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Who are heritage language learners? Definitions
HL learners’ self-concepts
Labelling (and Othering) heritage learners
Language maintenance and shift (and re-contact)
Classroom practices for HLLs

Topics
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Beaudrie et al (2014) point out that heritage language learners are:
(1) a heterogenous group
(2) “different from those of traditional second language learners in ways that 

are important to language teaching” (p. 5).

So… what are the commonalities that define who a “heritage language learner” 
is? Take a moment to write a working definition.

Now compare your definition with two others. Did you use the same or different 
characteristics to define who is an HLL? 

Definitions of heritage learners
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Heritage language learners: 
Broad view

“A heritage language 
learner is a person 

studying a language 
who has … a cultural 

connection to that 
language through 

family, community, or 
country of origin.”
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Familial connection
Cultural connection
Motivation to learn a language
Involvement with HL community
= identity view of HLLs

May not be linguistically different from other 
foreign/L2 learners.

Heritage language learners: 
Broad view
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Guadalupe Valdés: A language student who is raised in 
a home where a non-English language is spoken, who 
speaks or at least understands the language, and who is 
to some degree bilingual in that language and in 
English. The difference [between an HL and traditional 
FL student] has to do with developed functional 
proficiencies in the heritage language. 

Heritage language learners: 
Narrow view
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Examine the data from a study of 
the Spanish oral language 
development of 36 students in an 
elementary Spanish-English two-
way dual language program in 
Columbus, Ohio. 
The data are organized into three 
groups: L1 English (non-HL), HLLs, 
and L1 Spanish (ELs).
What do the data tell you about the 
linguistic trajectory of HL students?  

What do linguistic differences for 
HLs look like?
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Look at the 
linguistic and 
educational 
profiles of four 
HLs of Spanish, 
all high school 
freshman. 

How would you 
predict is their 
level of Spanish? 

How well would 
each student do 
in an AP Spanish 
class? 
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HLs are minority languages in an English-dominant 
environment. So HLs… 
• Are usually English dominant
• Have stronger receptive skills
• Use code-switching and other features of a contact 

variety
• Have limited to no exposure to HL in academic settings

Heritage language learners: 
Differences with L1 speakers

If they already know language X, why 
do they need to study it? 
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HL Self-Concept

Self-
Efficacy

Motivation

Positioning

Heritage language learners’ self-
concept: Willing or Reluctant?

Dressler, R. (2010). There is no space for being German: Portraits of willing and reluctant heritage learners of German. 
Heritage Language Journal 7 (2), pp. 162-182.
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Positioning 
Essentialist views conceive of identity as a static entity that people 
have, but contemporary social constructivist accounts emphasize that 
the people’s sense of themselves and of their relationship to the world is 
shifting and multiple. Identities are not fixed within the individual but 
instead are shaped and constrained by the macro- and micro-level 
sociohistorical contexts, including societal ideologies, power relations 
and institutional policies. 

Leeman, J. (2015). Heritage language education and identity in the United States. Annualr Review of Applied Linguistics
35, pp. 100-119.

What ideologies, power relations and institutional policies shape and 
constrain HLL identities? How are they positioned in the school ecology? 

• Raciolinguistic hierarchies = bad Spanish
• Disciplinary problems
• Projected identities – ELLs, HLLs
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Instrumental Integrative

Motivation 

He, A. (2006). Toward an identity theory of the development of Chinese as a heritage language. Heritage Language 
Journal 4(1), pp. 1-28.

HLL motivation has been assumed to be integrative while L2 motivation has 
been assumed to be instrumental. Can/should these assumptions be 
challenged? How and why? 

Making friends
Nurturing family ties
Connecting with 
Community

Get a job
Study the literature 
and culture
Improve academic 
performance
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Self-Efficacy 
One’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in specific situations or 
accomplish a task 

What HLLs believe they can do with and in their HL is an important part of 
their self-concept. 
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Activity: Read the student essay at your 
table and answer the following questions: 

1. What definition of HLL could be applied to this 
student?
2. What positionings does the student describe?
3. Would you describe this student’s motivation as 
instrumental, integrative or both?
4. How would you describe this student’s self-
efficacy?
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1. Language 
use survey

2. Lexical 
identifier 
quiz

Identifying HL learners

Focus on colloquial vocabulary: authors found that HL students (even 
receptive bilinguals) scored 96%, versus 30% for traditional L2 students
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• Differences between language shift and language 
attrition

• Processes of language shift 
• HLLs may be in different places along the language shift 

continuum
• Language revitalization efforts must be tailored to the 

specific contour of langauge shift

Language maintenance, shift and 
revitalization
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• Standardized 
language 
assessment 
and the HLL
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Language shift and language 
assessment
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• Reframe explanations around HLs’ knowledge.  
• Example: The subjunctive form in Spanish – difficult 

for L2 learners, HLLs already have intuitive sense of 
how to use, but likely typical explanation won’t make 
sense:
L2 explanation: Look at the infinitive, take off the ending, and 
add the opposite vowel. 
HL explanation: To figure out if a verb is in the present 
subjunctive, put “Quiero que..” in front of it. If it sounds right, 
it’s probably subjunctive, if not, it’s indicative.

Classroom practices for HLLs 
Pedagogical differences: Grammar
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• Connect activities to HLs’ family and community 
funds of knowledge.  

• Example: Blogging about childhood experiences
1. Jointly, class prepares questions for interviewing a family 
member about childhood memories
2. Student interviews a family member
3. Student relates her own favorite memory
Uses common verb for past narration

Classroom practices for HLLs 
Pedagogical differences: Family 
sources
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• Provide opportunities for students to combine 
integrative and instrumental motivations 

• Example: HL career pathways
1. Health care interpreters/bilingual customer assistant
2. Build translation and pragmatic skills
3. Provide field-based opportunities

Classroom practices for HLLs 
Example: Service learning
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• HL programs should look more like native 
language arts than foreign language à New 
York has native/heritage language standards

• Organize around “big ideas” for inquiry         
units with strong cultural exploration  
component

• Grammar should be presented                
through and for usage, and not for its             
own sake as the object of instruction

• Oriented towards AP

Heritage language programs
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Example of big ideas and unit themes from heritage language program 
in Illinois, grades 3-5 and 7-8 (Potowski, et al 2008)
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1. Take-aways and sharing: What are the most important 
ideas you will take away with you today and with whom in 
your school district will you be able to share them?
2. Visions for the future: What do we want heritage 
language learning to look like in our districts in 5 and 10 
years from now?
3. Ohio Seal of Bilitearcy: What support can we provide 
to help teachers and administrators encourage their 
school districts to make the Ohio Seal of Biliteracy (and 
related testing) available to their students? What 
other topics, resources, etc. sill need to be addressed?

Wrap-up: Consolidation
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