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Cross-Cultural Research / May 1999Schrauf / MOTHER TONGUE MAINTENANCE

Mother Tongue
Maintenance Among
North American Ethnic Groups

Robert W. Schrauf
Duke University

Research among groups of immigrants to the United States and
Canada has isolated a number of possible factors for both loss and
persistence of the mother tongue in subsequent generations. These
include practice of the religion of the homeland, residential concen-
tration, within-group marriage, occupational specialization, visits
to the homeland, and others. The research reported in this article is
based on data in the Human Relations Area Files from 11 immigrant
groups to North America. The research suggests that residential
pattern and religious practice are the principal factors accounting for
mother tongue maintenance into the third generation. Appeal is
made to the childhood language socialization paradigm in explain-
ing this finding.

Over the generations, many immigrant groups to North America
lose their mother tongue, whereas other groups seem to retain
their languages for longer periods of time. What social structural
factors account for these patterns of language loss and retention?
Put simply, What accounts for mother tongue maintenance? For
example, it might be argued that the principal factor is the settle-
ment pattern: Those immigrant groups that settle in insular ethnic
enclaves are most likely to retain their mother tongue. Alter-
nately, perhaps the key factor is not residence but rather mar-
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riage. That is, those groups that encourage endogamous marriage
are most likely to retain the mother tongue. Or, in the end, it may
be some combination of factors that accounts for mother tongue
maintenance. In this article, I identify seven such factors and test
their association with language retention patterns.

For the purposes of this research, the term mother tongue refers
to the language(s) spoken from birth and in the country of origin by
immigrant members of an ethnic group. Although it has been sug-
gested that this term lacks scientific precision (see Davies & Ben-
tahila, 1989; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981), mother tongue is retained
here because (a) it suggests that the language is learned in infancy/
childhood in contradistinction to the later acquisition of a second
language and (b) it suggests a tie to the mother culture in contra-
distinction to the adopted culture. Furthermore, this research con-
cerns immigrant groups to the United States and Canada and
specifies that the (second) language to be acquired is English and
acculturation is to the dominant Anglo culture. Finally, the study
is based on secondary data in the form of ethnographic reports
made by sociologists, historians, and anthropologists and collected
in the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF).

CENSUS DATA, SURVEY DATA, AND
THE HUMAN RELATIONS AREA FILES

Two forms of research have been conducted on the issue of lan-
guage shift at the population level: on one hand, multigroup, large-
scale studies relying on census or other survey data, and on the
other hand, single group or single area studies relying on a variety
of observational and survey techniques.

In the former group belong, for instance, the Fishman et al.
study Language Loyalty in the United States (Fishman, Nahirny,
Hoffman, & Hayden, 1966) based on U.S. census data and Velt-
man’s Language Shift in the United States (1983) based on the Sur-
vey of Income and Education conducted in 1976 by the Bureau of
the Census on behalf of the Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare. These works have the advantage of considering numer-
ous ethnic groups and languages in contact with English, but they
have the disadvantage of relying on survey questions designed for
purposes other than linguistic research.

Studies of single ethnic groups or single areas include, for
instance, Demos’ (1988) investigation of the effect of Greek Ortho-
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doxy on the maintenance of Greek or Portes and Schauffler’s
(1994) study of Spanish, Haitian Creole, and West Indian English
in South Florida. These latter have the advantage of greater inter-
nal reliability because researchers design data collection with spe-
cific ethnic groups or regions in mind. Their conclusions may not be
easily exportable to other ethnic experience.

This article presents a third approach by drawing on data from
the Human Relations Area Files. As with large-scale studies, this
has the advantage of considering numerous groups of immigrants.
As with small-scale studies, it has the advantage of high internal
validity because researchers were typically focused exclusively on
the groups they investigated. On the other hand, the consideration
of this secondary data has its own disadvantages. The ethnogra-
phies that form the database were not written specifically to
address the issue of language maintenance, and precise quantita-
tive information is not usually available concerning language use.
Inferences must be made from what observers note and report.

The major advantage of the HRAF material is that ethnogra-
phies written for more general purposes (or for specific purposes
other than linguistic ones) contain a wealth of material concerning
sociocultural features of ethnic groups that may be tested for their
effects on language maintenance and loss. Using the HRAF in this
article, I explore the following question: Which of the following
social structural features of North American ethnic groups corre-
lates significantly with mother tongue maintenance: (a) settle-
ment or residence patterns, (b) preservation of religious practices
from the homeland, (c) ethnic elementary or middle schools, (d)
celebration of ethnic festivals, (e) visits to the homeland, (f) in-
group marriage, or (g) employment within the ethnic community?

ELEVEN NORTH AMERICAN IMMIGRANT GROUPS

The Human Relations Area Files include 13 North American im-
migrant groups: Chicano, Gypsies-Rom, North American Hmong,
Italian American, North American Armenians, Serbian Ameri-
cans, Basque Americans, Korean Americans, Chinese Americans,
Chinese Canadians, Puerto Ricans-Mainland, Haitian Americans,
and Cuban Americans. The study population for this research
numbers 11 groups.

The files separate the Chinese American and Chinese Canadian
immigrant groups. To avoid duplication, only the Chinese Canadian
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group is represented in this data. Where this American/Canadian
distinction is not made for other groups in the HRAF, both Cana-
dian and American ethnographies are usually found in the same
file, although the American material predominates. Hence, in this
case, the Canadian group is selected over the American group to
reinforce the broader focus on North America.

In addition, the North American Hmong are not included
because the immigration of the Hmong to North America as a con-
sequence of the war in Vietnam did not begin in earnest until after
1975. As a result, there is insufficient generational depth in the
Hmong data. That is, the Hmong have not been in the United
States long enough to make measurable their retention of their
native language over several generations. The information avail-
able concerns the immigrating generation born in Laos.

The groups included in the study and the ethnographic sources
that make up their files in the HRAF are listed in Table 1. Because
the ethnographies often included historical data (or are longitudi-
nal studies), the coding for the variables was limited to observa-
tions made over the last four decades (1960 to the present) to repre-
sent the immigrant experience of the last half of the twentieth
century. Table 1 also lists the time span of field observations for
which material was coded in the ethnographies.

SOCIAL STRUCTURAL FACTORS:
THE PREDICTOR VARIABLES

The independent variables of the study are presented in the cod-
ing scheme in Table 2. Each of these is briefly discussed in the fol-
lowing paragraphs. Variables were chosen either because previous
research on language shift at the population level used them or
because research on bilingualism has suggested their relevance
(Schrauf & Rubin, 1998). Each of the codes represents a structural
feature or practice of the immigrant community in interface with
the dominant Anglo population of the United States. Each is rated
on a 3-point scale where a score of 1 implies more extensive assimi-
lation/accommodation to the dominant American culture and a
score of 3 implies the opposite, that is, greater preservation of
native practices and ideology.

Residence. Not surprisingly, previous research has established
that the more an ethnic group maintains a tight-knit, centralized
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pattern of settlement, the more likely it is that the mother tongue
will be maintained. W. L. Li (1982) found that Chinese Americans
living in a Chinatown were more likely to retain Chinese than Chi-
nese dispersed in the general population. In a study comparing
retention of Greek among members of two Greek Orthodox par-
ishes, one in a city with a large Greek population, the other in a city
with a smaller Greek population, Demos (1988) found that the
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TABLE 1
North American Immigrant Groups Used in the Sample

Human Relations Time of
Area Files Name Observation Sources

North American 1979 to 1986 Bakalian (1993), Chichekian (1989),
Armenians Henry (1978), Mahakian (1974)

Basque Americans 1967 to 1979 Castelli (1970), Decroos (1983),
Douglass (1979, 1992), Douglass &
Bilbao (1975), Eagle (1979)

Chicano 1960 to 1976 Cortes (1980), Madsen (1973),
Markides & Martin (1983), Moore &
Cuellar (1970), Teller, Estrada,
Hernandez, & Alvarez (1977)

Chinese 1976 to 1977 Hoe (1976), Lai (1988), Li, P. S. (1988),
Thompson (1989)

Cuban Americans 1967 to 1989 Boone (1989), Boswell & Curtis (1984),
Castellanos (1990), Cros Sandoval
(1991), Perez (1992), Ramos (1991)

Haitian Americans 1959 to 1990 Laguerre (1984), Stafford (1987),
Stepick & Portes (1986),
Woldemikael (1989), Zephir (1996)

Italian Americans 1980 to 1986 Alba (1985), Dillon & Monaca (1985),
Johnson (1985), Juliani (1987),
Mann (1987), Scherini (1977)

Korean Americans 1975 to 1980 Choy (1979), Hurh, Kim, H. C., &
Kim, K. C. (1978), Hurh &
Kim, K. C. (1983), Kim, I. (1981),
Light & Bonacich (1988), Ryu (1977)

Puerto Ricans— 1975 to 1989 Fitzpatrick (1987), Harwood (1987),
Mainland Leavitt (1974), Morales (1986),

Rodriguez (1991)
Gypsies—Rom 1968 to 1986 Andersen (1987), Cohn (1973),

Gropper (1975), Megel (1986), Salo,
M. T. (1987), Salo, M. T., & Salo,
S.M.G. (1977), Silverman (1979),
Sutherland (1975a, 1975b)

Serbian Americans 1973 to 1978 Padgett (1989), Simic (1983, 1989)
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TABLE 2
Coding Sheet: (predictor variables)

Social Structural Maintenance of Ethnic Identity

Residence (residence pattern relative to majority Anglo culture)
1. Dispersion in Anglo population; suburban
2. Shared neighborhoods with other urban minority populations and Anglos
3. Urban ethnic neighborhoods

Religion (practice of religious rituals preserved from country of origin relative to
either nonpractice or assumption of other practices in the United States)

1. Assumption of nonnative forms; abandonment of practice from country of ori-
gin

2. Intermittent practice of native forms, less than once a week
3. Weekly celebration of native forms

Schools (degree to which ethnic identity is positively valued and actively encour-
aged in elementary and middle schools used by the immigrant community)

1. Little or no programmatic emphasis on ethnic identity and/or language in lo-
cal public schools

2. Mixed ethnic emphasis in public schools, programmatic consideration of im-
migrant language and culture

3. Maintenance of (private) ethnic schools, often religiously affiliated
Festivals (organization of community-wide festivals, either imported from the
country of origin or locally developed)

1. No public celebrations vis-á-vis the Anglo community, customs maintained
in-group

2. Public festivals at most once a year with outsiders in attendance; more than
once a year in-group celebrations

3. Public celebrations vis-á-vis the Anglo community more frequently than once
a year

Homeland (frequency of visits to the country of origin)
1. Once in a lifetime, never
2. Once every 10 years
3. Once every 2 or 3 years

Marriage (exogamous vs. endogamous marriage)
1. Frequent marriage outside the group, noted and/or perceived as problematic

by members of the community
2. Occasional marriage outside the group
3. Infrequent marriage outside the group

Labor (extent to which wage and salaried labor and entrepreneurial efforts are
found mostly within the social confines of the immigrant group or outside it, i.e.,
with Anglos or individuals of other ethnic groups)

1. Outside the cultural community; jobs among the wider population
2. Both within and outside the cultural community; some jobs among the gen-

eral population, others within the ethnic group
3. Within the cultural community
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former had higher retention rates of Greek. The formula is a sim-
ple one: A higher density of ethnic population provides a greater
opportunity to speak the mother tongue and increases the likeli-
hood that it will be retained. Coding for this variable involved judg-
ing whether the immigrant group lived in ethnic enclaves or was
dispersed among the Anglo population.

Religion. Religious ideology and religious practice (ritual) from
the homeland may be closely associated with the mother tongue.
Ritual action is often closely associated with formulae in the
mother tongue. Both the practice of ritual and learning the relig-
ious lexicon are usually inculcated from childhood on. Anecdotal
reports of bilinguals suggest that no matter how long an immi-
grant has lived in the country of adoption, he or she will continue to
pray interiorly in the mother tongue (on the issue of internal lan-
guage, see Fitouri, 1983; Mackey, 1962). Thus, the maintenance of
religious beliefs and rituals and maintenance of the mother tongue
may be interdependent. The key feature in coding for this variable
did not concern belief systems but rather religious practice: Did
the immigrant group continue the ritual practices of the culture of
origin?

Schools. Insofar as parents born outside the United States wish
to pass on to their children the cultural knowledge and customs of
the homeland, they may be inclined to erect private schools to fos-
ter that cultural identification and education. Or, they may elect to
advocate recognition of and programmatic consideration of their
culture of origin in public schools. From the viewpoint of the domi-
nant culture, public education has powerful assimilation effects
(Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). The degree to which ethnic groups acqui-
esce (or actively endorse) this process very probably accelerates
loss of the mother tongue in the second generation.

Festivals. The key feature of the festivals in question here is
that they be celebrated with the dominant Anglo community in
attendance. That is, these festivals must be performed with a view
to accentuate cultural difference. Such celebrations, whether
imported from the homeland or devised in the North American
context, serve to define participants as ethnic in contradistinction
to their identity as recent members of the host culture. This psy-
chological process of identity formation may heighten the
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importance of speaking the mother tongue as one of the compo-
nents of ethnic identity. Practically, such celebrations would pro-
vide a context in which the mother tongue would naturally be
spoken.

Homeland. Research on Greek Americans suggests that visits to
the homeland form a key feature of Greek identity (Moskos, 1980)
and specifically contribute to retention of the Greek language
(Demos, 1988). Research shows that contact with standard forms
of the first language tend to slow the process of attrition in the sec-
ond language environment (Kenny, 1996).

Marriage. Research on bilingualism suggests that measuring
proficiency in either of the bilingual’s languages should include
determining which languages are used in particular social domains.
At the level of the individual, the effect of marrying a person who
does not speak one’s mother tongue may shift the expression of
emotion and the vocabulary of domestic life to the second lan-
guage. At the level of the group, out-marriage usually represents a
weakening of cultural ties within the immigrant community.

Labor. Another important social domain is the world of work.
The question of where one works is allied with the question of with
whom one speaks for a significant portion of the day. In ethnic com-
munities where traditional occupations predominate (in the sense
that specific jobs are identified with and practiced by the ethnic
group), use of the mother tongue may be frequent. Where individu-
als work in the predominant Anglo culture and do so in English,
the domain of work will not involve the mother tongue.

These are the seven factors selected as possible predictors of
mother tongue maintenance and loss. Their association with the
maintenance of the mother tongue in the second and third genera-
tions of immigrant groups is measured as explained below. Four of
the factors exercise an influence from childhood into adulthood:
residence or the settlement pattern, religion or the practice of
religious ritual, schools or the ethnic enclave versus mainstream
educational environment, and festivals or the public celebration of
ethnic heritage vis-á-vis the wider culture. Three pertain more
generally to activities associated with adulthood: homeland or vis-
its to the country of origin, marriage or the custom of marrying in
or marrying out of the immigrant group, and labor or the choice to
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work within the immigrant community or among the dominant
population.

PATTERNS OF MOTHER TONGUE
MAINTENANCE: THE CRITERION VARIABLE

The dependent variable is the pattern of language retention and
loss. The ethnographic records in the HRAF do not typically include
quantitative data in the form of proficiency levels for each lan-
guage for each generation. In the absence of such data, discrimina-
tions had to be made on the basis of judgments offered by the eth-
nographers and/or the reports they made of community members’
judgments on the issue. Three patterns of retention and loss were
devised (see Table 3). Again, these range from greater assimilation/
accommodation and corresponding language loss (Pattern One) to
greater preservation of native cultural ideology and practice and
corresponding language retention (Pattern Three). The crucial dis-
crimination concerns the fate of the mother tongue in the second
and third generations. The immigrating (first) generation is
understood generally to speak the mother tongue as the first lan-
guage and to acquire English after childhood and usually after
arrival to the United States. The second and third generations fol-
low one of three patterns.

In Pattern One, the second generation (the first generation
born in the United States) speaks some of the native language in
the home but is English dominant. Comments about this genera-
tion concern the inability to carry on much more than a rudimen-
tary conversation with cultural elders, and a key feature is the
exclusive use of English with peers outside the home. In addition,
the immigrant generation may complain about this rapid lan-
guage loss in the second generation. Where noted, the third gener-
ation is usually observed to command no more than a few words
and phrases.

On the opposite end of the scale, Pattern Three represents con-
siderable language retention by the community. Again, this
focuses on the second and third generations. In this case, the sec-
ond generation speaks the native language both inside and outside
the home, that is, with peers outside the home. The key feature of
this pattern, however, is that in the home, the third generation
continues to use the native language.
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Falling between these patterns of rapid loss or marked resis-
tance to loss is Pattern Two, in which the second generation speaks
the native language both within and outside the home, and the
third generation commands no more than a few words or phrases.

RESULTS: THE IMPORTANCE OF
RESIDENCE PATTERNS AND RELIGIOUS RITUAL

These social structures and practices combine variously for each
of the groups (Table 4). In a sense, each group features a unique
constellation of social structural characteristics relative to the
issue of language retention and loss. For instance, one would
expect higher mother tongue maintenance for a group such as the
Cuban Americans who show close-knit residential patterns, fre-
quent celebration of religious rituals, establishment of ethnic
schools, and several annual public festivals. Contrariwise, lan-
guage loss is not surprising among Basque Americans who do not
live in Basque communities, do not retain religious practice from
the Basque country, do not enjoy programmatic consideration of

184 Cross-Cultural Research / May 1999

TABLE 3
Coding Sheet: (criterion variable)

Mother Tongue Maintenance

1. Pattern One
Immigrant generation = first language natives, learning English
Second generation = some first language in the home but arrested development

of first language, English dominant
Third generation = English native, no evidence of first language speech/compre-

hension/use (except for isolated words and phrases)
2. Pattern Two

Immigrant generation = first language natives, learning English
Second generation = first language natives, childhood onset of English, evidence

of use within and outside the home
Third generation = English native, some evidence of first language speech/com-

prehension/use
3. Pattern Three

Immigrant generation = first language natives, learning English
Second generation = first language natives, childhood onset of English, evidence

of use within and outside the home and among peers
Third generation = bilingual, evidence of first language speech/comprehen-

sion/use within the home
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TABLE 4
Structural Characteristics of

North American Immigrant Groups and Patterns of Mother Tongue Maintenance

Residence Religion Schools Festivals Homeland Marriage Labor Language

Armenians 1 1 2 3 2 2 1 1
Basques 1 1 1 1 2 3 2 1
Chicanos 3 3 1 3 3 2 2 3
Chinese (Canada) 3 1 1 3 1 3 2 2
Cubans 3 3 3 3 1 2 1 3
Haitians 2 3 1 3 3 2 2 3
Italians 2 3 2 2 2 2 1 1
Koreans 2 3 1 1 2 3 2 2
Puerto Ricans 3 3 2 3 3 2 1 3
Rom 1 3 1 2 1 3 3 3
Serbians 1 3 2 2 2 1 1 1
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their culture in the school systems, and do not organize cultural
celebrations vis-á-vis the dominant Anglo community. On the
other hand, the Rom show a curious pattern of language mainte-
nance. They live dispersed in the dominant population but show
vigorous retention of native religious ritual and ideology and high
rates of intermarriage, and these latter may account for their
retention of the native language.

Which factors are most associated with language retention into
the third generation? Table 5 shows correlation coefficients (Ken-
dall’s τ) between each independent variable and the pattern of lan-
guage retention and loss. Analysis of the results shows a signifi-
cant measure of association between residence (settlement
pattern) and language retention (T = 0.54, p = 0.02) and a signifi-
cant association between religion (ritual practice) and language
retention (T = 0.50, p = 0.03). Both residence and religion function
independently (indeed, the Rom are a case in point). Using the
Kendall Partial Rank-Order Correlation Coefficient (Txy.z) to
measure the association of residence and language pattern while
controlling for religion suggests that residence contributes sub-
stantially to language retention (Txy.z = 0.50, p < .05) independent
of religion. Likewise, testing for the association of religion while
controlling for residence suggests that religion affects language
pattern independent of residence (Txy.z = 0.46, p < .05). Finally, the
association between celebrations of public festivals vis-á-vis the
dominant Anglo community and language retention, although
noteworthy (T = 0.43), only approaches significance (p = 0.06).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Of the seven factors measured, two of them, (a) settlement in
geographically bounded ethnic communities and (b) the practice of
native religious forms, are significantly associated with retention
of the mother tongue by an immigrant community into the third
generation. Two explanations are offered for this finding: One is
social structural, the other psychological.

In social structural terms, coresidence in a language community
simply increases the frequency of the opportunity to use and rein-
force the mother tongue. In the same way, celebration of religious
ritual, whether at the level of the family or the wider community,
provides the context in which both the language and the original
cultural symbol system with which it is associated are enunciated
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and enacted again. However, apart from simply providing opportu-
nities for use of the mother tongue and serving as reminders of cul-
tural ideology and practice, residence and religion may proffer
mother tongue maintenance through the medium of childhood
development.

In the psychology of human development, the term sensitive
period or critical period (Bornstein, 1987a, 1987b) has been used to
characterize the window of learning opportunity for language
acquisition in childhood (Harley & Wang, 1997; Long, 1993), and
the same dynamic has been argued for the acquisition of critical
cultural skills (Minoura, 1992). Indeed, childhood language
socialization and enculturation are integrated processes (Ochs,
1988; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986a, 1986b)
and may shape the developing psyche in uniquely powerful
ways—different from any later language acquisition and accul-
turation. A geographically bounded, cultural community provides
the context in which the child’s acquisition of the mother tongue,
emotional and intellectual maturation, and formation of cultural
identity become deeply intertwined in daily interaction with the
ethnic community. In this sense, residence in definable neighbor-
hoods or communities predicts mother tongue maintenance
because it maximizes cultural and linguistic influences on child
development.

Similarly, insofar as ritual formulae are articulated in the mother
tongue and inculcated from early childhood, religion may be a fac-
tor in mother tongue maintenance through the medium of early
development of the psyche. Religious ritual can motivate deep
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TABLE 5
Measures of Association:

Social Structures and Language Maintenance

Social Structures Kendall’s T

Residence .54*
Religion .50*
Schools –.17
Festivals .43**
Homeland .10
Marriage .03
Labor .33

*p < .05. **p = .06.
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emotional associations. In Geertz’s (1973) words, religion “ . . . acts
to establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and moti-
vations in men . . . ” (p. 90). Celebration of ritual in community set-
tings in childhood and later in life serves to reinforce both the lan-
guage and the religious symbol system. Thus, a group that
perpetuates its ritual may also perpetuate its language.

Thus, coresidence in a cultural community and the continued
practice of native religious ritual may function to preserve the
mother tongue through the medium of childhood socialization. In
contrast, factors having to do with adult practices, such as mar-
riage, trips to the immigrant culture of origin, and work site, do not
seem to affect retention of the mother tongue. Of course, the notion
that childhood socialization is the causal medium has not been
demonstrated in this work. These are only measures of associa-
tion. There may be other factors at work, and the collection of first-
hand, specifically linguistic and psychological cross-cultural data
from several immigrant groups will shed much light on the issue.
For the present, the patterns discovered in the ethnographic
accounts of these 11 North American immigrant groups suggest
that coresidence and religious practice exercise a role in mother
tongue maintenance.
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