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This paper reports on a multifaceted study of Spanish language profi- 
ciency among Mexican-descent children in northern California. Results of 
multiple measures on a variety of tasks (a receptive vocabulary test, narrative 
production) and linguistic variables (pretedimperfect tense marking, refer- 
ential cohesion, null and overt subject pronoun variation) converge on the 
conclusion that children from immigrant families are quite successful at 
maintaining oral proficiency in Spanish, regardless of language use patterns 
outside the home, as long as approximately equal amounts of Spanish and 
English are used in adult-child interactions at home. Once English predorn- 
nates at home, children's Spanish proficiency drops sharply. These findings 
bring into question the view that there is a simple 1inew.relationship between 

results suggest that the type of exposure and the social context in which it 
OCCUIS are of greater importance than simple amount of exposure. n e  impli- 
cations for educational policy for language minority children are explored. 
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I amount of exposure to a language and proficiency in that language. Rather, the 
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h o D u c n o N .  Large-scale studies of language shift in Mexican0 communities 
which focus on patterns of language use portray Spanish as seldom lasting beyond 
the second or third generation (L6pez 1978, Veltman 1988). Indeed, some studies 
suggest that the shift to English occurs much sooner. Based on self report data from 
Spanish-speaking parents, Fillmore (1991), for example, found a shift toward 
English in both language proficiency and choice in young children who attended 
pr&hools in which English was used during all or pari of the school day. Although 
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