as
their ethnicity commented that it made them feel unique, exotic, or special. While they were not
necessarily isolated from native Japanese because they attended community schools, nonetheless,
they did not receive the level of exposure to Japanese native speaker students and curriculum at
the International school. Furthermore, the individual bilinguals attended a community language
school that was located in a region of lower ethnolinguistic vitality, as it was a predominately
multicultural English-speaking community of lower SES relative to the community and
community contact bilingual schools.
For some of the mixed-heritage participants, a symbolic ethnicity was demonstrated
when they claimed they had regarded themselves as White as children, only becoming aware that
they were different from their white classmates after awakening through experiences involving
overt references to their ethnicity such as bullying, or briefly attending school in Japan, or seeing
their differences compared to the native Japanese students at the international school. The
students who attended the international school in addition to community school B more
frequently reported Australian as their identity. One participant commented on the differences
between herself and the Japanese students she encountered while attending school for a brief
period in Japan. Other participants of this group reported similar feelings of being different from
(native) Japanese in terms of culture and level of academic language ability. Thus, exposure to
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native Japanese persons whether by experiences abroad or at the international school may have
strengthened participants’ identity affiliation as Australian, rather than Japanese-Australian.
The participants’ responses demonstrate the concepts of isolation and symbolic ethnicity
of mixed-heritage Asian Americans described by Root (2001). According to Root (2001),
symbolic identity is the “ironic way of satisfying the American quest for both belonging and
uniqueness” (p. 64). While Oriyama’s (2010) participants were Australian, there may be
similarities in the context of the U.S. because of Australia’s large immigrant population.
It is clear that HLL of Japanese for mixed heritage learners may be influenced both by
identity and by various sociocultural factors. Some of these factors include the community,
home language use, type of schooling, ethnolinguistic vitality, parental support, as well as
individual learner motivation and identity orientation. Identity, particularly ethnic identity for
JHLLs is promoted by JHL learning. However, as discussed previously, many JHLLs do not
obtain high levels of language proficiency in Japanese. While for young learners, this can be
attributed to the misalignment of instruction to these learners’ needs, lack of community support,
lack of opportunities to use the language, as well as individual factors, for mixed heritage adult
JHLLs, it is plausible that self-perceived identity plays a large role in the maintenance of JHL.
The purpose of the following study, therefore, is to further investigate the relationship between
heritage language learning and identity formation for mixed heritage adult Japanese American
language learners from an ecological perspective. The specific research questions are: (a) what
is the relationship between ethnic identity, heritage language proficiency, and heritage language
study for mixed heritage JHLLs?; and (b) what are the factors that promote success in heritage
language learning for mixed heritage language learners?
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Method
The overall purpose of this study was to examine the factors that promote success in
heritage language learning and maintenance. Specifically, the research questions were (a) what
is the relationship between ethnic identity, heritage language proficiency, and heritage language
study for mixed-heritage JHLLs?; and (b) what are the factors that promote success in heritage
language learning for mixed-heritage language learners? This study consisted of two phases.
The first phase examined the relationship between ethnic identity, heritage language (HL)
education, and HL proficiency for mixed-heritage Japanese-American adults. The second phase
of the study consisted of an interview that examined in greater detail, the participants’ mixedheritage identity and attitudes toward heritage language learning and HLE.
Sample
Phase I. The first phase of the study utilized snowball sampling. The sample for this part
of the study included students known by the director of the Japanese Language Studies and
Japanese community language schools at a local university. Additionally, the sample included
the director’s contact from the Japanese Language Studies department at a university in Northern
California. Finally, the sample also included members of two Facebook groups affiliated with
Japanese heritage and language learning: Hafu Japanese and Japanese Language.
Phase II. The sample for the second phase of this study was drawn from the sample
from Phase I and represents a subset of the original sample. The phase II sample included those
who agreed on the Identity and Language Learning Survey to conduct the Phase II interviews
and contacted the principal investigator by the email address provided on the survey.
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Procedure
The first phase of the study examined the relationship between ethnic identity, heritage
language (HL) schooling experiences, and HL proficiency for mixed-heritage JapaneseAmerican adults through the online Identity and Language Learning Survey. The second phase
of the study utilized a semi-structured interview in order to understand how mixed-heritage
learners viewed their identity and language learning, and to examine in greater detail the factors
that promoted HLL for them. Individual consent was obtained for each phase separately.
Phase I. After the director of the Japanese Language Department and heritage language
school at a local university agreed to assist in the recruitment process, the principal investigator
forwarded the Recruitment Letter/Email/Consent Form To Participate In Survey by email to the
director (see Appendix A). The director distributed the Recruitment Letter/Email/Consent Form
To Participate In Survey to potential participants who were either currently enrolled in Japanese
as a heritage language courses, had attended the heritage language school, or were known by
affiliation with the local Japanese community. In addition, the director agreed to forward the
form to an instructor of Japanese at a university in Northern California to forward to students
enrolled in Japanese language courses.
To obtain consent from potential participants on the Facebook groups Hafu Japanese and
Japanese Language, the principal investigator posted a wall post on each group’s page (see
Appendix B). This wall post briefly described the study and contained a link to the Recruitment
Email/Letter/Consent Form that was housed as an accessible GoogleDoc document (for those
with access to the link) on Google Drive. If interested in the Facebook post, they could click on
the link to the Google Document which brought them to the Recruitment Email/Letter/Consent
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Form. The potential participants were able to access the link to survey monkey on this electronic
form.
The Recruitment Letter/Email/Consent Form described the purpose of the study, included
a statement of consent, as well as a link to the 53-item online Identity and Language Learning
Survey (see Appendix C) at www.surveymonkey.com. The statement of consent ensured that all
participants were 18 and over, and included information detailing how confidentiality would be
maintained and data would be handled. Lastly, it included a statement that participation in the
study was voluntary and that participants could withdraw from the study at any time. The link to
SurveyMonkey directed potential participants to the survey’s first page, a statement of consent,
informing all participants that participation was voluntary, responses were anonymous and
confidential, and that they may withdraw from the study at any time, and that by clicking on the
link all participants agreed they were age 18 and over. The survey was conducted from the end
of March 2013 until the end of April 2013.
Phase II. If participants from the survey were interested in participating in the Phase II
interview, they were instructed to click “yes” to survey item 53 and to email the principal
investigator at the address provided on the survey. This allowed their survey responses to remain
anonymous. If contacted by interested participants by email, the principal investigator sent the
potential participant the Consent Form to Participate In Interview by email (see Appendix D).
The potential participant printed, signed, and emailed the Consent Form to Participate In
Interview to the principal investigator. Once the signed electronic consent form was received,
the principal investigator arranged a suitable time for an interview by Skype. If a participant
wished to conduct a face-to-face interview, the Consent Form to Participate in Interview was
completed in-person, prior to the interview. The consent form provided information regarding
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the purpose of the study and detailed the procedure of Phase II. Furthermore, it detailed any
risks involved, and it ensured that participants could skip questions or terminate the interview at
any time without penalty. The consent form included a statement that participants were 18 years
of age and older, that they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, and that
data would be kept confidential and maintained for a period of three years from the date of the
study. Lastly, the statement notified participants of the risk of using Skype to communicate.
Each participant was given a copy of the consent form for his or her records
The interviews were conducted from April 8, 2013 until April 19, 2013. The duration of
the interviews varied, but typically lasted between 40 to 50 minutes. The interviews were
digitally audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded.
Participants
Phase I. Participants in Phase I of the study included 17 adults of mixed Japanese
heritage who had studied the Japanese language. The participants ranged in age from 19 to 58,
with a mean age of 39. At the time of conducting the survey, twelve participants were residing
in the U.S., and five resided in other countries. Approximately 11 respondents (65%) had
formally studied the Japanese language, while 6 respondents (35%) had studied Japanese in an
informal setting.
Phase II. The participants of Phase II, the semi-structured interview, included those
respondents of the survey who agreed to continue from Phase II of the study (online survey),
checked “yes” on item 53, and contacted the principal investigator at the email address provided
on the survey. Thus, Phase II participants represented a subset of the participants from Phase I.
There were a total of five participants who contacted the principal investigator by email and
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signed the Consent Form To Participate In Survey. The participants ranged in age from 19 to 29
and were all Japanese/American adults of mixed heritage.
Instrument/Data Analysis
Phase I. For the first phase of the study, the researcher utilized a 53-item online survey,
Identity and Language Learning Survey posted on SurveyMonkey (see Appendix A). The
purpose of the 53-item Identity and Language Learning Survey was to determine participants’
background, Japanese language learning experiences, and to evaluate participants’ Japanese
language proficiency and ethnic identity orientation. The survey was adapted from the
background questionnaire, self-assessed Japanese language proficiency questionnaire, and ethnic
identity questionnaire utilized in Chinen and Tucker’s (2006) study on ethnic identity, heritage
language schools, community, and heritage language proficiency for JHLLs.
A few modifications were made. This study did not include participants’ views on the
community (subjective ethnolinguistic vitality, or SVQ) as part of the survey. These questions
were not included because respondents frequently misunderstood these questions in Chinen &
Tucker’s (2006) study. Also, since participants were recruited from various geographic locations
that may not have a sizable Japanese population, and community was not the focus of the study,
it made sense to omit the SVQ questions. For their study, Chinen and Tucker (2006) utilized
Phinney’s (1992) multigroup ethnic identity measure, or MEIM to determine ethnic identity
orientation. Chinen and Tucker (2006) utilized a six-point rating scale in their study, rather than
the four-point scale of the original, for reasons that were not explained. The present study
utilized the same six-point rating scale utilized in Chinen and Tucker’s (2006) study. Lastly, the
questions from the three questionnaires were combined into one single survey, in order to make
it easier to for participants to complete online.
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The 53-item Identity and Language Learning Survey consisted primarily of multiplechoice questions, but it included several open-ended questions. The structure of the survey was
as follows: items 1-8 consisted of general background questions such as age, place of birth, and
parental ethnicity/nationality. This part of the survey consisted of a combination of open-ended
and multiple-choice questions. Items 9 through 13 related to respondents’ Japanese language
instruction experiences including setting and time spent studying in Japan, as well as travel
experiences. Items 14 through 32 examined respondents’ self-assessed Japanese language
proficiency, in the domains of reading (items 14-17), writing (items 18-22), listening (items 2326, 31), and speaking (26-30). The last question of this part (item 32) was an overall selfassessment of the respondents’ language skills on a six-point rating scale from Japanese Speaker
to English Speaker.
The third part of the survey (items 33-50) examined the strength of participants’ Japanese
ethnic identity. These questions were adapted from Phinney’s (1992) MEIM. The primary
constructs used to assess ethnic identity included: ethnic identity search and exploration,
commitment and attachment to ethnicity and culture, and self-labeling/categorization. In this
survey, ethnic identity search and exploration referred to efforts made to learn more about the
Japanese culture and people, and participation in Japanese cultural practices. Affirmation,
belonging, and commitment referred to positive feelings and attitudes toward, and commitment
to Japanese ethnicity. Items 51 and 52 dealt with participants’ ethnic self-labeling and were
multiple-choice format.
Both the language proficiency and ethnic identity questions utilized a 6-point rating-scale
ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. The last item (53) requested participants’
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response to the invitation to conduct an interview for the second phase of the study. The overall
structure of the survey, broken down by each component is shown in Table 1.
Table 1
Items on Survey as grouped by Topic
Category Topic
General Background Questions
Japanese Language Study Experience
Self-Assessed Japanese Language
Proficiency
Reading
Writing
Listening
Speaking
Overall Speaker Orientation
Ethnic Identity Orientation
Ethnic Identity Search
Affirmation, Belonging, and
Commitment
Other Group Orientation
Overall Self-Perception/Self-Labeling
Interest in Participation in Phase II

Item Numbers
1-8
9-13

14-17
18-22
23-25, 31
26-30
32
33, 34, 37, 43, 46
35, 38, 41, 42, 44, 48, 50
39, 45, 36, 40, 47, 49
51, 52
53

Phase II. The second phase of the study was a semi-structured interview that examined
in detail, the participants’ mixed-heritage identity and attitudes toward heritage language school.
For the second phase of the study, the researcher adapted the semi-structured interview questions
utilized by Shin (2010). Similar to Wallace’s (2001) study on mixed heritage identity, Shin
(2010) utilized the Expressive Autobiographical Interview (EAI) approach in order to gain a
deeper understanding of mixed-heritage participants’ “view of reality” as expressed in themes of
participants’ narratives (p. 209). This particular approach was chosen for the current study
because the questions related specifically to mixed-heritage adults’ identity and language
background, and gave the researcher flexibility to explore topics that were raised by individual
participants, as they appeared in dialog. The researcher modified Shin’s (2010) questionnaire
only slightly by omitting background questions that were deemed repetitive from the online
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survey, and by the addition of questions related specifically to heritage language schooling, in
order to determine the impact of HL educational experiences (see Appendix E).
Validity
In order to maintain truth value validity, the Identity and Language Learning Survey was
completely anonymous, that is, no names or identifying markers were included. Participants
were able to give consent by clicking on the link to the survey. If a participant wished to
continue with Phase II, rather than writing his/her contact information, he/she was instructed to
email the principal investigator. This ensured that the participants’ privacy was protected,
his/her responses remained anonymous, and reduced the possibility of coercion in the event that
a participant decided to opt out of the second phase. Participants of Phase II were informed that
names and any identifiable information would change in the final write-up of the results to
ensure privacy. In addition, before actually conducting interviews, the interviewer reiterated the
statement from the consent form that participants may skip questions as they please and that they
may terminate the interview at any time.
In order to determine the participants’ JHL proficiency, a self-assessment was utilized.
Self-assessment has been shown to be a reliable indicator of language proficiency when the
assessment consist of language learning tasks that learners have direct experience using (Ross,
1998). A self-assessment consisting of task-based “can-do” type questions of which learners
have experience should be a reliable indicator of the learners’ proficiency. In order to maintain
validity, the same task-based “can-do” self-assessment designed specifically for JHL learners
that was utilized by Chinen and Tucker (2006) was utilized as a measure of language proficiency
for this study. Although the participants in the current study come from a variety of language
learning contexts, the language proficiency questions on the survey assessed language use in
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tasks that were familiar to most learners, whether the learner received formal instruction or not.
Also, all participants were given the option to skip survey items. A question that asked about
participants’ experience in a formal instructional environment included a choice of not
applicable (N/A) for those who were not formally instructed. Furthermore, the first 12 questions
of the survey included questions related to participants’ language learning background in order to
account for discrepancies in language proficiency that may be observed.
The ethnic identity component, adapted from Phinney’s (1992) MEIM was designed for
research with adolescents and young adults and can be used across racial/ethnic groups in the
U.S. The MEIM is a frequently used measure in multicultural research (Ponterotto, Gretchen,
Utsey, Stracuzzi, & Saya, 2003). According to Ponterotto et al. (2003), the internal consistency
of the MEIM needs to be assessed with middle-aged and older subjects. Thus, one validity
concern is that the test may be a less reliable indicator of ethnic identity for the participants of
the current study, whose ages ranged from 19 to 58. The survey included background questions,
such as age, in order to account for the possibility that this variable would impact results.
The principal investigator’s personal experience as a mixed-heritage JHL learner may
contribute to bias in the Phase II semi-structured interviews. This potential was reduced by
triangulation of data through use of the Identity and Language Learning Survey and interview to
develop a global view of the language learners in the study. Not all, but several questions were
repeated using different phrasing in the survey and interview. Additionally, the principal
investigator used member checks by asking follow-up questions to prevent misunderstanding and
misinterpretations of participants’ responses. Additionally, all interviews were audio-recorded in
order to accurately transcribe participants’ responses. During interviews, notes were taken to
increase accuracy of the final transcriptions.
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Data Analysis
Phase I. Phase I survey responses were collected via SurveyMonkey. The results were
imported and analyzed in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. The background data was compiled
and mean values and percentages calculated. The language proficiency self-assessment, items
14-31, were 6-point Likert scale can-do questions pertaining to participants’ reading, writing,
listening, and speaking proficiency. Respondents assessed his/her level by clicking on one of the
six scale marks. The scale on the survey itself was not numerically labeled, therefore it was
analyzed by assigning a numerical value to the rating scale with 1=Strongly disagree and
6=Strongly agree. Total language proficiency scores for each respondent were calculated by
using the mean score of the 18 language proficiency items. Participants’ subscores for each
domain of writing, speaking, reading, and listening were calculated by adding and averaging the
items for each individual domain. The participants’ mean score for each domain and the
frequency distribution of the total language proficiency score was plotted using an Excel
spreadsheet. Item 32 was also a Likert-scale question pertaining to overall language use
orientation, with respondents’ choosing between on a scale of Japanese speaker to English
speaker.
The ethnic identity scores were determined for each participant by separately calculating
the mean value of ethnic identity search (EIS) items and affirmation, belonging, and commitment
(ABC) items to yield two separate scores for each participant. The EIS and ABC scores were
calculated separately because tests conducted using the MEIM suggest that these two factors are
related, but distinct components of ethnic identity that can be looked at separately or combined
for an average score, depending on the research purpose (Phinney & Ong, 2007). The
calculation of separate scores was made in order to better understand respondents’ EID
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orientation and to examine the possibility of large discrepancies within an individual
respondent’s results. The two scores were averaged to obtain an overall ethnic identity or EID
score. This combined EID score was used to plot the ethnic identity and language proficiency
graph.
Phase II. The Phase II semi-structured interviews were digitally audio-recorded and
transcribed by the principal investigator. The transcriptions were analyzed and coded by theme
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). The codes can be found in Appendix F. The data was analyzed using
a constant comparison method whereby data was examined and theories generated as more data
was analyzed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
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Results
The results for this study were divided into two parts: Phase I results were taken from the
Identity and Language Learning Survey, and Phase II results were obtained from the semistructured interview data. Results were analyzed according to the protocol outlined in Data
Analysis.
Phase I
For the first phase of the study, the return rate for the surveys that were forwarded to
individuals, that is, to current and past students known through the director of the Japanese
language program was high, at an 86% return rate. The return rate for the survey that was
forwarded to a faculty member at a university in Northern California was unknown, due to the
responses being anonymous, however, there did not appear to be any response from students in
this region. The return rate for the survey that was posted online via Facebook was
indeterminable, as the exact number of qualified participants viewing the post was unknown.
Among the nineteen participants who took the survey, two had to be omitted because each
considered him/herself to be a native Japanese speaker and had spent many years (at least ten) in
schools in Japan. In total, there were 17 respondents (N = 17) for the first phase of the study.
The low return rates for the survey forwarded to students at the university in Northern
California is understandable, given that students were provided the information and link
indirectly, that is, the researcher was not able to present the study or recruit in-person, but relied
on a third party to forward the recruitment letter and link to the survey. Furthermore, the
recruitment period for this group was very short, approximately a two week time frame. One
plausible explanation for this was that the students were busy and did not feel a strong desire or
motivation to take a survey outside of class.
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Japanese ethnic identity, JHL proficiency, and HLL. Table 2 shows the background,
JHL education, visits to Japan, average JL proficiency score (JLP), and average Japanese ethnic
identity (JEID) score for each participant. All data utilized in the results can be found in Mean of
Participant Responses located in Appendix G and Appendix H.
Table 2
Participant Background, HL Education, visits to Japan, JLP / JEID score.
Participant Age Gen Resa Parentb HLEc
# Visits to Japan
Resp. 1
57
M
CN
JC/JC
College
2

JLPd
1.1

JEIDd
4.3

Resp. 2

58

F

US

J/A

Resp. 3

52

M

US

J/A

Resp. 4

38

F

NZ

Resp. 5

48

F

Resp. 6

45

Resp. 7

Early Immer. (010)
College, Immer.

0/lived there

2.2

3.6

Lived there 20 yrs.

2.6

4.6

J/E

HS/College/JS
Immer.

4/lived there 5 yrs.

3.8

4.8

US

J/U

Early Immer. (0-4)

3/lived there

1.1

5.7

M

UK

J/E

None

3

1.1

5.4

52

F

US

A/JA

Adult Class

1

2.9

3.6

Resp. 8

20

M

US

J/A

HLS, JS Immer.

23

4.9

4.9

Resp. 9

27

F

US

J/A

HLS, JS Immer.

8/lived there 1 yr.

1.5

3.5

Resp. 10

19

F

US

J/A

HLS

5-6

1.8

5.5

Resp. 11

20

F

US

J/A

HLS, JS Immer.

20

5.3

5.3

Resp. 12

29

F

JPN

J/A

8/lives there 10 yrs.

5

5.5

Resp. 13

53

F

US

J/A

HLS, College, JS
Immer.
Early Immer. (0-8)

Lived there 4 yrs.

1.9

5.7

Resp. 14

29

F

US

A/JFA

College, Tutor, JS
Immer.

3/lived there

3.9

5.6

Resp. 15

54

F

US

J/A

None

0

1

4.5

Resp. 16

22

F

JPN

J/A

24/lives there

4.9

5.3

Resp. 17

33

F

US

J/A

HLS, College, JS
Immer.
None

0

1.5

4.7

a

Residence, CN = Canada, JPN = Japan, NZ = New Zealand, UK = United Kingdom.
Parentage, J = Japanese, A = American, JFA = Japanese/Filipino-American, JA = Japanese American,
JC = Japanese Canadian, E = English, U = unknown. c Heritage language education, immer = immersion,
HLS = heritage language (community) school, JS = school in Japan. d A 6-point scale was used.
b
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JHL proficiency and JHL learning background. In order to examine the factors that
influence HLL and a possible relationship between HL learning experiences and JHL proficiency,
items 1-13 examined respondents’ background, native speaker status, JHL learning experiences,
and frequency of visits to Japan.
The majority of respondents did not consider themselves as native Japanese speakers ( n
=12, 71%), however, 5 respondents (30%) considered themselves as native speakers primarily
because of their initial exposure to the language as an infant/child. The latter explained their
choices, which statements such as “I lived in Japan for 4 years, so it was my first language, but I
now speak English” or “I have spoken Japanese since birth, but I am not as competent in
Japanese as Japanese people who live in Japan”.
The majority of respondents (n = 11), or 65%, had formally studied the Japanese
language in a classroom setting or with a private tutor, while 35% (n = 6) did not study Japanese
in a formal setting, but were exposed to the language through early immersion or self-study.
Among those who learned Japanese in a formal setting, 35% (n = 6) attended a weekend
language (Saturday) school. Several respondents (n = 7, 41%) had been to school in Japan, but
more (n = 10, 59%) had never been to school in Japan. A total of 35% (n = 6) had Japanese
elementary, middle, or high school immersion experiences of varying duration. Three
respondents (n = 3), or 18% had studied abroad in Japan for college. Among other formal
language learning settings, three respondents (n = 3) or 18% had studied Japanese in his/her
country (domestic college). One respondent from New Zealand indicated he/she had studied
abroad but did not specify whether it was high school or college or both, thus, this response was
included in college study abroad, and Japanese school immersion rather than domestic college
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study or domestic high school study. One respondent (n = 1), or 6% had studied JHL with a
tutor.
Among those respondents who had not formally studied the Japanese language, some n =
3, 18%) had lived in Japan as children (early immersion) due to attending an American school in
Japan for dependents of the military. A total of 24% of all respondents (n = 4) had studied at
home with a parent or sibling. The “Other” category indicated self-study and included one
respondent (6%) (see Figure 1).
JHL Learning Background
40

35

35

35

Percentage

30
24

25
20

18

18

18

15
10

6

6

5
0

Figure 1. JHL learning background of respondents
Visits to Japan and living in Japan. To gain an understanding of their contacts with
native Japanese speakers, respondents reported on the survey the number of times they had been
to Japan. This parameter was difficult to quantify in exact terms due to the varying length of
visits, as well as reports of residency indicated on the survey. In terms of the number of times
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respondents had been to Japan, there was a variation in the responses, from “Never” to “24”, to
“currently living there for a decade”. Among all respondents, 53% (n = 9) had reported having
had experiences of living in Japan for an extended period (at least six months). This percentage
includes the three respondents who lived in Japan as dependents of military (See Figure 2).
When comparing the average JLP scores with visits to Japan, the respondents with higher selfrated JLP scores (4 and higher) also indicated a greater frequency of visits to Japan, as well as
greater extended visits and living experiences in Japan. However, not all respondents who lived
in Japan showed higher self-assessed LP scores.

Visits to Japan
60

53

Percentage

50
40

35

30
20
10

18

18

5 to 10

10 to 24

6

0
never

1 to 4

lived there for
at least six
months

Figure 2. Visits to Japan

JHL proficiency. Items 14-32 examined respondents’ JHL proficiency. The results
showed that the mean reading proficiency score was 2.5, the mean writing proficiency score was
2.3, the mean listening proficiency score was 3.6, and the mean speaking proficiency score was
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2.9 (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Average JHL proficiency scores by domain.

The overall self-assessed language proficiency distribution was as follows: 30% of
respondents self-assessed as a 1 (1-1.4), 24% scored 2 (1.50-2.4), 12% scored 3 (2.5-3.4) (see
Figure 4). Since the level of JHL proficiency increases from 1 to 6, a score of 1 would be
roughly equivalent to limited proficiency, whereas a score of 5 would roughly indicate advanced
levels of JHL ability. There were no respondents reporting a score of 6 in JHL proficiency.
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Percentage of Respondents

Overall JHL Proficiency Score Distribution

35
29%

30
25

23.5%

23.5%

20
15

12%

12%

3

4

10
5
0
1

2

5

6

Score

Figure 4. Overall JHL proficiency score distribution.

Japanese ethnic identity and JHL proficiency. Items 33-52 contained questions
pertaining to participants’ ethnic identity. The ethnic identity scores were calculated by using
the two factors of ethnic identity search (EIS), which included items 33, 34, 37, 43, and 46 of the
survey, and affirmation, belonging, and commitment (ABC), which included items 35, 38, 41, 42,
44, 48, and 50 of the survey. Because these two factors were found to be related, but distinct
components of ethnic identity, based on Phinney and Ong's (2007) study, they are reported
separately here. However, as the survey questions were taken from the 1999 version, the choice
to separate them may not be very meaningful, and for the most part, an average of the two
constructs may represent ethnic identity as a whole.
The mean EIS score for the 17 respondents was 4.2, on a scale of 1 to 6. This indicates
that the respondents had spent time trying to learn about the Japanese culture, had thought a lot
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about how his/her life is affected by being Japanese, and had talked to other Japanese people
about the culture, history, customs, among other things. The mean ABC score for the 17
respondents was 4.5, meaning that on a scale of 1 to 6, respondents felt quite strongly that he/she
had a clear sense of being Japanese, was happy to be a member of the Japanese ethnic group, felt
that he/she belonged to the group, and in general had pride and positive feelings about their
ethnicity. The overall mean ethnic identity score (EIS and ABC combined) for the 17
respondents was 4.36 (on a scale of 1-6). This indicates that respondents felt a strong Japanese
ethnic identity.
In order to determine a possible relationship between Japanese language proficiency and
Japanese ethnic identity, the average Japanese language proficiency scores were plotted against
ethnic identity ABC and EIS subscores (see Figure 5). The language proficiency scores were
plotted with cutoffs chosen as 1 = 1.0-1.4, 2 = 1.5-2.4, 3 = 2.5-3.4, 4 = 3.5-4.4, and 5 = 4.5-5.4.

Figure 5. Ethnic identity scores by language proficiency score.

IDENTITY AND HL LEARNINGIDENTITY AND HL LEARNING
47
While the sample size (N =17) was too small to calculate a correlation coefficient, based
on the results, at least for the highest language proficiency score group (4.5-5.4), the average
ethnic identity score is the highest. However, the lowest average ethnic identity score (3.7) was
reported, not by respondents in the lowest language proficiency group, but by respondents whose
language proficiency score was in the 2.4-3.5 range.
When the subscores of EIS and ABC are combined to get an overall ethnic ID score and
compared by language proficiency score, the EID is relatively high at 4.55 for the lowest
language proficiency group (1-1.4) and the highest at 5.3 for the highest language proficiency
group (4.5-5.4) (see Figure 6). The lowest EID (3.65) was found for the language proficiency
group scoring between 2.5 and 3.4.

Ethnic ID Overall (EIS + ABC) by Language Proficiency Score

6

Ethnic ID Score

5

5.3
4.55
3.85

4

3.65

3.95

3
2
1
0
1-1.4

1.5-2.4

2.5-3.4

3.5-4.4

4.5-5.4

Language Proficiency Score

Figure 6. Ethnic ID overall score by language proficiency score.
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In the questions related to Other Group Orientation (items 36, 39, 40, 45, 47, and 49)
respondents’ average score was 5.2 out of 6.0. The questions in this category are related to
respondents' feelings and belief about ethnic groups besides Japanese, and whether different
ethnic groups should interact (mix). The average score for the questions in this subcategory of
5.2 out of 6 was the highest among all of the subcategories of the ethnic identity questions and it
indicates that respondents felt positively about and enjoyed meeting people from other ethnic
groups, often spent time with people from ethnic groups besides Japanese, and in general felt
positive about different ethnic groups interacting.
The last two items of the ethnic identity subsection asked respondents how they view
themselves. Specifically, item 51 asks for the respondents’ ethnicity. Item 52 asks respondents
to choose how they would like to be regarded by others (I would like other people to regard me
as, Japanese, American, Japanese-American, or Other), one respondent, or 6% chose Japanese,
three respondents, or 18% chose American, six respondents, or 35% chose Japanese-American,
while at least seven chose Other and wrote their answer in the comments box. Some of the
responses in the comment box included, haafu/mixed race, half-Japanese-half-American, Hapa
(Eurasian Haafu), American-Japanese, New Zealander, Anglo-Japanese, and “as a person, not a
label, please”.
Phase II
Participants’ background. For the second phase of the study, at least half of the
respondents from the survey (N = 17) agreed to be interviewed, based on their response to item
53, however, the actual number of participants who were interviewed was five resulting in a 26%
response rate. At least two respondents claimed to be living in Japan, and cited the time
difference as a hindrance to carrying out the interview. Most of the other participants who
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agreed to interview on the survey did not follow through by actually contacting the researcher
and instead provided their personal contact information. These respondents were not contacted
because of concerns of coercion and privacy. The five interview participants were affiliated with
a local Japanese school or the Japanese language department at a local university and were
recruited by the director of the Japanese language program. There were a total of five
participants for the second phase of the study. The participants ranged in age from 19 to 29 and
varied in their language learning background and language proficiency (see Table 3). The
participants completed the Identity and Language Learning Survey in late March/early April and
interviews were conducted between April 8th and April 19th.
Table 3
Participants’ background, JHL learning, JLP / JEID score, and self-label.
Participanta Age/
Mother’s Father’s
JLPc
JEIDd Self-labele
b
Gender Ethn
Ethn
Masami
20/F
J
A
5.3
5.2
Half-Japanese,
Half-Americang
Tim

20/M

J

A

4.9

5.5

AmericanJapaneseg

Diane

29/F

A

JFA

3.9

4.3

Japanese

Rika

19/F

J

A

1.8

4.8

JapaneseAmerican

HLEf
HLS,
School in
Japan
HLS,
School in
Japan
College,
School in
Japan
HLS

# Visits
to Japan
20

23

3

5-6

HLS,
7-8
Akiko
27/F
J
A
1.5
2.7
American
School in
Japan
a
b
Pseudonyms were used. Ethnicity, J = Japanese, A = American, JFA = Japanese/Filipino-American,
c
average Japanese Language Proficiency score, d average Japanese ethnic identity score, e item 52 on
survey asked respondents to choose an ethnic identity label, f heritage language education, HLE =
heritage language education, HLS = heritage language (community) school, g indicates the respondents
who chose “other” and replied in “comment” box.

The interviews were carried out using the semi-structured protocol adapted from Shin
(2010) and are included in Appendix E. The questions explored participants' attitudes toward
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their mixed-heritage background and JHL learning. The interviews followed a similar format for
each participant with the first five questions pertaining to the participants' backgrounds and
mixed-heritage. Depending on each participants' particular JHL learning background, questions
were added, omitted, or adapted to best capture each participants' specific experience. The
interviews lasted about 45 minutes, were digitally audio-recorded, and transcribed. The
transcriptions were analyzed and coded by theme (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). The data was
analyzed using a constant comparison method whereby data was examined and theories
generated as more data was analyzed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Mixed-heritage identity. Several questions of the interview examined participants'
views of their mixed-heritage identity. For example, questions such as what was it like to grow
up as a mixed-heritage person and how do strangers see you. While most of the participants
held positive views of their experience as mixed-heritage and felt that it made them unique, one
participant expressed ambiguity, and another expressed some cynicism towards it. Rika stated
“It was cool because I got the best of both worlds”. Masami said that “I really took pride in the
fact that I had this mix or double culture since I was the only one (aside from my sibling) who
was half-Japanese at my school. It was always something I raised as a ‘fun’ fact about myself.”
Participants often used the concept of race and ethnicity together. Tim stated that “It was weird
because...I looked around and everybody had a distinct race they could identify themselves as...I
don't know for me personally, I didn't really know whether to identify as Caucasian or Japanese,
and everybody just kind of assumed I was Caucasian, so that was primarily the race I stuck with.”
Akiko was less positive, saying “it was okay I guess…some people seem to think it's very special
to be mixed. It's like having a really cool toy...you get credit for doing nothing.”
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Almost all of the participants felt that their identities fluctuated somewhat depending on
who they were with and the particular environment or context, for example Japan or the U.S.
Furthermore, this fluctuation was related to participants' notion of how other people perceived
them. All of the five participants explicitly pointed out that how others' viewed them impacted
their own self-perception. Diane, who had studied abroad in a high school in Japan for a college
semester felt that she was treated like everybody else in the particular context of being a high
school student in Japan. She relayed a story about a school event in Japan known as sports day.
She was asked if she wanted her American first name or Japanese last name on her sports
uniform, “I said that I wanted my [last] name in kanji, like everybody else. So they treated me
like everybody else.” In response to question 14, how do you identify yourself ethnically or
racially, Tim described his ethnic/racial identity as changing and context-dependent.
I think about this all the time..when I'm in Japan, I think of myself as the most Caucasian
person ever, because everybody treats me like that.” “But in America, I see more
Caucasian people and then its apparent that I'm not fully Caucasian so I would say when
I'm in America, I would feel like I'm more Asian than Caucasian.
Akiko described her frustration that people identified her however they wanted:
To one group of people I am one ethnicity and to another group, I'm another ethnicity.
So to Japanese, I'm like a foreigner. Or to Asian people in America even if they're not
Japanese, they classify me as Caucasian...whereas around Caucasian people or African
American or Latino people they might classify me as mixed or Asian?
Japanese ethnolinguistic identity. Each participant was asked how they identified
ethnically/racially and how important knowledge of Japanese was in his/her identity (questions
14 & 15). All of the participants except Akiko expressed that they felt it was important. Masami
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and Rika explained that being able to communicate with their mother's family was a big part of
understanding Japanese culture. Masami, who identified herself in the survey as half-Japanese,
half-American and in the interview as half-Japanese, half-White, expressed the desire to know
Japanese “to not lose that part of my identity.”
She explained “I know people who are half-Japanese but have grown up only with
English and they seem much less culturally mixed, in my opinion, just because they
haven't had the type of communication with their Japanese side as one could if they speak
[sic] the language.”
Rika, who identified as Japanese-American on the survey, and as half-Japanese and halfIrish in response to the interview question, felt that a connection to the culture and being able to
communicate with her grandmother was an important reason to maintain her Japanese language
ability, however, she did not explicitly relate the knowledge as important in her identity. Rika
was also the only participant who described her non-Japanese parent’s heritage (Irish) as part of
her identity. As her language proficiency was at a beginner level, it appeared that her identity as
a Japanese-American and Irish-American was strong, and it is plausible that Japanese language
did not play a very large role in this identity.
Diane, whose interest in her Japanese heritage began at a young age felt that it (Japanese
culture) was something that she had this “connection” to and that language was a big part of her
self-proclaimed identity as Japanese (and later as “mixed”). Despite her Japanese-American
father's inability to speak the language, as well as her lack of contact with her Japanese-speaking
grandfather, she had decided for herself at age 16 to study Japanese and attend a high school in
Japan because of this strong feeling.
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Akiko, who identified as American on the survey, and as “half, mixed, and AsianAmerican” in the interview, felt that it “unfortunately” was not very important to her, explaining
that she'd been more interested in an Asian American identity, and had lost her connection with
Japanese culture. Tim, who identified on the survey as American-Japanese, later responded
“half-Japanese, half-Caucasian” felt that knowledge of the Japanese language was very important
and that his life would not be the same without it.
In summary, for most participants, knowledge of the language was related to knowledge
of the culture and both were important to participants’ identities as Japanese. For the participants
who identified more strongly as American or by their American father’s heritage, JHL learning
was less important to identity.
Factors that promoted JHL learning and JHLM. The last question on the interview
asked for participants’ opinion on the biggest contributing factor to their JHL learning. Most
participants named their Japanese mother’s influence as the biggest contributing factor. Other
factors mentioned were trips to Japan, attending school in Japan, tutoring, and college study.
Parental support. All of the participants, except for Diane (whose Japanese/FilipinoAmerican father is not a native Japanese speaker), felt that their mother's support played a large
role in their JHL learning. The notion of mother’s support and travel to Japan seemed to be
synonymous for all of the participants whose mothers were Japanese. All four participants
explained how their mothers took them to Japan to meet their family and in some cases, to attend
school in Japan for short period. Tim felt that his mother was the biggest contributing factor to
his learning Japanese, not only because she took him and his brother to Japan almost yearly, but
also because she was a professor of Japanese language at a private university. Masami expressed
a similar opinion, mentioning her mother's pressure on her and her sister to study Japanese when
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she was young, as well as her mother's lack of English ability as contributing factors to her
language proficiency. Although her mother was also a Japanese language instructor, she did not
discuss this as a factor. Akiko felt conflicted about her mother's role in her proficiency or lack
thereof. While she felt that her proficiency in Japanese was very important to her mother, she
did not explicitly state her mother's role in helping her in her JHL learning.
Some of the participants mentioned their father's support as being important as well.
However, only one participant's father (Masami) had some knowledge of Japanese beyond the
rudimentary level. Tim, whose father did not speak Japanese, was reportedly very supportive of
Tim's learning the language.
I would like to say that he (my dad) speaks Japanese, but he doesn't. When we're at the
dinner table, my mom and I will be talking...and if it’s something really important that
my dad should probably know, she'll be like, alright, repeat that in English...and I do. It
gets annoying sometimes, but I do it anyways. My dad is very supportive and embraces
the Japanese culture.
In Tim’s family, his father’s support took the form of allowing his children to speak in
Japanese with their mother. It also allowed Tim, his brother, and his mother to visit Japan on
many occasions, without his father, which may have enabled Tim to speak more Japanese with
his Japanese family. Masami also mentioned traveling many times to Japan with only her
mother and sister (without her father), which also may have afforded her more opportunities to
speak in Japanese only.
Visits to Japan & school in Japan. Masami and Tim, whose language levels were the
highest among the five participants had also visited Japan the most, and had also attended some
Japanese schooling during the American summer vacations. Akiko, whose parents separated
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when she was 15, had unwittingly spent her sophomore year of high school in a Japanese high
school due to her mother and sister deciding to live in Japan. She felt that despite her difficulties,
this experience provided her with a language proficiency that she would not have had otherwise.
Diane, who had personal agency in her decision to live in Japan and attend high school during
her first year of college, felt that this immersion experience helped her the most in building
proficiency.
Heritage language school. Among the five participants, only Rika had never attended a
school in Japan. However, she and several other participants attended a weekend language
school, or “Saturday” school. Of the five participants, Rika, Tim, Masami, and Akiko had
attended Saturday school. Only Rika explicitly expressed positive views of this experience,
noting that her teacher made learning enjoyable. According to her “it was a fun experience,
more than an educational experience.” Initially, Rika was in a hoshuko class, which is a class
specifically tailored for native Japanese speakers who may or may not return to Japan. However,
she claimed that in this class, she was “lost”, explaining, “in my American school, I was one of
the smarter students, so I picked up everything really fast...but not in this class...they switched us
to a separate class.” Tim had also attended Saturday school. However, he was not in a hoshuko
class, but a class specifically for non-native speakers or heritage language learners. When asked
whether he communicated in Japanese with his classmates at the school, he explained that he had
no other classmates, aside from one who attended the school briefly. He recalled his lack of
enjoyment of the “extra day of school”. For Akiko, Japanese weekend overall did not turn out
well. She claimed that her classes made her feel “stupid” and she spent most of the time
“goofing off” and did not enjoy the extra day of school. Nevertheless, she acknowledged that it
probably helped her maintain hiragana, katakana, and some kanji ability. Although Masami
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briefly attended a weekend school, she could not remember many details aside from it being
“playtime with other half-Japanese children.”
Contact with native speakers and language shyness. In response to the question how
much contact did you have with Japanese speakers growing up and at present, Tim and Masami
stated that they speak in Japanese to their mothers and their sibling and that they were involved
in Japanese organizations and communities at their college/university where they meet other
Japanese speakers. Diane currently communicates with other Japanese speakers through online
language exchanges. Although her husband is mixed-heritage and can speak Japanese, they
communicate mostly in English. Akiko, who stopped communication with her Japanese mother
due to a conflict, claimed that she sometimes speaks in Japanese with her Indonesian coworker
who learned Japanese as a second language, stating that she feels more comfortable speaking to
her than to native Japanese speakers. When asked to explain this, she claimed that she feels
“really uncomfortable and shy” when speaking to native Japanese speakers. “Even if the entire
conversation is taking place in Japanese, they (native speakers) would say that you aren't
Japanese...or they'll say zenzen mienai1.” Akiko acknowledged it was plausible that her lack of
proficiency in the language prevented native speakers from acknowledging her Japanese identity,
and this in turn, prevented her from using the language. “If I were confident, if I just spoke
fluent Japanese, it wouldn't be an issue.” Although her sister has been living in Japan for over 10
years and speaks Japanese fluently, she communicates with her in English.
Language loss and language regrets. Two hypothetical-type questions examined
participants’ attitudes regarding their past JHL learning and/or their current attitudes toward JHL.

1

meaning, “you really don't look like...(Japanese)”
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These questions included, do you ever wish that you could speak (read, write) Japanese better,
and if you could relieve your childhood is there anything you wish your parents had done
differently in terms of language. Three participants expressed regret at not having learned
Japanese at the level that they felt they should. Akiko, Rika, and Masami felt that they should
have tried harder to learn when they were younger. A recurring theme was the idea of an
opportunity that was not seized. However, Akiko and Rika, based on their responses had clearly
thought about this issue in their lives. Rika wished that she could communicate with her
Japanese grandmother. Akiko felt that on a deeper level, proficiency in Japanese would have
strengthened her identity as Japanese. However, for her, it remained as “a bar that was not met”.
Even Masami, whose language proficiency was the highest, felt that she wished her parents had
been a little more demanding about learning Japanese. “I didn't realize it as a child, how much
easier it is to learn a language.” When asked if she wished she could speak, read, or write
Japanese better, she replied “Almost all the time”.
Discussion
This study sought to examine the relationship between ethnic identity, JHL learning, and
JHL proficiency for mixed-heritage adults. Specifically, the research question was a) what is the
relationship between ethnic identity, heritage language proficiency, and heritage language study
for JHLLs? b) What are the factors that promote success in heritage language learning for mixed
heritage language learners?
Survey: Self-Assessed Language Proficiency
The data from the self-assessed language proficiency subsection showed that the overall
language proficiency scores demonstrated a large range from a score of 1.0 to a score of 5.3. In
terms of language proficiency, there were trends in the data that corroborate other research in
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JHLL. That is, the learners self-rated their listening skills the highest, followed by speaking
skills, then reading skills, and finally writing skills were rated the lowest. The survey items that
asked about respondents' academic language proficiency (items 15 and 18) displayed the lowest
average scores (1.94, and 1.71 respectively). Also, the survey item related to participants' ability
to write kanji was also somewhat low, at 2.35. However, the reading of Japanese academic text
containing kanji received even lower scores, at 1.94, presumably because the reader has no
control of the kanji that appear in the text, whereas in writing they may choose to use or not use
them. As Japanese utilizes a vast number of kanji, many JHLLs find this domain to be
particularly challenging (Douglas, 2008; Doerr & Lee, 2009).
The results corroborate other research findings, that HLLs, especially those who have had
limited exposure to the language besides in their immediate home environments, often
demonstrate difficulty with academic language, literacy skills (reading and writing), and the use
of the formal register (Doerr & Lee, 2009; Douglas, 2008; Hayashi, 2008; Kanno et. al, 2008;
Kondo-Brown, 2005). In regards to visits to Japan and self-assessed JLP levels, there seemed to
be a link between higher self-assessed JLP and higher frequency of visits, as well as longer stays
in Japan. However, since not all respondents who had lived in Japan reported high JLP levels,
most likely, there were many factors involved in whether respondents were able to learn JHL
during their stays in Japan.
Survey: Identity and JHLL
The data showed that the average overall EID score for all participants was high, at 4.3.
This indicates that the participants as a group felt positively about their Japanese EID. This
result was not surprising given that the survey sample included a large number of respondents
from the Facebook group “Hafu Japanese”. Most of the members of the group would
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demonstrate a positive Japanese ethnic identity because they were members of a group that
promotes a mixed-heritage. Also, Japanese popular culture such as its fashion, anime, and
manga has become somewhat trendy in recent years in the U.S. and this growing popularity may
have influenced respondents to claim an overall strong Japanese ethnic identity orientation.
From the results of the survey data, there appeared to be a relationship between heritage
language proficiency (JLP) and Japanese ethnic identity (JEID), however, it was not a linear
relationship, that is, the respondents' strength of Japanese ethnic identity was not always in
magnitude to their Japanese language proficiency. It was hypothesized that the language learners
at the highest proficiency levels would have the strongest JEID and that those learners at the
lowest proficiency would rate their JEID the lowest. The survey data show that for the highest
language proficiency level, this was indeed observed. However, contrary to expectation, those
learners at the lowest proficiency level did not rate their JEID at the corresponding lowest level.
In fact, the survey data showed that those scoring at the lowest language proficiency levels rated
their JEID the second highest among the four proficiency levels. The intermediate language
proficiency groups actually self-rated their JEID scores at the lowest levels.
One possible explanation for this could be that ethnic identity was not actually related to
language proficiency. However, the high EID score for the highest LP group does not seem
arbitrary. Rather, it is possible that those learners at the low proficiency level may have been
demonstrating what Root (2001) refers to as symbolic identity. According to Root (2001),
exposure to other people or family members of the ethnic group can provide a cultural context
for understanding personality, culture, and behavior for the mixed-heritage individual. A
symbolic identity can occur as a result of isolation from this group. In such a situation, Waters
explains, a person may identify symbolically, as a way to provide a sense of uniqueness (as cited
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in Root, 2000). However, this choice is not “imposed” by outsiders and has no costs (Root, 2001,
p. 64). In other words, not being able to speak Japanese proficiently limited the respondents’
contact with native Japanese speakers, resulting in isolation. Because of the positive associations
of being “Hafu” or mixed-heritage in the US context, these respondents may have had more
positive feelings toward their Japanese ethnicity than the other LP groups, resulting in a
symbolic identity. The respondents in the lowest proficiency group also had the lowest average
number of visits to Japan, so it is possible that they had the least exposure to native Japanese
speakers. The overall number of visits to Japan tended to increase across the LP groups, with the
last group having the highest number of visits to Japan (average of 22, with one respondent
currently living in Japan for over 10 years). This finding was similar to Oriyama’s (2010)
findings, in which participants with limited contact with Japanese language and people
maintained a positive Japanese self-image and identity, regardless of language proficiency level.
Interviews: Ethnic Identity and Language Proficiency
To further explore and ultimately find an answer to the question, what is the relationship
between ethnic identity and JHLL, interviews were conducted to understand participants' identity
orientations and their language learning experiences. There were a total of five participants, of
varying language proficiency levels. As a subgroup of the survey respondents, this group of five
participants demonstrated a moderate relationship between JEID and JLP. Based on the
interview data, there appeared to be a relationship between language proficiency and strength of
JEID.

Masami, with the highest self-reported Japanese proficiency, described herself as half-

Japanese. Tim, whose proficiency was the second highest, described himself as half-Japanese.
Diane, whose self-rated proficiency at 3.9 was the third highest, originally identified as
“Japanese” on the survey, described herself as mixed during the interview. Rika, whose
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proficiency was the second lowest of the interviewees at 1.8, described herself as half-Japanese
and half-Irish. Akiko, whose self-rated JLP was the lowest at 1.5, described herself as Asian or
“half”. It appeared that the two participants with the highest proficiency scores also described
themselves as the most Japanese, by describing only that part of their identity, while the lowest
self-rated proficiency participants utilized labels that included other ethnicities or a more general
label.
Based on the interview, participants with high self-rated Japanese language ability
demonstrated stronger Japanese ethnic identity. Only Rika’s JEID and JLP survey scores did not
correlate. Although Rika had a high JEID score on the survey, during the interview she
identified as half-Japanese, half-Irish, because her father was Irish-American and she had an
Irish last name. Since Rika had only been to Japan 5 or 6 times, she did not have extensive
contact with other native Japanese speakers. Her self-label as Japanese-American on the survey
indicate that she may have identified symbolically. Akiko utilized a general “Asian” label.
However, based on interview data, she had experienced more contact and interaction with
Japanese speakers than both Rika and Diane and she also utilized more Japanese than the other
participants in the interview. However, due to trauma (divorce) it is plausible that she
experienced a disconnect from her Japanese ethnicity and JHL learning. Root (2001) describes
color coding as the attribution of certain traumas to race or ethnicity. It is possible for
individuals who experience traumatic events to attempt to dissociate from the heritage to which
negative attributions have been made. For Diane, her identification as Japanese (survey) despite
her not having a native Japanese-speaking parent, played a strong role in her JHL learning. In
fact, Diane was the only learner who in spite of very limited exposure to Japanese speakers
growing up, managed to gain some proficiency in JHL, based on her self-assessment.
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Thus, it was found that for Phase II participants, learners who had high LP appeared to
have a stronger JEID. The converse cannot be said, that is, low LP does not necessarily indicate
low EID. Based on self-labels, the participants with low language proficiency levels chose labels
that did not include Japanese ethnicity.
In summary, overall for both Phase I and II, a strong JEID was related to higher JLP
scores, but a low JLP did not always indicate a low JEID. While a strong Japanese ethnic
identity was involved in JHL learning, it was not determined if it was a cause or a result of JL
learning. It may be viewed, as Oriyama (2010) describes, a reciprocal relationship, where each
one influences the other. Lastly, participants may differ in their individual interpretations of
what constitutes “Japanese ethnic identity”. For those participants whose language proficiency
was low, their concept of being ethnically Japanese may have not been tied to their language
knowledge, or they may have been exhibiting a symbolic ethnicity.
Factors promoting JHLL. The second research question examined was What are the
factors that promote JHLL? Based on interviews, there were several factors that seemed to play
a large role. Among the factors identified were amount of exposure to Japanese speakers and
Japanese culture, support from parents, particularly the Japanese-speaking parent, and JHL
education, whether in the form of college study or study abroad.
Interestingly, JHL educational programs did not seem to play a prominent role in JHL
development for the Phase II participants, of whom four out of five attended JHS, or community
language schools or studied JFL at a local college. Prior research has discussed the positive
effects of JHS, particularly hoshuko programs (for returnees to Japan), in promoting JHL
proficiency (Chinen & Tucker, 2006; Doerr & Lee, 2009; Douglas, 2008; Kanno et al, 2008;
Oriyama, 2010). Also, studies have documented students’ positive attitudes toward the schools
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and increased JHL proficiency (Chinen & Tucker, 2006; Doerr & Lee, 2009) and stronger
Japanese ethnic identity (Chinen & Tucker, 2006; Oriyama, 2010). However, these studies
mostly examined hoshuko programs or international schools. The participants in Phase II
attended a JHS program that was specifically geared toward JHLLs and was not a hoshuko
program. Most participants did not feel that the school helped improve Japanese proficiency for
them. One participant acknowledged that the school “probably” helped her to maintain some
Japanese. Overall, the participants felt negatively about attending an extra day of school, and
two participants felt isolated because of having only one or no classmates. Thus, overall, for the
participants who attended JHS, most did not report very favorably of their experience and did not
attribute attendance to improved JHL proficiency.
Interestingly, parental support and study abroad in Japan were the most often mentioned
factors in promoting JHL learning. Participants described their Japanese-speaking mother’s role
in promoting the language and culture, as well as in visiting Japan to see relatives. Among the
participants who reported high JHL proficiency, none of the participants’ fathers spoke Japanese
beyond a beginner level and none of the participants reported speaking in Japanese to their
fathers. This contradicts some of the findings of other researchers who found that the father's use
of a minority or heritage language with his children increased the minority or heritage language
learning (Hammer et al, 2012; Kondo-Brown, 2005; Noro, 2009). It is plausible that the nonJapanese speaking father helped facilitate the use of two languages in the home in an indirect
manner.
Four out of the five Phase II participants had studied abroad in Japan and felt that it was a
big factor in learning Japanese. Since four out of the five participants came from areas of low
SEV, most likely, the only contact that they had with native Japanese speakers was through visits
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to Japan. Research supports that communities with a high Japanese ethnolinguistic vitality, or
EV promote JHL learning and HLM due to increased opportunities to use the language (KondoBrown, 2005; Noro, 2009; Oriyama, 2010). In the case where there are few other native
Japanese speakers, as in a low EV area, it is possible that opportunities to use JHL can be created
via visits to Japan and attendance at schools in Japan.
Another finding from this study was that individual factors, as well as the individual
personality differences seemed to play a large, but as yet undetermined role in JHLL. Individual
factors included such factors as a mother's profession as a language teacher, family trauma such
as divorce, as well as individual motivation. Further studies would be needed to determine how
these individual factors promote JHL learning.
Limitations
One of the limitations of this study was the very small number of participants of the
survey (N=17). Because of the small number of participants, the results are not generalizable to
the larger population. Another limitation was the sample itself. Due to the difficulty of
recruiting specifically mixed-heritage leaners, participants were recruited via a social media site,
Facebook. The participants recruited through Facebook were members of the group Hafu
Japanese. The group has a positive orientation toward Japanese culture, and thus, most likely led
to a bias in the results.
Another limitation of the study was the use of self-assessment in determining participants’
JHL proficiency levels. While there are studies that demonstrate self-assessment to be a reliable
indicator of language proficiency when the assessment consist of language learning tasks that
learners have direct experience using, nevertheless, the possibility of bias exists (Ross, 1998).
Studies by Kang and Kim (2012) and Kondo-Brown (2005) found that learners’ actual
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proficiency based on language tests correlated with self-assessed proficiency, however, in Kang
and Kim’s (2012) study, learners who felt a strong ethnic identity slightly overestimated their
language proficiency while those with a weak ethnic identity underestimated their language
proficiency. Since the current study utilized learners’ self-assessed JHL proficiency levels, the
scores may not be as reliable as an actual assessment.
Another limitation of the study is the design of the measurements of language proficiency
and ethnic identity that were utilized. Because the test was designed for adolescent students in a
hoshuko program, some of the questions may have been too academic in nature for the current
group of participants, whose ages ranged from 19 to 58, and included varied language learning
backgrounds. In fact, none of the participants had even attended a hoshuko school. Thus, the
language assessment utilized in this study may not have accurately measured each learners’
proficiency. Also, both the language proficiency and ethnic identity assessment with the
exception of one item) did not include a choice of not applicable, or NA. Several respondents
skipped a few of the items, for reasons that were not known. Some of the questions may not
have applied to all participants and therefore, a choice of NA would have been appropriate.
Another limitation to the study was the fact that participants were recruited from diverse
geographic areas and it was not possible to measure participants’ exposure to Japanese language
and culture, or SEV. Particularly for Phase I, three of the 17 participants were from other
countries. The participants from the U.S. resided in various states. Because of this variety,
drawing any conclusions based on location was problematic because the participants’ exposure
to Japanese culture and native Japanese speakers probably varied and was not determined. The
participants’ exposure to native Japanese speakers and culture was roughly estimated by the
number of visits to Japan. However, equating the number of visits to Japan as a measure of
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exposure to Japanese language and culture is problematic given that some respondents visited for
extended stays and it is impossible to know the particular contexts and individual situations of
each respondent. Some respondents may have lived in contexts where they had exposure to
Japanese culture and Japanese native speakers, but this was not determined. Lastly, some of the
groups (3 and 4) had only two respondents each, with widely varying numbers of visits to Japan.
Thus, conclusions based on the responses of such a small sample should be regarded with
caution.
Several studies demonstrated a positive relationship between ethnic identity and language
proficiency (Chinen & Tucker, 2008; Kang & Kim, 2012; Noro, 2008). However, these studies
were limited primarily to one or two specific contexts and language learning situations, for
example, one geographic area or one specific HL school. Furthermore, the participants were also
of a much smaller age range for each study. If the current study had similarly been limited to
one context, the results may have been different.
The Phase II participants for the most part resided in the same geographic area (except
one participant from Southern California), and had similar backgrounds and age, making the
results from Phase II somewhat more reliable. However, because of the small number of
participants (5), these results are not very generalizable.
Implications
While this study demonstrated a positive relationship between Japanese language
proficiency and Japanese ethnic identity, low language proficiency levels were also associated
with a strong Japanese ethnic identity, most likely due to the positive associations of Japanese
heritage in the popular culture. Since this study only examined adult learners, future studies
should be conducted with younger participants, in order to determine if a relationship exists.
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Since the result shows that positive ethnic identity is associated with JHL learning, it is
recommended that educators and those working with HLLs promote positive attitudes towards
the HL and HC in order to maintain a positive ethnic identity.
The current study examined the attitudes of participants regarding their language learning
experiences. From the interview data, it was found that usage of Japanese with the Japanesespeaking parent and regular and prolonged contact with native Japanese speakers was a major
factor in promoting JHL learning. Especially in learners from low SEV areas, contact with
native speakers is necessary to promote HL learning. However, contact alone is not sufficient,
that is, the interactions with native speakers need to be a positive experience. Many HLLs
demonstrate what Crawford and Krashen (2007) refer to as “language shyness”, when efforts to
speak the HL are met with corrections, or in some cases ridicule. According to Hornberger and
Wang, one of the implications of language shyness is alienation from the heritage group (2008).
Similar to the learners in Doerr and Lee’s (2009) study, one of the participants in Phase II clearly
articulated the experience of language shyness, and it strongly discouraged the participant from
using the HL in front of native speakers. While teachers and parents cannot always control how
others will respond to students’ or children’s speech, it is important to provide contexts where
HLLs can practice the HL without fear of judgment or evaluation. Thus, opportunities to speak
JHL, particularly with native speakers, in a non-judgmental context would allow the HL to gain
confidence, thereby promoting HL learning. Especially for learners who may not fit the image
of a typical speaker of a language, for example, mixed heritage learners, it is important to ensure
such opportunities are created.
Another implication of the study is the need to supplement JHLLs study of JHL. Again,
the most successful learners in the study were those who had traveled to Japan frequently, or
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who had attended schools there. It is recommended HLLs whose HL is not commonly taught in
the US or who do not have access to HL educational programs travel to the country where the
HL is spoken or participate in study abroad programs, if this is feasible.
While the current study did not examine the community context and Japanese usage of
each individual participant, the findings from the language proficiency assessment on the survey
showed that JHL learners displayed weaknesses in their JHL proficiency that were common for
JHLLs. Indeed, many of the learners displayed what Kanno et al. refer to as the “classic”
heritage experience of hearing the language in the home as a child but having little or no contact
with the language outside the family setting (2008). JHS need to target HLLs’ underdeveloped
literacy skills and use of formal registers with lessons that are meaningful and relevant to HLLs.
According to Douglas (2008), many students, including HLLs drop out of hoshuko by grade
three or four due to the intensive curriculum. Thus, the curriculum for JHS may not have to
follow the Japanese government-prescribed curriculum that is intended for returnees to Japan,
nevertheless, the curriculum needs to be tailored for HLLs in a way that maintains standards of
learning and is neither merely a “playtime” with other half-Japanese, nor a dreaded Saturday
morning. Since there are few studies examining the effectiveness of JHS as well as
postsecondary programs for JHLLs, more studies should be conducted as to the efficacy of these
programs.
Although this study examined JHLLs of mixed heritage, the implications of this study
apply to other less commonly taught languages and to other HLLs. While frequent and
meaningful input of the HL and opportunities for HL usage (output) are important for all HLLs,
for the mixed-heritage learner, whose non-native speaker parent may or may not speak the
language, this becomes a very important factor.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Email/Letter/Consent Form To Participate In Survey
Dear Potential Participant:
Greetings. My name is Mary Leising and I am a graduate student at SUNY Fredonia working
toward my master’s degree (M.S.Ed.) in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). I
am conducting research of current or previous Japanese language study by adults of Japanese ethnicity
and I am inviting you to participate in an online survey. This online survey is the first part of my
Master’s Thesis Project.
The purpose of my research study is to examine factors that promote the learning and/or maintenance of
the Japanese language. This research study will take place in April 2013 to May 2013. The first part of
my study consists of a 53-item online survey that can be accessed through the link below. Completing
these surveys will take about an hour or less of your time.
There are no risks to participants involved in this study. Information gathered during this study will be
gathered anonymously without names.
The survey will be used for research purposes only. Any information gathered from the surveys will be
stored securely and all records will be destroyed in three years following completion of the study.
Completion of the survey is entirely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time without penalty by
simply exiting the browser. You may complete the online survey without obligation to continue
participation in the rest of the study. The next part of the research study will be described to you at a later
date only if you choose to participate in the second part of the study.
If you agree to participate in this survey, please click on the link below my name. By clicking on the
survey link, you confirm that you are at least 18 years of age and that you are willing to participate in this
survey.
Thank you very much for your time!
Sincerely,
Mary Leising
Graduate Student, TESOL
SUNY Fredonia
For any questions/concerns, please contact:
Maggie Bryan-Peterson, Director, Grants Administration/Research Services Office
Phone: (716) 673-3528; email: petersmb@fredonia.edu
Dr. Karen E. Lillie, Assistant Professor, TESOL, SUNY Fredonia
Phone: (716) 673-4656; email: lilliek@fredonia.edu
Mary Leising, graduate student, SUNY Fredonia
Phone: (716) 829-9063; email: mary.leising@fredonia.edu

Survey Link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/BW3X5DN
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Appendix B
Recruitment Wall Post For Facebook

Facebook wall post for recruitment of participants:
Hello fellow Facebook members! I am currently a graduate student trying to complete
my thesis project. I’m conducting a study on heritage language learning, specifically about the
Japanese language. If you are interested, please click the link below, which will bring you to a
Google Document that explains the study in more depth and is a consent form. Thank you for
your help!
Link to Google Document:
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BwtQx6ncTgntUmh0YU92RHNNQzQ/edit?usp=sharing

76
Appendix C
53 Item Identity and Language Learning Survey
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Appendix D
Consent Form to Participate in Interview
Thank you for participating in my online survey and indicating your willingness to participate in
the second part of my research project by contacting me through email. I am looking forward to
speaking with you about your Japanese background and language learning experience. As you
may recall, my name is Mary Leising and I am a graduate student in the Teaching English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program at the State University of New York at Fredonia.
I am conducting a research study for my thesis about the factors that impact language learning,
specifically the Japanese language, from the perspective of adults who are of mixed heritage
Japanese. I myself am a mixed-heritage Japanese language learner, and I have attended a
Japanese weekend school in the Buffalo area.
The first part of my project consisted of the 53-item online survey which you have already
completed. For this part of my project, I would like to interview you to discuss your mixed
Japanese American heritage and language learning experiences. The interviews will be digitally
audio-recorded and conducted either face-to-face or via Skype (you may choose voice and video,
or voice only), depending on your preference. Interviews will take approximately 1 hour. The
interviews will tentatively take place in April 2013.
There are no foreseeable risks to participants involved in this study. If a participant chooses to
use Skype, there are minimal risks for using the internet to communicate, and further information
about its security policy can be found at http://www.skype.com/en/security/#encryption. During
the interview, if a participant wishes to skip a question they may do so at any time. Also,
participants are free to terminate the interview at any time. Personal information such as names
and identifying information gathered during this study will not be disclosed to anyone, and all
identifiable information will be coded to maintain anonymity. In the final research report, names
and locations will be changed to ensure confidentiality. Furthermore, all data will be kept in a
secure and confidential location at my residence and all records will be destroyed or deleted in
three years upon completion of this project. While there are no direct monetary benefits to the
participant, by participating in this study, you may be contributing to research which will further
the knowledge of heritage language learning and maintenance.
I, _________________________________, do hereby consent to participate in the second phase
of this research study. I acknowledge that I am 18 years of age or older. I understand that
participation is voluntary; therefore I have the right to withdraw at any time and without penalty.
I understand that all information gathered through the interview will be coded, securely kept, and
remain confidential. I understand that if I choose to use Skype for the interview, the same risks
involved in using the Internet for communication applies in this case.
____________________________________________________ _____________________
Signature of participant
Date
For any questions/concerns, please contact:
Maggie Bryan-Peterson, Director, Grants Administration/Research Services Office
Phone: (716) 673-3528; email: petersmb@fredonia.edu
Dr. Karen E. Lillie, Assistant Professor, TESOL, SUNY Fredonia
Phone: (716) 673-4656; Fax: (716) 673-4664; email: lilliek@fredonia.edu
Mary Leising, graduate student, SUNY Fredonia
Phone: (716) 829-9063; email: mary.leising@fredonia.edu
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Appendix E
Semi-structured Interview Questions (adapted from Shin, 2010)
Japanese as a heritage language interview questions:
1. Please tell me your name, age, your occupation, and highest education.
2. Where were you born? Where were you raised?
3. Please tell me about your family. Where were your parents from? How did they meet?
Do you speak in Japanese to your mother, father, or siblings?
4. What was it like for you growing up as a mixed-heritage person? What were the
racial/ethnic backgrounds of your friends?
5. How much contact with Japanese speakers did you have growing up? How about now?
6. If you attended a community heritage language school (weekend school) or studied
Japanese at college/university, when and for how long did you study? How were the
classes?
7. If you have been to Japan, what was the purpose of your visit? Did you go to school in
Japan?
8. How important was proficiency in Japanese for you as you were growing up? How
important was it for your parents?
9. How important is proficiency in Japanese for you now as an adult?
10. Do you ever wish that you could speak (read, write) Japanese better? Why or why not?
11. How were you received by people from your father’s ethnic/racial background? How
were you received by people from your mother’s ethnic/racial background?
12. How do strangers see you? Can people guess your ethnic racial/background? What kind
of comments to people make about your physical appearance, language, (speech), name,
other?
13. If you could relive your childhood, is there anything you wish your parents had done
differently in terms of language?
14. How do you identify yourself ethnically/racially?
15. How important is knowledge of Japanese in your identity as (your response to #15)?
16. If you have children, would you teach them Japanese (or any other language other than
English)? Why or why not?
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Appendix F
Codes Utilized in the Interview Data
CODE

DESCRIPTION

IDMTV

Identity as motivation for

“I would say that knowledge of J is a big part of
my identity...” “I just feel this connection with the
culture.” “I want to speak/read/write Japanese better so as
not to lose that part of my identity.”

Instrumental motivation
Career, Jobs, etc.

“I'd like to have the window of opportunity of
possibly working in Japan, or finding a job there, even
temporarily just for the experience.”

JHLM

INSTRMTV

QUOTE/EXAMPLE

FAMMTV

Family connection as
motivation for JHLL/JHLM

“I wish I could speak, read, and write Japanese
better because it would be an advantage to communicate
with my grandmother.” “My mom really emphasized
family...she didn't want my grandparents not seeing me.”

PRESS

Internal/external
pressures to learn Japanese

“It (proficiency in Japanese) was very important,
but it was something that...it was a bar that was not met”.
“It was definitely the thing I thought about most growing
up”.

MSUPP (+/-)

Mother's support/lack of
support in JHLL

“It (proficiency in Japanese) went more towards
her identity as a mom...as a Japanese mother to have her
kids speaking Japanese”. “My mom—she never pushed it
on me too much, she gave me the opportunity but she
didn't force it on me.”

FSUPP(+/-)

Father's support/lack of
support in JHLL

“He (my dad) is very supportive...” “My dad
doesn't speak Japanese but it hasn't been a barrier within
our family structure.” “He (my dad) would speak of it
(Japanese proficiency) very positively like it's a really
good asset to have.” “My dad really wanted to learn
Japanese...but he just never found the time I guess.”

PSIT

Parental situation
factors/circumstances in JHLL

Japanese mother's occupation: “My mom is a
Japanese professor so I guess that helped in a way”.
Divorce: “I don't speak very often with my
(Japanese) mom, yeah, she's in Japan, I have limited
contact with her.” “I wanted to stay in America with my
(American) dad.”

FLUCTID

Fluctuating/changing
Ethnic Identity depending on
context

“I feel more like a foreigner in Japan, just because
again, I don't look very Japanese...” “When I'm in Japan I
think of myself as the most Caucasian person ever,
because everybody treats me like that...” “But in America I
see more Caucasian people and then it's apparent that I'm
not fully Caucasian.”

CODE

DESCRIPTION

QUOTE/EXAMPLE

OPID

Others' perceptions of

“I feel like sometimes, to one group of people I
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one's Ethnic Identity

am one ethnicity, and to another, I'm another ethnicity.”

SPECIALID (+/-)

Feeling special or
unique about mixed-heritage
ID

“I really took pride in the fact that I had this mix
or this double culture.”
“Yeah, some people seem to think it's very
special to be mixed...it's like having a really cool toy.” “I
get credit for doing nothing.”

CHOICE

Choosing
ethnicity/race

“I didn't really know whether to identify as
Caucasian or Japanese, and everybody just kind of
assumed I was Caucasian, so that was primarily the race I
stuck with.”

US/OUTSIDE

Experiences of racism
“I didn't really experience racism..just because I
or feeling different in US
passed as White, but sometimes they'd be like, oh you're
half-Japanese, so that's why you do well in school....”

J/OUTSIDE

Experience of feeling
“I feel like I'm part of the Japanese culture, but I
like an outsider/different in
don't think I'm perceived as being part of the culture.”
Japan

HLS

Heritage language
schooling
experiences/perceptions

“I liked my teacher, I liked having her, she made
it enjoyable.” “I didn't really like Saturdays, it was like
an extra school day.” “Socially it was limited...I didn't
have any other classmates.”

JSEXP

School in Japan
experiences

“It was kind of a culture shock.” “It was very
interesting and I'm very glad my parents did that.” “It was
good because I had no choice but to speak Japanese every
day, so my Japanese got a lot better.”

CCJS

Current & past
contact with J Speakers

“The majority of our (my sister and I)
conversation is in Japanese, but its kinda a mix of
Japanglish.”
“I speak in Japanese to my mother and younger
brother.” “I keep in contact with my Japanese cousins
and former classmates to this very day.”

VISIT

Visits to Japan

“I think that they (visits to Japan) really helped
to foster the growth of my Japanese language skills.”

REGRET

Regrets at not being
able to learn Japanese

“I wish my grandparents taught my dad the
language and culture.” “I wish my parents had been more
demanding about learning Japanese.”
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Appendix G
Mean of Participant Responses: LP Data
Age
Respondent 1
Respondent 2
Respondent 3
Respondent 4
Respondent 5
Respondent 6
Respondent 7
Respondent 8
Respondent 9
Respondent 10
Respondent 11
Respondent 12
Respondent 13
Respondent 14
Respondent 15
Respondent 16
Respondent 17
MEAN

57
58
52
38
48
45
52
20
27
19
20
29
53
29
54
22
33
38.59

Language Proficiency: Reading

Language Proficiency: Writing

Language Proficiency: Listening

Language Proficiency: Speaking

AVG

Item 14

Item 15

Item 16

Item 17

Item 18

Item 19

Item 20

Item 21

Item 22

Item 23

Item 24

Item 25

Item 31

Item 26

Item 27

Item 28

Item 29

Item 30

1
1
1
1
1
1
4
5
1
1
5
5
1
1
1
4
1
2.06

1
1
1
1
1
1
4
3
1
2
4
5
1
2
1
3
1
1.94

1
1
1
1
1
1
4
6
1
2
6
6
1
2
1
6
1
2.47

1
1
4
6
1
1
4
6
3
2
6
6
5
6
1
6
1
3.53

1
1
1
1
1
1
2
2
1
1
4
5
1
1
1
4
1
1.71

1
1
3
1
1
1
5
3
1
1
4
5
1
5
1
4
1
2.29

1
1
4
4
1
1
4
5
X
2
5
5
5
6
1
4
1
3.13

1
1
2
2
1
1
1
4
1
1
5
3
1
3
1
2
1
1.82

1
1
3
3
1
1
5
2
1
1
5
4
1
3
1
6
1
2.35

1
5
4
6
2
2
2
6
2
4
6
6
3
5
1
6
6
3.94

1
5
4
6
2
1
1
6
2
3
6
5
3
4
1
6
5
3.59

3
N/A
4
6
N/A
1
5
5
4
4
N/A
N/A
N/A
6
1
6
N/A
4.09

1
X
1
5
1
1
1
6
2
2
6
5
2
4
1
6
1
2.81

X
4
3
5
1
1
2
6
1
2
5
5
1
5
1
5
1
3.00

1
X
2
5
1
1
2
6
1
1
5
5
1
4
1
3
1
2.50

1
X
4
5
1
X
3
6
1
1
6
6
2
6
1
6
1
3.33

1
X
3
5
1
1
2
6
1
2
6
6
2
5
1
6
1
3.06

1
5
2
5
1
1
1
5
1
1
6
3
1
3
1
6
1
2.59

overall mean

2.50

overall mean

2.26029412

Mean of participant responses: Language Proficiency Survey

overall mean

3.608205

overall mean

2.8968

Language Use
Item 32

1.12
2.15
2.61
3.78
1.12
1.06
2.89
4.89
1.47
1.83
5.29
5.00
1.88
3.94
1.00
4.94
1.53
2.79

6
4
5
4
6
6
6
6
6
6
4
2
6
4
6
4
6
5.12
1-Japanese,
6-English
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Appendix H
Mean of Participant Responses: EID Data

Age
Respondent 1
Respondent 2
Respondent 3
Respondent 4
Respondent 5
Respondent 6
Respondent 7
Respondent 8
Respondent 9
Respondent 10
Respondent 11
Respondent 12
Respondent 13
Respondent 14
Respondent 15
Respondent 16
Respondent 17
MEAN

57
58
52
38
48
45
52
20
27
19
20
29
53
29
54
22
33
38.6

Ethnic Identity Search

Affirmation, Belonging, and Commitment

Other Group Orientation

Self-Label

Item 33

Item 34

Item 37

Item 43

Item 46

ElS Average

Item 35

Item 38

Item 41

Item 42

Item 44

Item 48

Item 50

ABC Average

Item 39*

Item 45*

Item 36

Item 40

Item 47

Item 49

OGO Average

Item 51

3
3
5
5
5
5
6
4
4
4
5
6
6
4
6
6
5
4.8

4
1
2
2
5
4
3
6
2
2
5
6
5
1
1
5
1
3.2

4
3
3
3
6
3
3
5
4
5
6
6
5
6
5
5
2
4.4

4
3
5
3
6
3
2
6
2
5
5
5
5
3
5
4
1
3.9

3
3
5
3
5
5
4
5
2
5
6
5
6
2
5
5
6
4.4

3.6
2.6
4
3.2
5.4
4
3.6
5.2
2.8
4.2
5.4
5.6
5.4
3.2
4.4
5
3
4.2

4
3
2
2
5
4
4
6
2
6
4
5
5
5
2
5
1
3.8

4
3
3
5
6
6
4
6
2
6
6
6
6
6
X
6
6
5.1

4
3
2
4
6
5
2
5
2
5
4
5
5
6
5
4
1
4.0

3
3
5
4
X
6
2
6
2
5
4
4
5
4
1
5
1
3.8

5
3
4
4
6
5
3
6
4
5
5
6
6
6
6
5
6
5.0

4
3
5
4
6
5
3
5
3
5
5
6
5
6
5
5
6
4.8

4
5
5
4
6
5
5
6
3
6
6
6
6
5
4
5
6
5.1

4.0
3.3
3.7
3.9
5.8
5.1
3.3
5.7
2.6
5.4
4.9
5.4
5.4
5.4
3.8
5.0
3.9
4.5

6
4
6
6
6
6
4
5
5
6
6
4
6
6
6
6
6
5.5

5
6
6
6
6
6
5
6
5
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
5.8

4
3
6
5
6
5
4
X
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
5.4

6
5
5
6
5
6
5
3
5
6
6
6
6
6
4
5
6
5.4

2
3
5
6
5
6
2
2
3
6
5
6
6
5
4
5
3
4.4

4
3
5
6
5
5
4
4
3
3
5
6
6
6
X
6
6
4.8

4.5
4.0
5.5
5.8
5.5
5.7
4.0
4.0
4.5
5.5
5.7
5.7
6.0
5.8
5.2
5.7
5.5
5.2

4
3
4
4
3
4
2
2
2
4
2
3
2
3
3
4
4

EIS Overall Average

4.2

ABC Overall Average

4.5

OGO Overall Average

5.2

Item 52

Other (Comment Box)

Japanese Canadian
As a person, not as a label, please
Hapa, Eurasian, Haafu
New Zealander
3 J-A
Anglo-Japanese
2A
American-Japanese
2A
3 J-A
Half-Japanese, Half-American
3 J-A
3 J-A
1J
3 J-A
3 J-A
2A

Japanese

