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Properties of the maintenance and loss of Spanish/English bilingualism were
investigated in 308 high-school students of Mexican background. Subjects were
classified by their depth of familial establishment in the United States. The key
variables investigated were their actual and self-reported proficiencies in
Spanish and English, self-reported language choice behavior in various
settings, and their language attitude. The largest difference in Spanish pro-
ficiency was found berween the cohort who were born in the United States but
whose parents were born in Mexico and the cohort whose parents were born in
the United States, with maintenance of Spanish evident up to this group.
Maintenance of Spanish proficiency was principally associated with adult
language practice in the home, and was not predicted by the subject’s language
choice outside the home or their language attitude. In turn, adult language
choice was found to be affected by the demographic fact of immigration, the
adult’s ability to use English in the home, and increasing distance in the
familial social network ties to Mexico. Outside of the home domain, language
choice was found 10 show rapid and constant shift towards English. This shift
in language choice was unrelated to Spanish proficiency, but instead was
predicted by the subject’s language attitude. Language attitude also appeared to
contaminate self-reported proficiency in both Spanish and English. Finally, a
response latency task for vocabulary production and recognition in Spanish
suggested that attrition of Spanish is best characterized as difficulty in retrieval
rather than total loss.

Observers of bilingualism among immigrant groups in the United States have
typically noted its unstable and transitional nature (for example, Fishman er al.
1966; Grosjean 1982). They note that once English is learned by immigrants,
most successfully and efficiently by children, there is rapid loss of the minority
language by the group. This shift into monolingual English is said to occur
rapidly and attains completion within three generations. Demographers such as
Lépez (1978) and Veltman (1983) have documented language shifts among
various Spanish-speaking groups in the United States. Veltman in particular
analyzed nationally representative data found in the 1976 Survey of Income and
Education collected by the National Center for Education Statistics, and the
High School and Beyond data set gathered by the National Opinion Research
Center. Most of these analyses looked at reported usage of Spanish, but the
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High School and Beyond survey asked respondents to report their own
proficiency in Spanish as well. Veltman found that parental birthplace and
parental language practice were the best predictors of the maintenance or loss of
language skills. Relevant to this study, he found that among the Spanish
language subgroups, those of Mexican background showed the highest amount
of Spanish maintenance.

The study reported in this paper attempted to further explore properties of
language shift in the Mexican-background population. While the strengths of
the demographic studies lie in their ability to construct population estimates of
the parameters of interest through sophisticated sampling, they do not profess
to provide insights into the linguistic and social mechanisms underlying the
pattern of data. This study is principally an attempt to provide more detailed
basic descriptive data on language proficiency, language behavior, and language
attitudes as a function of the immigration background for a small sample (from
the demographer’s perspective) of high-school students in a rural community in
Northemn California.

Although this study was exploratory in its orientation, a number of funda-
mental questions were considered important in addition to detailing and

‘replicating the claims of demographers. First, we felt it important to address the
empirical distinction between the various ways in which bilingual ability might
be measured. As mentioned previously, most demographers have chosen self-
reported measures of language usage or choice. This variable should not be
confused with proficiency, however. A bilingual individual may be highly
proficient in Spanish, but may not use the language for any number of reasons,
be they situationa! or attitudinal. In addition to the distinction between language
proficiency and language choice behavior, we believed in the possibility that
self-reported language proficiency may not be entirely accurate. Thus, a
comparison was planned between self-reported language proficiency and actual
measured language proficiency.

Second, we were eager 1o explore the consequences for bilingualism of the
language attitudes of individuals. Studies of second language acquisition have
suggested a sizable role for attitudinal onentation (Gardner 1985). These
findings have been extended to account for second language attrition as well
(Gardner, Lalonde, and MacPherson 1985). Several attempts to explore
attitudinal orientations towards the pative language have also been reported
(Hofman 1977; Hofman and Cais 1984), and uncovered different attitudinal
orientations underlying maintenance of the native language. We believed that
the effect of attitude may be differentially apparent depending on whether one
was investigating language choice or language proficiency.

The high-school population was chosen for a number of strategic reasons. It is
an age period when sufficient opportunity for the development of both
languages has occurred (except for those most recent arrivals), such that the
level of bilingualism attained can be considered to have reached some state of
stability. There is mounting evidence of ongoing interaction between the two
languages in younger bilinguals (for example, Merino 1983 who assessed






