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Education of Japanese heritage language (JHL) learners is not a new trend in the United States.  It was initiated before World War II by the first generation of the Japanese immigrant parents in order to maintain and develop their children’s Japanese language.  They established Japanese language schools that were mainly community-based, affiliated to religious organizations or independent organizations (Igawa 2003).  However, JHL education like other heritage languages (HL) has been the area where least attention has been paid by educators, researchers and policy makers for many years.  It is only recently that public attention has remarkably increased to HL education, let alone JHL education. The change in public attention can be seen in efforts of organizing  Heritage Languages Conferences (1999, 2001) and publications on heritage language education (e.g. Peyton, Ranard, and McGinnis  2001; Webb and Miller 2000) in general, and  formation of JHL SIG at Association of Teachers of Japanese, JHL Listserv, and electronic JHL journal in particular for Japanese.  

A primary reason for the change in the public attention to HL is the  national security event of  September 11th  alerted policy makers to give a priority to strengthening the nation’s ability of languages other than English to superior or near native-speakers according to ACTFL oral proficiency guidelines (NFLC  2002) Besides the needs in a public level, development of HLs is important to maintain strong intergeneration relationship in a family (Nakajima 2004).  Oh’s (2002) review of literature shows that HL loss affects family relationships and poor parent-adolescent communication can lead to adolescents’ risky behavior.  In addition, researchers in bilingualism have found that strengthening a child first language contributes cognitive development, which is transferred to second language and consequently facilitates second language development (Cummins  1984).
Despite the public and personal needs for development of HLs, HL education faces many challenges.  This paper discusses  some issues surrounding JHL education.  Firstly, the paper presents a working definition of heritage language learners.  Then it examines the issues that JHL education faces in comparison with the education of Japanese language as a foreign language (JFL). 

１.Definition of HL


Definitions of “heritage language” (HL) and “heritage students” are varied among the researchers and in the literature.   Valdés (2002) defines HL  as languages other than English, including indigenous languages, immigrant languages and early colonial languages (e.g. Spanish in the Southwest).  She proposes two definitions for heritage students. One is “personal interest definition” in which “ a heritage student is an individual who has a personal interest or involvement in an ancestral language.  The other one is “proficiency definition” in which “a heritage student is a student who is raised in a home where a non-English language is spoken, who speaks or merely understands the heritage language, and who is to some degree bilingual in English and the heritage language”.  As a working definition, this paper utilizes language proficiency perspective  in order discuss issues in teaching JHL.  For more detailed discussion about definitions of HL, the readers are referred to Fishman (2001), Gambhir (2001), Kondo-Brown (2002), and Valdés (2001, 2002)

It is very important to clearly distinguish  between an HL and a mother tongue especially in teaching young HL learners.  As discussed in the next section, it is parents who make decisions on the maintenance and development of their children’s HL. However in most cases parents have a misconception about the nature of their children’s language.  First generation immigrant parents or parents who stay in the U.S. for a while tend to view their children’s Japanese language as a mother tongue and they lack HL perspective.  

Nakajima’s (1998, 2004) emphasizes the importance of a clear distinction of  HL from a mother tongue.  Utilizing the definition in Canadian census, Nakajima defines a mother tongue as “the first  language that children have learned and still understand” (Nakajima 2004:1).  Nakajima (1998, 2002) states that immigrant children, particularly at an early stage of their language development, acquire languages other than a dominant language as their mother tongues.  However, along with their schooling in the dominant language their mother tongue shifts to heritage languages (Nakajima 2004:3).  Polinsky (2000) employs several distinctions of languages, two categories of which are particularly relevant and useful to understand the difference between  mother tongue and HL.  First distinction is first and second language (L1, L2), and the second is primary and secondary language.  Polinsky argues that LI and L2 are typically distinguished by the temporal order of acquisition and the primary and secondary languages are distinguished by the prevalence of usage.  She explains:


[I]f an individual learns language A as their first language and speaks it predominantly throughout their adult life, this language is both first and primary.  If an individual dramatically reduces the use of the first language, A, and switches to using language B as a more important one, then A is characterized as the first/secondary language, and B becomes the person’s second/primary language.
Parents who speak Japanese to their children since their birth perceive that Japanese is a mother tongue for their children, and they do not realize their children’s Japanese language shifts from the first and primary language to the first but secondary language in the process of interaction with other children of the dominant language and schooling in the dominant language.  This misconception seriously affects selection of Japanese language schools and curriculum for their children.  This issue will be discussed in detail in the next section. 

2. Issues in  JHL education


Researchers and educators view that heritage languages are distinctly different from foreign languages in the process and outcomes of HL acquisition (Campbell and Rosenthal 2000; Polinsky  1997, 2000; Valdés 2001, 2002).  These studies focus on adult HL learners at post-secondary institutions, and issues about young HL learners are not well discussed.  HL acquisition and learning start in childhood at the point when one’s mother tongue starts shifting to HL, and continues to adulthood.  In this sense, issues of young HL learners need to be discussed together with those of adult HL learners.  For this reason, this section discusses issues of young and adult JHL education.  Firstly  the section describes some differences in language policy between HL and FL.  Then it proceeds to learner’s needs and motivation, language proficiency, and education  in comparison with JFL.

2.1.  Language policy

While the United States government recognize the value of language skills as essential to the national interest and security, their support has been concentrated to foreign language education (e.g. National Defense Education Act  in 1958; Title VI of the Higher Education Act  in 1965;  Publication of a list of 169 strategic foreign languages in 1985; National Security Education Act in 1991
).  On the contrary, HLs, being  far from any priority status, have faced the eventual loss without the public support.   Kondo-Brown (2002: 4) summarizing existing studies states that the U.S. government language policy consists of the following two views, which have been in historical conflict: (1) an additive policy involving foreign language studies for main stream monolingual and (2) a subtractive policy involving language assimilation for language minorities.  Consequently, the educational system historically has given priority to foreign language education, and HL education, except Spanish as a heritage language or other extremely limited numbers of minority languages
, has not been  a part of the public educational systems.

2.2. Motivation and needs: Whose motivation and needs?
Young JHL Learners


Children themselves are not motivated to go to Saturday school to study JHL.  It is rather their parents’ desire to learn the language.  If children have a motivation to go to school, their purpose is something different from studying the language.  In her research on Canadian Japanese adolescents who had studied JHL for at least 10 years at JHL schools, Nakajima (1988 cited in Nakajima 1998: 159) found 80% of the students (n=31) answered that they liked the school and the most frequent reason why they liked the school was that they had friends at school, which is categorized as “intrinsic motivation”.  At the same time, they responded that the reason they did not like school was an increasing number of kanji to learn.  


Parental support is a key factor in fostering schooling for young JHL learners.  In addition, due to a limited time of instruction at Saturday JHL schools, which varies from 3 to 6 hours per week, parental assistance in school works at home plays a major role in development of JHL.  It is an advantage of JHL education, and a difference from JFL education, that children can obtain language assistance from their parents who are native speakers of the language.  

However, parental involvement does not always work out in a positive way.  As briefly mentioned in the previous section, for the parents who acquired Japanese as a mother tongue and were educated in Japan the best Japanese language education for their children, in their view, is the one they had in Japan, which is a mother tongue education.  Thus, they prefer to send their children to the Japanese schools which adhere to the identical curriculum developed in Japan, regardless of the different educational needs of their children.  This parental view of Japanese language education  also makes it difficult to implement  alternative curricula, which are  designed based on theory and research in relevant fields to young JHL learners.  

Another problem is a varied degree of parental expectation toward their children’s acquisition of their JHL.   Douglas, Kataoka and Kishimoto’s  (2003)  study found that  the expectation on the development of Japanese language by of the parents who plan to stay in the U.S. permanently,  is varied from “capable to communicate with native speakers of Japanese” to “capable to function in Japanese at a work place”, while the parents who plan to return to Japan expect their children to develop Japanese language proficiency to the highest level, that is “capable to function in Japanese at a work place”.

The varied degree of parental expectation affects JHL development of their children.  In the same study, Douglas, Kataoka and Kishimoto found that Japanese language use at home by parents is varied from “go with the flow” to “consciously try to speak in Japanese “. Consequently the amount of exposure to Japanese is limited in the former case, which results in incomplete acquisition of Japanese.


The other problem is that parents expect perfectly correct Japanese from their children.  Nakajima (1998) explains that parents who have acquired Japanese as a mother tongue do not understand why their children make many mistakes in their Japanese and why they cannot express even simple idea.  Consequently, Nakajima states, parents feedback tends to be negative, which demotes children to learn Japanese.

College JHL Learners


In comparison  between HL  learners and Fl learners, Campbell and Rosenthal (2000) discuss that HL learners present a wide range of needs to study their HL such as “a desire to reconnect with their ancestry” (Campbell and Rosenthal 2000:168), while FL learners needs are limited to the pragmatic, instrumental reasons.  Jensen and Llosa (2002) found among college HL learners the following reasons to learn HLs:  “It’s who I am.  It’s my heritage”,  “To communicate with families and others” and “To pass it onto children”.  JHL college students’ motivations , according to Douglas (2003) are “maintenance of the already developed language skills” , “necessity to learn the language as a Japanese citizen” (some students born in the U.S. have a Japan-U.S. dual citizenship), and  “be able to communicate with grandparents in Japanese”.  All there reasons are categorized as “intrinsic motivation” related to family and ancestry of HL learners.  

However, those JHL learners in Douglas’ study at the same time exhibited  “extrinsic motivations” such as “ to work at a Japanese company” and “to live in Japan”, which are similar to those listed by JFL learners in Nuibe et al.’s study (1995).  Furthermore, JFL learners have “intrinsic motivation” as well, although less frequent than “extrinsic motivations”, such as “communication with Japanese people” and “understand language and culture” (Nuibe et al. 1995).  This makes Campbell and Rosenthal’s distinction between HL and Fl learners less clear.  In addition, as discussed in next section, motivations are affected by external factors and they change over time.   Thus, more motivation research are needed to conclude that HL and FL learners have different motivations to learn the target languages.

JFL Learners


In contrast to parental high expectation toward their children’s correct use of FL, parental feedback to children’s foreign language use is positive no matter how limited the language production is, and accompanied with errors  (Nakajima, 1998: 160).  Parents are impressed and praise when their children speak a foreign language,  even if it is one word.  Thus unlike HL learners, parental attitude does not demote children to learn the language.


As discussed in previous section, distinction in motivations between college HL and FL learners is not conclusive.  Nuibe et al’s (1995) study on college students’ motivations to learn JFL showed that they displayed both “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” motivations.  By factor analysis, they also found that “integrative motivation” such as “to live in Japan” or “to work for a Japanese company”, a subcategory of the extrinsic motivations, is affected by the learner’s experience of living in Japan.  They found that this motivation is stronger among the students who have been in Japan.  Nuibe et al.’s study shows that learner motivations need to be studies as a dynamic process, is affected  by length of study of JFL and  experience of living in Japan.

2.3. Language Skills

One commonly documented issue to teach HL learners is their heterogeneous language proficiency, which distinguish them from FL learners .  Bilingual language development of one’s HL and a dominant language is a dynamic process, which can vary immensely over a lifetime depending on individual’s language experiences, environment and schooling (Nakajima 1985: Valdés 1995, 2001).  JHL learner’s language profile conforms to this view.  This section overviews existing studies on young and college JHL learners.

Young JHL Learners: 


Nakajima (1988 cited in Nakajima 1998) assessed Japanese language ability of Japanese-Canadian adolescents (n-31, age: 15-17), who had studied Japanese at Saturday Japanese schools for 10 years.  Analyzing their ability in conversation, reading and writing, Nakajima concluded that all students could sustain 20 minutes conversation only in Japanese on various topics (such as family, language used at home, how they think about Japanese schools, for example), except one who asked for a permission to use English.  Regarding listening ability, pronunciation, and extra linguistic features, Nakajima judged that their ability was near native speakers of Japanese.  However, quality of the conversation ability, she noted, was remarkably varied among the students, especially in mixing English vocabulary in Japanese sentences and using of English pausing words.  Reading ability of these JHL adolescents ranged from 3.1 to 5.2 (average of 4.1) grade equivalent of elementary school children in Japan.  Further, these students took a college JFL achievement tests.  56 % of them passed the test designed for the JFL students who had learned Japanese for 100 hours, and 17% passed the test for the students who had completed of 200 hours of instruction (Nakajima 1998: 157-158).  In writing, total number of the words in JHL adolescents’ composition  surpassed college JFL students.  However, when the amount of kanji used in writing was compared, the results reversed.  Nakajima analyzed that JHL adolescents’ compositions lacked knowledge of paragraph organization, age-appropriate vocabulary, and clear distinction between formal and informal style.

College JHL Learners


As a college JHL learners’ language profile, Kondo-Brown (2002) describes that in production skills  ” some do not regularly use Japanese at home and are only capable of using rudimentary Japanese, which is limited to short utterances or fragments, while others may speak Japanese effectively and fluently in various social situations and use the language regularly in their daily lives.”  Douglas (in press) assessed oral and reading proficiency among JHL learners at a large urban research university, who were placed in intermediate level by a placement test.  ACTFL OPI by a certified tester and reading cloze test with a rational deletion in morpheme level and acceptable scoring were administered to eight JHL students.  OPI results show that five students demonstrated Superior level proficiency and each of other three was assigned to Advance High, Advance and Intermediate High respectively.  Oral Proficiency of the seven learners is way beyond that of the typical Intermediate level students who learn Japanese as a FL. The scores of the cloze test distributed widely from zero to 100 (M=39, SD 33.25).  The average of the cloze test scores of JHL students was lower than that of JFL students in the Intermediate level (M=51.5).  Douglas’ study , although limited in a size of informants, shows that JHL students’ oral skills are superior to JFL students, while reading ability is lower than JFL students and the ability among the students is widely varied.  In the same study, Douglas found that JHL learners obtain  high scores in grammar test and listening test (M=89, SD=11 for grammar test: M=94, SD=6 for listening test), while the distribution of the test scores of kanji writing and reading ranges from zero to 96 (M=47, SD=38) for kanji writing, and from 45 to 82 (M=65, SD=4) for kanji reading respectively.  This results show a clear disparity of  JHL students’ language development.

JFL Learners

 
Students who start learning JFL, as other FLs, typically come to the class with little or  no linguistic competence and in-depth cultural understanding.  Their language development by a formal learning as described in ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines proceeds in a uniform manner from simple to complex.  Although the pace of progress in learning language is varied among learners, variation is relatively less, compared to JHL as discussed in previous section.  

2.4. Education: Who teaches JHL learners?

Yong JHL Learners

As discussed earlier, JHL education for young learners has been historically outside a formal educational system in the United States.  JHL schools started as  community-based schools, affiliated to religious organizations, or independent schools (Igawa 2003).  These JHL schools established by immigrant parents have constantly experienced lack of appropriate curriculum, instructional materials, well trained teachers in JHL methodology and financial resources (Igawa 2003; Sasaki 2001), which are commonly shared problems in community based schools of other HLs (Valdés 2002).  


Along with a progression of generations and a rapid acculturation of the third generation Japanese-American, JHL has been lost and the traditional JHL schools  nowadays  face a change in learner population from JHL to JFL children with no-Japanese language and cultural background (Igawa 2003).  On the other hand, there was an increase in the number of the children from  newly arriving Japanese immigrant families, who originally came to the U.S. in 1970s as  temporally residents and  became  permanent residents, or children from inter-racial marriage between native speakers of Japanese  and other languages.  These children consist of  young JHL learner population, who need to maintain and further develop their JHL.


This increase of a new young JHL population has posed a problem in  JHL education regarding who teaches them.  Currently they are enrolled in one of these schools:  hoshuukoo, traditional JHL schools, or  Japanese immersion programs.  Hoshuukoo was established in 1970s for Japanese children who would return to Japan after a short stay.  Thus, their curriculum is identical to the one developed by  Japanese government for mother tongue education.  Traditional JHL schools have been revising their curriculum to accommodate JFL students’ needs.  Japanese Immersion programs, established in 1908s, are a part of FL programs that are originally designed for mainstream English speaking children. 
 Douglas, Kataoka, and Kishimto’s (2003) study found that children who would stay in the U.S. permanently consisted  of 27% and 89% of whole population at hoshuukoo and JHL schools respectively.   This means that single curriculum originally developed for returnees’ children at hoshuukoo or JFL children at JHL schools cannot accommodate JHL children’s educational needs.


Responding to this problem, some efforts have been made recently for JHL children’s education.  Some hoshuukoo established a separate track for JHL children, although it is  a partial separation such as the first grade only or forth grade and beyond.  A new curriculum has been developed for JHL children (Douglas and Harada 1999; Douglas 2002a).  However, implementation of the new tracks or new curriculum is not easy due to parents’ perspective and preference to mother tongue education.

College JHL Learners


Along with an increase of HL learners and due to open admissions policies, there have been increasing enrollments of HL students in regular FL programs (Valdés  2002).  JHL students like other HLs  increasingly enroll in college FL classrooms.


In order to accommodate JHL learners’ special needs, there has been  recent efforts to offer separate tracks to JHL learners in Japanese programs in some colleges located in California., which has a relatively condensed JHL population (California State University Long Beach, University of California Los Angeles,  University of California San Diego,  and University of Hawai’i, for example).  As discussed earlier, JHL learners exhibit heterogeneous composite of language proficiency.  Thus, a single uniform curriculum, which is typically used in JFL courses, does not work for them.  Consequently, an alternative approach was designed and its effectiveness in learning kanji was validated  (Douglas 2002b, in press).  It should be noted, however, that these new attempts to offer separate courses are only possible for the programs that have enough enrollments of JHL learners.  


Kondo-Brown (2002) points out that a common characteristic of the separate tracks for JHL learners  exist only at elementary and/or intermediate levels with a focus on developing literacy skills, and the tracks merge with those for JHL learners at advanced levels.  She further questions the effectiveness of this partial separation and emphasizes a necessity for conducting validation studies.

JFL Learners
JFL education has been offered within a public educational system.  Although vulnerable to course reduction or cancellation of the programs due to school budget and other administrative reasons,  availability of  various types of instructional material,  well qualified teachers, and funding sources is better  in JFL education than JHL education.  

JFL education for elementary, middle and high schools witnessed a sudden increase in their learner population in 1990s (Japan Foundation 2000). There are three types of programs for young JFL learners: Japanese-English Immersions  programs, FLES (Foreign Languages at Elementary Schools) programs and FLEX (Foreign Language Experiences) programs.  Although an exact enrollment number is not available, young JHL learners are enrolled in two-way immersion programs (e.g. El Marino Elementary School in Culver City, California, for example).  Existing studies have proven the effectiveness of total immersion approach to develop language ability as well as mastery of the academic content (see Thomas and Collier 2002, for example, for the most recent research results on outcomes of different types of immersion programs).  However, to my knowledge, there is no study that examines effectiveness of Japanese-English immersion programs on JHL children.  We need to investigate program outcomes as well as demography of JHL children in immersion programs, although it is assumed that enrollment number might be small due to a small number of the programs and limited admission for the JHL children to the programs.  In addition, research should study maintenance and further development of their JHL after they exit the immersion programs.  　


In sum, the present paper has discusses issues in JHL education in the U.S.  By presenting an overview of the issues, the paper has attempted to connect JHL education for children and for adults, which have been discussed separately in existing studies. Nakajima (2004) stresses that HL education requires a long term vision, and different educational assistance should be provided depending on the following four stages: (1) pre-school, (2) lower grades of elementary school, (3) upper grades of elementary school, and (4)  middle and high school.  In fact, heterogeneous language proficiency among college JHL learners, which has been discussed in the previous section, is outcomes of heterogeneous language experiences at home and schools at these four stages.  Information form young and college JHL education is a key to promote mutual understanding and to advance JHL education as a whole.
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