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Tracing Language, Culture, and Identity Through Three Gen-
erations: The Experiences of a Spanish-Italian Family in the 
United States

Anne Edstrom
Montclair State University

-

generations.

-

means of motivating students to pursue the study of foreign languages. 

INTRODUCTION

for general language development (Guiberson, Barrett, Jancosek, & Yoshinaga 

This case study focuses on a unique situation of language contact between 
English and the two heritage languages of one immigrant family: Spanish and Ital

result in the eventual maintenance and/or loss of Spanish and Italian; and explore 

and English and their respective cultures. 
 



PREVIOUS RESEARCH
 
The maintenance of Italian as a heritage language in the United States has not 

been extensively studied, but in the case of Spanish, the second most widely spoken 

have assessed the degree to which Spanish is maintained or lost in geographical 

instance, researchers have examined issues of maintenance and loss in large cit

participants. Nevertheless, the researchers’ overall projections for the ongoing 
maintenance of Spanish in the region were optimistic.

Issues of language contact and maintenance have also been examined in 

those who live in metropolitan areas with large Hispanic populations; for instance, 
there may be limited access to print resources that serve to reinforce the language 

though discrimination and other obstacles that hinder integration into the larger 
community can exist anywhere, they may be more noticeable and present more of 
a barrier in a small town environment. 

ity languages, or at least the absence of stable bilingualism, by the third generation 

for whom Spanish was still a viable language. Additionally, the maintenance of 



The case of Spanish appears to be different from those of other minority 

on the Spanish language. Though Spanish seems to enjoy a status unparalleled by 
that of other heritage languages, the overall consensus of previous research is that 

Research on issues of language maintenance and loss extends beyond the 
community level and also focuses on the state of heritage languages in the home 

the majority language is a major, if not the major, contributor to children’s later 
loss of their heritage language with its attendant social, emotional, educational, 

personal account of the challenges she encountered as a Canadian trying to raise 
her two children exclusively in Japanese, her husband’s native language. In spite 
of the inability to connect emotionally with her children as she would have liked, 

and maintain Japanese. 
Numerous factors appear to affect language maintenance in the home environ

ment. Some research highlights the importance of the mother in heritage language 

 Tuominen, 
 

some multilingual families . . . can gain control of the home language situation 

with which their parents are less familiar, and consequently, relegates to them a 
certain degree of authority in establishing the home language. As Thomas and 

must rely on their own children as translators can be a real source of tension in the 
home, particularly when their native culture norm is a more authoritarian model 
of childrearing. 

There also appears to be a relationship between level of education and lan
guage maintenance. In their study of Spanish speakers in the Southwest, Hudson, 



of the Spanish origin population in any given county [of the study], the lower the 

greater educational achievement may be accompanied by a greater degree of as
similation to the majority culture and language. Indeed, the general educational 

Other key factors include geography and linguistically mixed marriages in 
which one spouse does not speak the heritage language. As mentioned earlier, main
tenance of the Spanish language in the home environment is much more feasible 

language contact in Vancouver perceived the absence of a large Spanish speak
ing community as a key contributor to language loss among their children. And, 

participants voiced concern about alienating the parent who could not speak the 
heritage language. Certainly, the challenges of carrying out daily interactions in 
a language unfamiliar to one’s spouse can create tension or feelings of exclusion 
that ultimately complicate communication to such a degree that family members 
revert to the language they all share. 

The existing body of research on language maintenance and loss has ben

for documenting trends, making predictions, and evaluating the scope of language 

also a place for small case studies that “help in lending a human dimension to the 
concept of LM/LS [language maintenance/language shift] and gaining deeper in

and opportunities that shaped the process of language loss for one particular family 
but that would not be captured in a broader, quantitative analysis. 

PARTICIPANTS AND METHODOLOGY

Spanish wife, Mercedes, both approximately eighty years old, moved to the United 
States in their early thirties. They currently live in close proximity to their daughter, 
Toni, who is approximately forty years old, her husband, and three children. Toni’s 



and Mercedes’ other daughter, Caroline, is married and has two children but was 
not able to participate in this study. Thus, this analysis focuses on one particular 

A) that were conducted at the participants’ homes and in the language of their 

together in Spanish, and the second and third generation participants, Toni and 
Kristen, were interviewed individually in English. Interviews with the adults 

Figure  1.  Visual  Representation  of  Family  Tree

  
  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

research questions:

1) What is the unique story (personal, historical) surrounding the immigration 
and establishment of this particular family in the United States?

and for what functions? 

Italian by subsequent generations? 



languages and their respective cultures?

DATA ANALYSIS
 

that outline the family’s immigrant story, I highlighted the factors that participants 

their choice of language as well as particular circumstances that affected the second 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The First Generation

They spoke Catalan among themselves but used Spanish with guests and visitors. 

initially restricted by her limited English skills. She worked in a factory until her 

to return to Spain for a brief vacation were disrupted by a strike at the port, and 
travel by passenger ship, a common means of transportation at the time, became 
complicated. She arranged transport to Barcelona on an Italian cargo ship. 

decided to vacation in his native Italy and booked passage on the cargo ship to 

voyage and were engaged to be married by the time the ship docked. The couple 

work as a professional painter in order to spend more time at home. 

establishing their new family in the United States. Their respective abilities to speak 
English, Italian, and/or Spanish were a key factor that determined which language 

ing English, Spanish, and Swedish, while working as a sailor. Though Mercedes 



than I could speak Italian, well, we started out in Spanish and until this very day 

have been translated to English).
Though Spanish is the language of familial communication, both English 

and Italian also play a role in daily life. Living in the United States necessitates 

with their ability to carry out tasks such as shopping, going to the doctor, or writ
ing a letter in English and expressed no concern about interacting with native 

language for communication with his relatives in Italy and regularly watches Ital

generations of immigrants: they reported having assimilated to their new culture 

following observation: 

We adjusted to American life because we thought that if you live in a  
country you have to adjust and embrace the laws and the customs of the country 
where you’re going to live. In this case it was America. And, now we are  

customs here all this time. 

with the fact that some immigrants do not adapt to North American culture, and 
Mercedes stated that Spanish should not be used in schools. In short, they believe 
that residents of the United States should learn and use English.

that she and her husband prepare from their respective countries and referred to 

that they made the decision not to celebrate Spanish holidays like “Three Kings 

United States and believed that they should adopt American customs. 

culture but the culture that we live is the Spanish one, the European, the Italian, 

asked about any differences she had observed in terms of politeness norms between 
Spain and the United States, Mercedes responded, “Manners are, were, I don’t 
know now. . . but one’s upbringing was better there. I think it continues to be so in 

there are some American families that are very polite. Interestingly, the more she 
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ultimately attributing the differences she perceived to generational factors rather 
than purely cultural ones. 

themselves primarily as Americans and have assimilated in large degree to North 
American culture; however, they care deeply about their native cultures and re
portedly maintain what they perceive to be European values in terms of politeness 
and good manners.  

The Second Generation

choice made for practical reasons, had a profound effect on the second generation 
and highlights a mother’s role in language maintenance. It is important to note 
that in this case it is not necessarily the mother’s preference or choice, as reported 

Mercedes expressed a strong desire that her children learn Italian and know about 
their cultural heritage, but because she was not familiar with the Italian language 
or culture and her husband was not willing to use Italian with the girls, there was 
nothing she could do.

explained that he did not have time to teach his daughters Italian. Not only was he 

behaviors are what they are, and why they are not often successful. After all, 
parents, whether they are multilingual or not, face incredible demands on 
their time from their families and their employers. As a result, parents weigh 

necessarily made the responsibility to support his family his top priority; providing 
for their physical needs depleted his limited supply of time and energy, leaving 
little reserve for teaching his children Italian or even making the extra effort to 
communicate with them in his native language.

tion to English and to use three languages with small children. Learning multiple 
languages at once is certainly a challenge, even for children whose parents have 



researched various models of multilingualism and taken steps to ensure systematic 

the idea of initiating family communication in Italian may have seemed daunting 

In short, limited access to their father’s Italian was, in essence, a result of 
the priority placed on learning English well. When the girls were young, Mercedes 
reported speaking Spanish with them at home, noting that Caroline learned English 
by watching television and was comfortable with both languages by the time she 
started school. Toni, on the other hand, struggled academically in kindergarten. In 
fact, school personnel informed Mercedes that Toni did not pay attention in class 
and that her performance in school was hindered by her limited English. At that 

ing in Spanish at home but to use only English when directly addressing Toni.
Situations such as this in which teachers or other school personnel advise par

kindergarten teacher were encouraged “to speak English whenever possible in the 

of their daughter’s education and as an opportunity for her father to develop his 

and reported a sense of losing both the Spanish language and culture at home (p. 

express any resistance, or relay any negative reaction to the consequences of their 
decision to use English with Toni; even years later, aware of their daughter’s limited 

Spanish, they expressed no regrets or concern about their decision. 
Though Toni did not mention her circumstances in kindergarten or comment 

on the switch that her parents claim to have made, she did remember reaching a 
point at which was unable to respond to her mother in Spanish: 

What happened with me as I was growing up too, like my mother would speak 
to  me in Spanish, and I’d start in Spanish and then I’d end up in English, and 
I still do it to this day when I don’t know a word. I’ll be like ‘Ok, Ma, ¿qué 
quieres? (what do you want?) um, alright how do you measure this? or what
ever or you know because of those words going alright medio, media, media 
[several attempts to remember the word for ‘measure’ in Spanish] and they’re 
always correcting me.

that is, she has excellent listening comprehension skills, communicates basic 
information and is able to participate in a simple conversation, but her speech is 



Toni’s recollection of struggling to respond in Spanish appears to contradict 

her in English; that is, it raises a factual issue about the language of communica
tion that was actually used between Toni and her parents. It is important to point 

English was reportedly limited to communication with Toni and, second, that this 
practice was probably not maintained with perfect consistency. It is also likely that 

memory than her successful interactions in English. In other words, regardless of 
the fact that it may not be possible to determine the consistency with which Toni’s 
parents used English with her, it seems clear that their conscious effort success
fully addressed the concerns raised by school personnel but negatively affected 
her communicative ability in Spanish. 

stated, “I consider [myself] an American, but I will never let go of the Spanish/

her Spanish than to her Italian background and attributed those sentiments to her 
linguistic abilities in the two languages.

their children to be acquainted with both sides of their extended family and gave 
each daughter the choice between a trip to Spain or to Italy as a high school gradu
ation gift. Caroline chose Spain and stayed in Barcelona for several months with 

Caroline went to Italy, and Toni visited Barcelona with her mother. 
Toni mentioned several details that imply the subtle ways in which these two 

distinct experiences affected her cultural identity. Her affective reaction to Spain 
was very positive: she was able to communicate at a basic level in Spanish and 
her visit was spent with family members of her own age with whom she enjoyed 
Barcelona’s exciting nightlife. In contrast, memories of her trip to Italy included 
a sense of being somewhat stranded in a very small village and entertaining her 

added, “I mean, not that Italy is not, but I have to say. . . . I never went to Rome, 

tors such as Toni’s age, interests as well as the geographical locations in which 
she spent the majority of her time shaped her impression of both countries and, 

her sense of cultural identity.



family in Europe even with the children of the third generation, a fact about what 
Mercedes is particularly proud, Toni reported not having time for email or phone 
correspondence. Nevertheless, the sentiment she associates with family ties remains 
strong: “But I think it’s just sad, really, and I’m part of that where we don’t keep 
in contact, but if one of my cousins calls up or second cousins and says ‘Hey Toni, 

Italian language was not effectively transmitted to her, though she does maintain the 
ability to communicate at a basic level in Spanish. Her heritage cultures have not 

communication with relatives in the home countries. Toni is, however, aware of 
her roots and reports feelings of cultural pride that logically seem to stem more 
from sentiment and respect for her parents than from any concrete knowledge of 
history, cultural practices, or experiences with daily life in Spain and Italy.

 
The Third Generation

strong in the third generation though Kristen, Toni’s daughter, cannot speak either 
heritage language and knows very little about her grandparents’ homelands. Toni 

her switch to exclusive English in their home after observing that Kristen was 

Kristen does know some isolated vocabulary in both Italian and Spanish. 

listening comprehension skills in Spanish: “I can’t understand the words but I kind 

when taking a language class would be an option, and her mother was equally 
enthusiastic about the opportunity.

inheriting her grandmother’s photo albums from Spain and expressed interest in 
learning more about her grandmother’s life: “that would be a big thing if I would 



background. Also like her mother, Kristen’s connection to her Spanish heritage is 
much stronger than ties to her Italian roots. She offered the following explanation: 

I guess because maybe the language because, I guess, I think it’s only my 
nonno who knows, my grandfather, who knows Italian. My mom, my aya (a 
term of endearment meaning grandmother), and my aunt they all speak Spanish 
and they talk about, they don’t talk about Spain, but they watch the Spanish 
channel. I kind of pick up the language and like they don’t mention Italy a lot. 

family and that he is more reserved than Mercedes, it is logical for Kristen to iden
tify strongly with the other females in her family. Interestingly, Kristen’s personal 

balance between the two nationalities in her own ethnic makeup. Kristen stated, “I 

tan. But then I say, ‘No, I’m really Spanish and I’m a little Italian, too, but mostly 

exposure to Spanish has not only resulted in a greater awareness and understanding 

of their two heritage languages to daughter Toni, albeit with a considerable reduc

Mercedes and, barring any active attempts on the part of other immediate family 

maintained their Spanish and Italian identities through ethnic pride and family ties 
rather than particular traditions or cultural practices. 

CONCLUSIONS
 

beliefs that may seem contradictory to those who have not lived a similar experience; 
that is, this immigrant family reported no regrets about assimilating to American 

the need to carry out daily tasks in English and the challenge of maintaining two 

use in what circumstances. Simply put, Mercedes’ limited Italian left the newlyweds 
no alternative but to communicate in Spanish and when familial communication 

experience, they opted to speak English with her.



In describing their personal experiences and identifying factors that affected 

on language loss. They make reference to the priority of learning English for func

Conspicuously absent from this family’s account of their linguistic history, 

is evidence of the emotional aspects of language loss. In his research on seven 

pattern of language maintenance, decisions in this regard usually rest on a strong 

technical communication device. It functions as a symbol of individuals’ intimate 
relationships with their families in the past and in the present, with people in the 
home country, with the new family they build as adults, with friends, and with 

company language loss can produce feelings of disconnect, frustration, and even 
guilt over one’s inability to communicate with family members. 

their affective ties to the Spanish and Italian languages; however, their comments 

ways do not provide evidence of any past or present emotional struggle. Rather, 

immigrants demonstrated their patriotism by learning English and restricting herit
age languages to private domains. This outlook provides a striking contrast with 
more current views about immigration; that is, greater appreciation of diversity and 
heightened sensitivity to issues of multiculturalism often curtail the expectation 
that immigrants must assimilate completely to the target culture.

tion and foreign language pedagogy who have dedicated their professional lives to 
promoting multilingualism may lament this loss of two languages and cultures and 

would not be candidates for heritage language courses, their circumstances provide 
second language teachers with a unique opportunity. Extending the philosophy of 

ers who have no heritage language skills but who have maintained pride in their 
background, curiosity about their ethnic origin, interest in their ancestors’ experi

Tapping into a student’s background may be a way to spark greater interest 
in learning a second language and studying other cultures. Some language teachers 



them the opportunity to study a language that has personal value to them or their 
families may be key. Of course, it is unrealistic to presume that schools could offer 
courses in the vast number of languages that may be requested by students, and it 
is true that for some students a discussion of heritage may touch on uncomfortable 
issues or personal circumstances and feel like an invasion of privacy. Nevertheless, 

explore a language that, for whatever reason, is of interest to them could prove to 
be motivating and stimulating. Simple assignments could be based on a variety of 
tasks: students select a language of their choosing, perhaps one spoken by their 
ancestors, and could opt to interview a native speaker of that language about prag
matic strategies (how one gives an invitation, expresses gratitude, greets others, 
etc.), research certain key vocabulary, listen to a recording of that language on the 
Internet, learn to pronounce sounds particular to that language that do not exist in 

opportunity to investigate how a particular language works could motivate students 
to look at language learning in general from a fresh perspective. 

Italian to their children and grandchildren, they did preserve a sense of ethnic pride. 

have been hers had she grown up immersed in a heritage language at home, but 
perhaps her excitement about the opportunity to learn Spanish in middle school will 
spark further exploration of her Spanish and Italian roots and additional study, and 
eventually transform her emotional bonds to the past into linguistic connections.  
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APPENDIX A (ENGLISH VERSION)

First generation
What brought you and your family to the United States? (when did you 

come? where did you settle?)

lenges, etc.) 
How did you decide what language(s) to speak in your home?
How important was it to maintain the Spanish and Italian cultures/languages 

in your  family? (How did you maintain the Spanish and Italian languages and 
cultures?) 

What role did English play in your home and family?
With what culture(s) do you identify more strongly now, Spanish, Italian or 

American? Why?
What languages do you feel most comfortable with now? When/for what 

purposes do you use them?
What kind of contacts, with any, do you maintain with Spain/Italy?

your children and grandchildren? Explain. 

Second generation
What was it like growing up in an immigrant family?
What do you remember about your family’s use of Spanish, Italian, and 

English when you were growing up?
Did your friends’ families speak more than one language? Explain.

your childhood? If so, how? If not, why not?

With what culture(s) do you identify more strongly now: Spanish, Italian or 
American? Why?

What languages do you feel most comfortable with now? When/for what 
purposes do you use them?

What kind of contacts, with any, do you maintain with Spain/Italy?
Are there aspects of your heritage language(s) and culture(s) that you want 

to pass on to your children? Explain. 

Third generation
What do you know about your Spanish heritage? Italian heritage? Are you 

interested in your Spanish and Italian heritage? Why or why not?
Is the Spanish and/or Italian language part of your daily life? Explain. 
With what culture(s) do you identify more strongly: Spanish, Italian, or 

American? Why?
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