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ABSTRACT 

Although numerous studies have been done on language ideologies, bilingualism 

and effects of second language socialization on bilinguals’ conceptualization in both 

languages, these three areas of research are almost never brought together in one study. 

This study is an attempt to investigate language views of adult Russian-English bilinguals 

and whether there are patterned differences in conceptualization of these views 

depending on the language chosen for discussion. The study also inspects whether the 

articulated language views are accurate predictors of actual literacy practices in Russian-

English bilingual families and parental choices of maintaining/not-maintaining Russian in 

their children. Since the frames of reference are so different in Russia/Ukraine (where the 

participants came from) and the United States, the language views articulated by 

bilingual participants are compared to those expressed by Russian/ Ukrainians and 

Americans to see how the participants’ views are influenced by the process of second 

language socialization.  
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 DISSERTATION TOPIC AS REFLECTION OF RESEARCHER’S 

LIFE JOURNEY 

Writing a dissertation is the final and very often most difficult step in one’s 

academic career, but selecting a dissertation topic is not easy either. I can provide many 

clichéd metaphors to illustrate that successful topic selection leads to a successful 

dissertation: base of the building, book cover that a book is judged by, etc., but what is a 

successful topic? To me, it has to have two significant components: it should be 

interesting to the research community in the chosen field (it can be in terms of new 

research design, new perspective on the already discussed topic or new research 

question); it also should be interesting and relevant to the researcher himself. It is 

definitely possible to write a dissertation on the topic that can promote your academic 

career, but that does not “hit the nerve” , does not require you, as a researcher, to invest 

emotionally, but is it satisfying enough? I wanted to find the topic that would blend these 

two rationales (emotional and rational) together, I wanted to fulfill the requirement of 

writing a dissertation, but have some fun with it too. At least, that’s the strategy I always 

advertise to the students in my writing classes: read the instructions (they usually give 

you some freedom of choice); select a topic within the scope of your assignment; make 

sure that you can relate to this topic and are interested in it; start writing using all the 

writing and organization strategies and techniques we have talked about. After providing 

this invaluable advice for many semesters, I decided to taste my own medicine and apply 

it to the dissertation topic selection and dissertation writing. The topic of my dissertation 
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is “Language Views and Family Language Practices of Russian-English Bilinguals in the 

U.S.” 

I will start from explaining how the selected topic relates to my life experiences 

and helps me in a quest for answers that I seek not only as a researcher, but as a person 

who is using her every-day experiences in order to make sense of them and use them to 

her and her family benefit in the future. Later, I will talk about the rational strand in the 

decision to select this topic: how this dissertation can provide a valuable contribution to 

the field of bilingual research, immigration and language ideology. 

To extend, this dissertation is based on the papers I’ve written as a student – I 

never wandered too far from the topics close to my heart: bilingualism, its rationalization 

and use in families, language attitudes, and language ideologies. This dissertation is also 

documenting my journey as a mother, immigrant, bilingual researcher who dreams about 

raising her kids to be happy, successful, bilingual and happy with their bilingualism, not 

in spite of it; who is constantly searching for the ways to do it better, more effectively, for 

the ways to make her kids feel comfortable with the fact that they might know one 

language more that their peers (even though very often it seems as a very silly thing to do 

– should not their peers’ parents be concerned with the fact that their kids know one 

language less than my kids and not the other way around?). It was not a straightforward 

journey – the final destinations were changing along the way, as well as my expectations, 

and views on what a successful final destination might be. 

 I came to the United States 9 years ago. I “knew English” or at least I used this 

expression to proudly assess my “accomplishments”. In reality, it meant that I studied 
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English in Ukraine, knew basic grammar, was able to read in English fluently enough and 

even enjoyed doing so, had a very limited prior experience communicating with native 

English speakers, but literally had “an ear for language” – it was very easy for me to 

understand English speakers, although I can not say that I had “a tongue for language” – 

speaking was much harder. After coming to the U.S., I reviewed and readjusted quite a 

few of my notions, views and perceptions – for example, what “knowing” language 

means (for me, it means different things depending on what language we are talking 

about or what goals for language acquisition we have in mind) or how easy it is to raise a 

bilingual child even if both parents are bilingual (I had been absolutely sure that it was 

very simple and not time-consuming at all).  

The fact that there was a period in the life of my daughter when she was able to 

understand Russian, but almost did not speak it, was an unexpected and very unpleasant 

surprise to me and my husband. Talking to the families in the same situation as ours 

(immigrant families with children living in the U.S.), I realized that the situation when 

children were unable to speak the language of their parents or gradually lost that ability 

was not viewed as something unusual. In some cases it was viewed as a fact of life 

accepted with sadness by some parents and with indifference by others; in other cases, 

the decision not to maintain a minority language was made deliberately by the parents 

based on their own or society perceptions or even on “professional” advice.  

I could see that that on one side of the spectrum there were families that 

acculturated and assimilated maybe too successfully by losing their native language, 

disregarding their previous cultural experiences and accepting everything American as an 
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undeniably better substitute for Russian, Lebanese or Vietnamese; on the other side of the 

spectrum there were families that lived in ethnic conclave communities which permitted 

them not to assimilate at all.  

Prior to coming to the U.S., I heard a joke that I found funny and absurd at the 

time: 

A correspondent of one of Russian newspapers is interviewing a Russian-
speaking Brooklyn resident. 

- How long have you been in the U.S? 

- More than 15 years. 

- So how do you like the States? 

- Oh, we’ve never been there. 

 

However, heading to the U.S. for the first time, on my flight from Ukraine to the 

U.S., I had an opportunity to see that the story I had heard was not an exaggeration. A 

man next to me was asking whether my husband or I knew English; after a positive 

answer he asked us to help him fill out his customs declaration. After doing so we asked 

him if it was his first visit to the U.S. What do you think? He was a U.S. citizen who had 

been living in the United States for 12 years; he did not speak, read or write English 

living in one of L.A.’s Russian communities. 

In my dissertation, I do not intend to investigate such extreme cases; rather I want 

to look at the cases of people who are in the middle of the spectrum, people who try to 

combine their languages and cultures. This dissertation is in a way an attempt, through 

questioning other people and analyzing their experiences, to answer my own personal 
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questions of fitting into a new society and a new language and still maintaining an old 

identity/language or at least the elements of it. 

I was always interested in bilingualism, its perceptions by other people and its 

variations. I am Russian who grew up and spent a portion of my adult life in Ukraine. My 

first language is Russian, I went to a Russian school where almost all the subjects were 

taught in Russian, but I also learned Ukrainian. Both languages were official languages of 

Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (I will talk about the USSR and later Russian and 

Ukrainian language policies and ideologies in more detail describing study settings). 

Ukrainian became the only official language since Ukraine gained independence, but 

Russian was still used in many domains, so I was taking university classes in both 

Ukrainian and Russian (I was majoring in Russian and Russian literature). Growing up 

bilingual (Russian-Ukrainian) and seeing many other bilinguals around me convinced me 

that bilingualism was an ordinary fact of life. (I did not consider myself trilingual then 

because English was still a foreign language to me – I had very limited oral proficiency 

and used the language in very few domains, primarily for academic purposes). It was not 

surprising that I thought that my daughter’s bilingualism (arriving to the U.S., I had only 

one child – my daughter; my son “arrived” much later) would also “occur” effortlessly 

(after all, she had Russian-speaking parents and lived in an English-speaking 

community). My perception has changed quite a bit since then. 
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Is it an accurate translation? 

American reality and ideology are offering a very different perspective on 

bilingualism from what I used to believe in and observe in Ukraine. In the beginning, I 

was even questioning if we were talking about the same phenomenon. “Bilingualism” is 

translated neatly into Russian «двуязычие», but the connotations these terms carry with 

them are poles apart. The perceptions of the things these terms represent are very 

different for the general populations in the USA and in Ukraine and Russia. The view that 

using a minority language at home can have negative effects on a child’s majority 

language acquisition was not a part of my thinking about bilingualism. Needless to say, I 

could not imagine that such a view could have been articulated by a teacher. The 

situation, in which a teacher in Ukraine or Russia would advise parents not to use their 

native language with their kids and instead start addressing them in another language in 

order to “help” them, would belong in some comic show, people would readily laugh at 

absurdity of it. In the United States, it was not viewed as absurdity. And a teacher still 

might give you such helpful advice. How do you as a bilingual person, as a parent who 

wants to raise her kids bilingually, make sense of such discrepancies in perceptions? On 

one hand, I know that being bilingual and now trilingual did not impair me, on the 

contrary, it opened up more doors for me. On the other hand, I wanted to question my 

own life experiences and beliefs instilled in me by different reality, a different way of 

living. Is it possible that the perception of the nature of bilingualism, from positive to 

negative or at least questionable, can be changed by the social settings? Is being a 

bilingual in the United States different from being a bilingual in Canada, or Ukraine, or 
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Russia? Are some types of bilingualism better than others, in perception or in fact? It 

seems that the United States in general promotes a positive attitude towards second 

language learning at school when the foreign language classes are introduced; elite 

bilingualism is also a highly valued commodity in the American society; but this 

enthusiasm changes very quickly to negativity when one talks about a ”different” type of 

bilingualism, that of necessity not of choice, that of immigrants and linguistic minorities. 

It is like saying that learning math would be beneficial only to boys over the age of seven, 

who belong to middle class, while it can harm the younger and poorer boys and girls in 

general. It seems that the research on bilingualism in the United States should be done not 

on bilingualism in general but on bilingualisms. Many types of learning or knowledge in 

general might bring some negative aspects to the learner, but if it is an absolute necessity 

needed for survival in the modern world ( such as computer literacy, or learning English 

in the United States), then these negative aspects are paid attention to, but are not allowed 

to overshadow the benefits the phenomenon in interest is bringing. It is different with 

bilingualism in the United States (not as a transitional stage to English-only proficiency) 

– since it is not viewed as a necessity for survival, a lot of research is done in order to 

prove that it is of practical value. Imagine a study upon a study, upon a study trying to 

prove that computer literacy is a useful skill – it would be a highly unlikely topic of 

research in the United States, but I would think that it could be studied in some countries 

where computers are not such an essential part of life. Even though the studied 

phenomenon is the same, the perceptions of it are different; hence, they dictate the 

different research directions. 
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Most linguistic research done in the U.S. is concerned with monolinguals. Even 

such influential theories as Chomsky’s UG theory were developed with monolinguals in 

mind and only later were applied to bilinguals. The view of bilingualism as an exception 

or even a handicapping deviation was alien and absurd to me when I first came to the 

U.S. (one can say that by now I am getting used to it – not accepting it personally but 

viewing it as just one more facet of the surroundings). It seemed that a lot of educational 

programs were determined to teach their students in spite of their knowledge of a second 

language and not based on it. Bilingualism is often regarded as a handicap because a lot 

of bilinguals are from economically disadvantaged or immigrant background – it is not 

that the public think that knowledge of two languages is bad, it is simply the case when 

bilingualism of choice (electoral, elite bilingualism) is often regarded higher than 

bilingualism of necessity (circumstantial bilingualism). Bilingualism of choice is 

associated with sophistication, worldliness, while bilingualism of necessity is often 

associated with poor knowledge of English, non-acceptance of American values and style 

of life, etc. 

My personal experiences and research interests as well as observing other 

immigrant families in the U.S. prompted me to read extensively on the topics of ESL 

learning and teaching, language loss and maintenances, childhood bilingualism, and 

language ideologies and attitudes in the U.S. and other countries. It seems that the topic 

of bilingualism, its effects and its promotion or non-promotion is very politically charged 

in the United States. The term itself is often a substitute for something else entirely, such 

as “immigration’, “integration” or “learning English”. I did not feel such tension in 
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Ukraine or Russia; I was used to viewing and conceptualizing bilingual phenomena 

differently, and by writing this dissertation I want to reconcile these two quite different 

systems of values, beliefs, and concepts. Being both Russian and American puts me in a 

very useful position to research such a topic, as one of my informants phrased it: 

А какие чувства связаны с Америкой?  
А здесь никто о ней не говорит – мы здесь живем.  
То есть Америка – это дом? 
Да, и Россия – дом.  
В чем разница между двумя домами? 
Ну один вообще далеко. Мы там только на выходных бываем – раз в год, раз 

в полтора года.  
Summer house. 
Да.  
(What feelings do you have about the United States? 
Nobody talks about it – we simply live here.  
So America is you home? 
Yes, but Russia is also home. 
What’s the difference between two homes? 
Well, one is really far away. We are only going there on weekends, vacations – 

once a year, once in a year and a half. 
Summer house. 
Yes.) 

I do have an advantage of having “two homes” and inside knowledge of both 

communities, but at the same time I can also adopt an outsider perspective because I am 

an outsider in a sense too – I am not  ”Russian-Russian” or “American-American”, I am a 

Russian-American who has an experience of living in both countries and  kaleidoscopic 

views that are sometimes “Russian”, sometimes “American”, and sometimes a hybrid of 

Russian and American perceptions.  



 18

Study purpose 

I want to know more about Russian-English bilinguals with children who learned 

English and experienced immigration active second language socialization in the 

adulthood. I plan to investigate how parents view their children’s minority-language 

(Russian) acquisition or non-acquisition in a majority-language submersion setting and 

whether these views correlate to their children’s Russian maintenance or non-

maintenance and family language practices. I also want to know what ESL methods and 

techniques are considered the most effective by proficient adult ESL learners and whether 

their views on the topic of language learning influence their strategies of maintaining 

their children’s Russian. I intend to investigate whether parental views on bilingualism 

and its effects have changed since the arrival in the U.S. compared to those of the general 

population in Russia/Ukraine. How do they see their and their children’s place in the U.S. 

society? How do parents conceptualize their views, how do they reconcile two frames of 

reference (Russian and American) in terms of language ideology and bilingualism? What 

role does a language play in such discussion?  

There have been studies done on bilinguals’/ESL learners’ motivation in learning 

second, maintaining first language, and identity; language attitudes and family literacy 

practices. However, bringing all these topics together and discussing them using two 

languages in one study might provide a deeper and more complex understanding of the 

nature of bilingualism, influence of active second-language socialization on first-

language conceptualization and articulation (and vice versa), and factors that influence 

parental decisions in maintaining/not-maintaining a second language.  
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Research questions 

The tentative research questions are: 

1. Do bilinguals conceptualize their language views differently in different 

languages? How does the language chosen for discussion affect participants’ responses? 

 2. Is there a direct connection between the language views on “best practices” in 

second language learning articulated and family language practices?  

3. Have parents' motivations in learning English and views on the best working 

second language teaching methods/ techniques influenced their techniques/methods in 

maintaining their children's Russian? 

4. Has immigration changed the participants’ perceptions of bilingualism and 

family language practices? Are their views on bilingualism and articulated language 

ideologies closer to those of the general population in the U.S. or Russia/Ukraine? 

Potential significance of this study 

 This study will outline the directions for further research on language 

ideologies and their influence on language decision making in the bilingual families. It 

will show how much influence the mainstream language ideologies have over Russian-

English bilingual parents and their decisions regarding the usage of two languages with 

their children. 

The study might also prove to be useful to teachers working with bilingual 

Russian-English students – it will summarize the most popular parental beliefs about the 

best second language learning practices, societal attitudes towards maintaining a minority 
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language in the context of the United States, and the support from school and society in 

general the bilingual parents hope to find in order to raise their children competent 

members of both language communities. More cultural awareness about parental attitudes 

and their assessment of current trends in education would help shape up more effective 

techniques while working with parents and students from diverse backgrounds.  

The dissertation would also provide an analysis of the major discrepancies 

between mainstream/publicly articulated language attitudes and language views of 

Russian-English bilinguals pointing at the areas to be reconciled in order to make sense 

for the every-day life experiences of bilinguals. 

Taking into the account information provided by the study would be beneficial for 

educational policies decision making since it would provide a position of those who have 

a stake in educational issues and are most affected by such decisions (such as bilingual 

education propositions), but whose voice is randomly heard when such decisions are 

made “for them” by those who have power and voice but no real understanding of what 

the issues of language mean for the minority population. 

The findings of the cross-cultural framing studies can be possibly replicates by the 

study. Replication of the previous studies’ findings, in my opinion, is quite valuable, 

since many studies are very small-scale and the topic of emotion discourses and 

discourses in general studied from cross-cultural/cross-linguistic perspective is so vast 

that the studies done in the field rarely replicate each other in methodology or focus. 

Since the study is concerned with minority language maintenance in immigrant 

families, it might be of use to immigrant parents as well as to a general public who want 
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to understand the reasons for and the results of parental decision in the area of 

maintenance/ non-maintenance of a minority language in the context of the United States. 

I hope that this work has direct relevance for both nonacademic and academic 

audiences. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The research questions I plan to answer in this study broach several research 

topics or threads. Let me present an abbreviated review of literature on the key threads of 

this dissertation.  

What is bilingualism? 

The first thread of research I had to read in preparation for my dissertation is 

research studies on bilingualism since the study is dedicated to bilingualism in Russian-

English bilingual families. Even though the term “bilingualism” is very common and 

used in many formal and informal contexts, some clarifications should still be made. The 

term is used to talk about individual and societal bilingualism alike. However, some 

researchers distinguish between these two usages of the term by introducing 

“bilinguality” for individual bilingualism and reserving “bilingualism” for societal 

bilingualism (Hamers, 1981; Hamers and Blanc, 2000). In this study, I would not use the 

term “bilinguality”, but I wanted to mention it since some citations might contain it. 

What is bilingualism? Since it is not an overly scholastic term and it can be used 

in many non-academic contexts, the simplified definition that many people associate with 

the term would be “the ability to acquire and use two languages”, some might add “a 

native-like ability in two languages”. The latter seems very arbitrary (who is defining 

native-like proficiency?), maximalist and limiting – I have met many people who 
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consider themselves bilingual; however, I have rarely seen “two monolinguals in one 

person”. On the other hand, the former definition is very broad. “The ability to use two 

languages” – does it mean that a bilingual should be able to use one of his languages in 

all of the domains he can use his other language? Does a bilingual have to use both of his 

languages in a matched variety of contexts and posses the same set of repertoires in his 

both languages? Whom do we call a bilingual? To what extend does this person have to 

know both languages? 

More language knowledge surely follows from the ubiquitous foreign 
language requirements that most of us were required to complete at some 
point in our lives. This experience may have left us with many things, but 
fluent command of that language is probably not one of them. English speaking 
students of Spanish would hardly qualify for an educational 
program conducted in Spanish, and Japanese-speaking students of English 
struggle to formulate the most rudimentary utterances in English. 

Nonetheless, each of these instructional experiences leaves the student 
with some facility in the language, perhaps more strongly developed for 
one modality (reading or speaking, for example), and a level of comfort in 
recognizing some forms and structures. Again, these students would be 
unlikely to describe themselves as bilinguals. (Bialystok, 2001, p.2) 
 

The foreign language students or even tourists who are armed with several 

phrases in target language can be put in the category of bilinguals if we use a very 

general and broad definition of the term. Most researchers’ definitions of bilingualism fit 

somewhere in between these two extreme (very limiting vs. very broad) definitions. I 

would say that bilinguals are those who have to “live” in both languages. And since 

“living” is a very multidimensional term, so should be bilingualism. And it is; however, 

the multifaceted nature of the term means that different researchers define it differently, 

including different sets of dimensions. I think that the following definition is neither too 
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broad nor too limiting; includes understanding that being a bilingual means living in two 

languages and outlines multiple linguistic and non-linguistic dimensions of bilingualism: 

Bilinguality is the psychological state of an individual who has access to more 
than one linguistic code as a means of social communication; the degree of access 
will vary along a number of dimensions which are psychological, cognitive, 
psycholinguistic, social psychological, social, sociological, sociolinguistic, 
sociocultural and linguistic (Hamers, 1981, p. 80). 
 

Dimensions of bilingualism 

The overviews of different dimensions and views of bilingualism have been 

presented numerously (Byalistok, 2001; Baker, 2001; Blanc and Hamers, 2000). 

As important dimensions of bilingualism that can influence development and 

perceptions of bilingualism most researchers include: 

1) age of acquisition;  

2) exogeneity; 

3) social cultural status of both languages and their speakers; 

4) cultural identity; 

5) competence in both languages. 

Let’s talk about these dimensions: 

1) The researchers differentiate between childhood, adolescent and adult second 

language acquisition. These distinctions are critical when we discuss whether or not 

language learning is subject to maturational timetable. 
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2) This term has to do with presence/absence L1 language community 

(endogenous bilingualism – presence of L1 community; exogenous – absence of L1 

community). It takes less effort to maintain a minority language if there is a minority 

language community. 

3) The attitudes of the majority towards bilingualism can either facilitate or inhibit 

bilingual development. Hamers and Blanc (2000) link social cultural status of the 

languages to the phenomenon of additive (both languages are of high status and 

encouraged in development) vs. subtractive (one language is of higher status and 

promoted at the expense of the other language) bilingualism. I will talk more about social 

cultural status in the section of the Literature Review dedicated to language ideologies 

and language views in the U.S. 

4) This dimension links language to cultural membership. The bilingual can 

identify with two cultures/two communities, or have identity ties only to L1 or L2 

community, or be unable to identify with either L1 or L2 culture. The bilingual 

constructing himself in two languages/two cultures have many options: “either/or”, 

“neither/nor”, “both/and” or any combination of the abovementioned depending on the 

situation, interlocutor, etc. Later in this chapter, I will provide a review of the studies 

discussing properties of cultural identity and their relationships with bilingualism. 

5) This dimension looks like it does not need any elaborate explanations . 

However, this perception is deceptive, and the studies discussing and investigating 

bilingual competence from different angles amount to a very impressive body of 

research. Let me review this dimension in more detail. 
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First of all, there are four basic language skills that can be divided into receptive 

(reading, listening) and productive (speaking, writing).These skills can be further divided 

into “skills within skills”; and other areas of competence can be introduced: language 

used for inner thinking (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1981) and academic competence (Cummins, 

1984). 

Studying and measuring bilingual competence 

Is it expected that the bilingual should be equally competent in all these areas in 

both languages? Is the bilingual competency is going to be established comparing it to the 

one of the monolingual? In many earlier studies, it was expected of bilinguals to 

demonstrate the competence of the monolingual in both languages in all the skill areas. 

Macnamara (1966) reviewed seventy seven bilingual studies published between 

1918 and 1962 and came to the conclusion that “bilinguals have a weaker grasp of 

language than monoglots” (p. 31). The studies were sorted into the groups depending on 

the language skill they investigate. For example, out of twenty-four studies investigating 

vocabulary, six reported that monolinguals and bilinguals had compatible results while 

eighteen showed monolinguals’ superiority. He also provided several possible 

explanations of the fact that bilinguals lag behind monolinguals: linguistic interference 

created by language contact; lack of cultural assimilation; inadequate language models 

(parents don’t speak majority language or don’t speak it well) and lack of learning 

opportunities; and last, less time available to bilingual children to learn each of the 

languages. He proposed that some of these factors have primary influence on a certain 
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skill deficit (e.g. time factor accounts for vocabulary deficit); however, the complex 

explanation of the deficit should be sought in the interaction of all the factors. 

These explanations are only valid if one considers a bilingual to be “ two  

monolinguals in one person” with the same experiences and domains of use in both 

languages. But “it does not make much sense to assess bilinguals as if they were two 

monolinguals since it is unlikely that a bilingual will have the same experiences in both 

languages”. (Romaine, 1999 , p. 259) However, this point of view was not taken into 

account by many researchers who designed bilingual studies. I will use an example of the 

studies investigating vocabulary size of bilinguals to show how the change in viewing the 

phenomenon of childhood bilingualism and introduction of more context-appropriate 

research measurements can change the reading of the research results. 

Doyle, Champagne, and Segalowitz (1978 ) comparing the vocabulary size of the 

dominant language of bilinguals with monolinguals of that language observed that 

bilinguals displayed better verbal fluency but were quantitatively behind monolinguals  in 

vocabulary size. Once again, bilinguals were compared with monolinguals even though 

these two groups go through very different language development patterns: monolinguals 

use one language in all the domains and situations, while bilinguals might use one 

language only in certain contexts. For example, using Russian only at home and English 

only at school means that bilingual children might lack academic vocabulary in Russian, 

while other areas of vocabulary would be present only in Russian; there are also 

language-specific terms that would be present in only one language. Acknowledging this, 

the researchers distinguished between perceptive and productive vocabulary (Pearson, 
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Fernandez, and Oller, 1993) and introduced new measures (Pearson and 

Fernandez, 1994; Pearson, Fernandez, and Oller, 1993 ) - a total vocabulary score  for 

both languages and conceptual range (where the child is not credited with a higher score 

if he can label the same concept in both languages, only different concepts are counted).   

Pearson, Fernandez, and Oller (1993) showed that the total production vocabulary 

scores of bilinguals are not significantly different from these of monolinguals 

(researchers observed 8 to 30 months old children). The evidence also suggested 

enhanced perceptive vocabulary in the bilingual children.  

Illogical choices in designing bilingual research were made influenced by the 

notion of a “perfect bilingual”, the notion that the bilingual should strive to become 

monolingual-like in two languages. Even for immigrant adult bilinguals who acquired 

their second language in the adulthood and are perfectly “monolingual” in their first 

language this comparison is made with majority-language monolinguals. Why? Is 

knowing only one language , even if it is a majority language, better that possessing 

monolingual fluency in one language plus being very competent ( though maybe not 

“monolingual-like”) in another language?  

Once again, we should not be discussing ” perfect bilingualism”, we should 

discuss functional and beneficial bilingualism. It is clear the levels of proficiency in both 

languages are in part influenced by the tasks performed in these languages. So a bilingual 

can have a very limited repertoire in one of the languages depending on the functions he 

needs to perform in that language. The succinct overview of methodological and 

conceptual issues in the field of bilingualism that might in part explain contradictory 
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results of the bilingual studies is presented by Grosjean (2004). Later, I will be discussing 

specific topics in bilingualism and common beliefs about bilingual abilities in the chapter 

analyzing language views of the participants. I will tie the analysis to the review of the 

studies on these specific topics. 

Most researchers consider Pearl  and Lambert (1962) study to be a pivotal study 

in the field of childhood bilingualism that reformed the approach to the studies of 

bilingualism in general and paved the road for the studies affirming positive affects of 

bilingualism. The researchers compared English-French bilingual elementary school 

students in Montreal with their monolingual peers matching groups for age, sex, and 

socio-economic status. They also tested language proficiency in both languages through 

vocabulary and association tests as well as through self-evaluation scales. They selected 

balanced bilinguals with high scores in both languages and monolinguals with very low 

scores in one of the languages tested. The scores of bilinguals were higher then those of 

monolinguals for the most measures of verbal and non-verbal intelligence. These results 

were attributed by the researchers to the greater mental flexibility of bilinguals as a result 

of an ability to manipulate two linguistic systems. The study was criticized for selecting 

balanced bilinguals, thus, possibly introducing a bias towards more intelligent children – 

non-balanced bilinguals might not have demonstrated cognitive advantages (McNab, 

1979).  

Cummins (1981) proposes the “threshold hypothesis” which in part can explain 

low test results shown by bilingual children in some bilingual studies and which 
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assumes that those aspects of bilingualism that might positively influence 
cognitive growth are unlikely to come into effect until children have attained a 
certain minimum or threshold level of proficiency in the second language. 
Similarly, if bilingual children attain only a very low level of proficiency in one 
or both of their languages, their interaction with the environment through these 
languages both in terms of input and output is likely to be impoverished (p.38) 
 

Cummins also states the there are two thresholds of bilingual proficiency: “The 

attainment of a lower level of bilingual proficiency would be sufficient to avoid any 

negative effects; but the attainment of a second, higher level of bilingual proficiency 

might be necessary to lead to accelerated cognitive growth” (Cummins, 1981, 38-39). 

Thus, selecting study participants researchers should take into consideration their levels 

of proficiency in both languages. 

Another criticism applied to the majority bilingual studies is a non-longitudinal 

design (Cummins and Swain, 1986). A longitudinal design would provide a picture of 

process is development instead of a snapshot of bilingual development frozen at some 

point in time, and thus, would be more appropriate in capturing a nature of bilingualism 

as dynamic and changeable over time.  

Are there advantages? 

As you can see, there are no “perfect” studies in the field of bilingualism simply 

because there are so many variables to control for; in addition, even in the studies where 

the same variables are investigated, measurement techniques are quite diverse, and thus, 

might measure different aspects of the same variable. However, the number of studies 

mentioned the following advantages of bilingualism: 
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- a greater ability in reconstructing perceptual situations (Balkan, 1970); 
- superior results on verbal and non-verbal intelligence, verbal originality 

and verbal divergence tests (Cummins & Gulutsan, 1974); 

-a greater sensitivity to semantic relations between words (Ianco-Worrall, 

1972; Cummins, 1978); higher scores on Piagetian concept-formation 

tasks (Liedtke & Nelson, 1968); 

- better performance in rule-discovery tasks (Bain, 1975); a better performance 

with traditional psychometric school tests (Block Design) 

(Gorrell, Bregman, McAllistair & Lipscombe, 1982); 

- a greater degree of divergent thinking (Scott, 1973; Da Silveira, 1989): 

Ben-Zeev (1972; 1977a) observed that English—Hebrew bilinguals had a 

greater facility in solving non-verbal perceptual tasks and in performing 

grouping tasks. 

Bilinguals are also better at verbal-transformation and symbol-substitution 

tasks (Ekstrand, 1981); are better at correction of ungrammatical 

sentences (Diaz, 1985) and at analogical reasoning tasks (Diaz & Klinger, 

1991) (Hamers and Blanc, 89) 
 

However, we should keep in mind that many of the abovementioned studies were 

conducted in Canada – a country which has two official languages, hence, a very 

different linguistic ideology, officially promoting and supporting bilingualism. The 

situation in the United States is very different in terms of ideology and official support 

for bilingualism, so we need to be extremely careful in applying the results of Canadian 

studies to the U.S. reality since bilingualism and its development is very much influenced 

by social factors. 

The bilingual research studies accumulated many pieces of information that might 

help understand the relationship between bilingualism and cognitive development; 
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however, I don’t think that any or all of the discovered cognitive advantages or 

disadvantages of bilingualism can be used to justify the promotion or non-promotion of 

bilingualism to the general population since they investigate only fragments of the 

phenomenon in limited diverse populations in different social settings. If bilingualism is 

necessary or desirable in the society, it would be promoted, officially or unofficially, 

since its overall benefits would overshadow any possibly negative effects. But if 

bilingualism is not viewed as desirable, then any fragmented pieces of information 

showing negative effects would be used to argue in support of its non-promotion. The 

question ”Is bilingualism beneficial to cognitive development?” is not formulated 

correctly and, thus, seeking an answer to it is the same as seeking an answer to the 

question ”Is physical exercise good for your health?”: of course, both phenomena 

beneficial in general – our brains are designed to digest information; our bodies are 

designed to perform in motion; but depending on the chosen route both bilingualism and 

exercise might yield negative results (too rigorous exercise regime can harm a not very 

healthy person; not the most appropriate bilingual program can undermine academic 

achievement of bilinguals). The appropriate question should be “How to make 

bilingualism the most beneficial for this certain individual/group of people?”, but this 

question would be asked only in the societies where bilingualism viewed as a norm or a 

desirable development. 
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Bilingualism and ideology 

In the United States, the discussion about bilingualism in general and childhood 

bilingualism in particular attracts not only scholars but a wider public audience and 

“frequently reflects strong emotional involvement on the part of all participants, 

sometimes tainted by ideological biases, resulting in campaigns pro or contra childhood 

bilingualism. This situation not only influences the public debate; reflections can also be 

found in research reports where comparable findings may lead to contradictory 

assessments of the children’s bilingualism. It is quite possible that in many cases these 

reactions can be traced back to a well-intentioned desire to protect the defenseless child 

from potentially harmful influences. In combination with the belief that monolingualism 

represents the natural or normal language development, this attitude may lead to the 

assumption that deviating from this norm implies risks which had better be avoided”. 

(Meisel, p. 92) 

I do find it very true – beliefs about language in general and bilingualism in 

particular very often shape language policies, influence educational practices and  choices 

of bilingual parents who might need to make a choice between contradictory sets of 

beliefs/ideologies. As a rule, people don’t feel competent enough to discuss something as 

“complicated” as physics, programming, or engineering unless they work in this field; 

however, people don’t feel the same way about language learning, bilingualism included, 

– these topics are considered “simple”; and everybody seems to be an expert, and since it 

is a popular view to equate first language learning with second language learning, even 

the monolingual general public feel that they can provide an expert opinion on 
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bilingualism based on their experience of learning a first (and only) language. In such 

discussions, whether they are informal conversation or formal discussion of bilingual 

policies, bilingual research is rarely cited, giving way to conventional wisdoms, often 

polarized and simplistic (bilingualism is good vs. bilingualism is bad for children), as if 

in such debates factual support of the opinions means much less than the strength of 

convictions. The topics of language learning and bilingualism are heavily influenced by 

unexamined beliefs about language (ideology), which cannot be said about topics in 

physics and engineering. In such context, language attitudes and language ideologies 

should be studied as an important factor shaping language policies and language 

behaviors. The present study investigates and compares language attitudes and language 

beliefs of bilinguals and monolinguals in order to see whether bilingual socializing 

experience makes a notable change in articulated language ideologies and what the nature 

of these changes might be, what the prevailing language beliefs of bilingual parents are 

and whether they influence parental decision on children’s language learning and 

maintenance.  

Let me clarify the key terms used. For example, Lippi-Green (1997) defines 

ideology as “the promotion of the needs and interests of a dominant group or class at the 

expense of marginalized groups, by means of disinformation and misrepresentation of 

those non-dominant groups”. (p. 64). Even though, there is no denying that issues of 

power and authority and misrepresentation of minority groups are all part of ideology in 

general and language ideology in particular, they are not the only facets of it and very 

often are less pronounced in individual ideologies, especially if these are language 
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ideologies of Russian-English bilinguals in the United States. Lippi-Green’s definition 

makes ideology the attribute of the dominant group only, and, in my opinion, it distorts 

reality – surely, dominant group’s ideology is the most powerful in terms of promotion 

and public impact, but non-dominant ideologies also exist and influence certain groups’ 

behaviors and perceptions. I use Silverstein’s (1979) definition of language ideologies 

that describes them as “any sets of beliefs about language articulated by the users as a 

rationalization or justification of perceived language structure and use” (Silverstein, 

1979, p.193). However, I need to add that the mentioned articulation can be either 

explicit (answers to the questions directly related to the topics of language attitudes) or 

implicit (code-switching patterns, lexical items used repeatedly, even the names that 

participants choose for themselves); the beliefs are often culture-specific, unexamined or 

mythological in their nature and influence speakers’ dealings with language and their 

view of certain events that have to do with language/languages. Parts of language 

ideology are standard language ideology, notion of literacy and its role, etc. Beliefs about 

language, the way it should be spoken, are made very transparent by the mass media: for 

example, the standard language ideology is illustrated by the fact that almost every time 

somebody with a foreign accent speaks on TV (however well-spoken and eloquent this 

person might be), the subtitles are provided as if it were almost impossible to understand 

this person without such “help”, but if somebody almost incomprehensibly mumbles in 

“standard English” without being eloquent or clear, no such “help” is ever provided (I do 

have a few suggestions as for the native English speakers who might greatly benefit from 

such “help”). 
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 Many publications dealing with language ideology do not define the term, and I 

have an aversion to complex terms without definitions provided – too often it leads to 

confusion since people might talk about different dimensions of the phenomenon or about 

different phenomena entirely while using the same term. Schieffelin, Wooland and 

Kroskrity (1998) outline four different types/uses of ideology; however, very often it is 

unclear what thread or type of ideology an article/scholar is dealing with. In the light of 

the abovesaid, I would use Silverstein’s definition with my own additions when talking 

about language ideology since it’s more wide-ranging and appropriate to the purposes of 

my study. I will be using terms “languages ideologies”, “language views” and “language 

attitudes” interchangeably depending on the context. Even though “language attitudes” 

and “language beliefs” are narrower terms, sometimes they are more appropriate since 

“language ideology” comes with its baggage of negative connotations (politics, top-down 

forced policies, etc.) even when we talk about individual, micro-level language 

ideologies.  

Hearing word “ideology”, most adult bilinguals from former socialist counties I 

talked to immediately evoked memories of political (Soviet, Leninist, Marxist) ideologies 

and forced upon them views and beliefs, connecting ideology to propaganda, the word 

that has a strong negative connotation in Russian, rather than to a more neutrally colored 

“set of beliefs”. After observing such associations with the word “ideology”, I decided 

not to use it in the interviews since I did not want to immediately establish the connection 

between power and language attitudes and beliefs. I wanted the topics of language and 

power to emerge gradually in the process of the interview. 
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It is estimated that about two-thirds of the world’s population is bilinguals (Baker 

and Prys Jones, 1998); depending on the definition of bilingualism this number can be 

lower or higher, but it is safe to say that the majority of world’s population “lives in two 

languages” – has to function in two languages on an everyday basis. But cautious 

governmental language policies do not reflect this reality since “fewer than 25% of the 

world's approximately 200 countries recognize two or more official languages, with a 

mere handful recognizing more than two (e.g., India, Luxembourg, Nigeria).” (Tucker, 

1999).  It also has to be said that “there is no one-to-one correspondence between 

ideologies and policies. Indeed, the cited (public) rationale for a particular language 

policy might appear to be ‘liberal’ while the hidden agenda could be quite reactionary or 

chauvinistic (e. g., economic exploitation, socioeconomic gatekeeping, increasing 

political power, and so on)” (Ricento, 2000, p.2).  

In the United States there is no official language de jure at federal level; however, 

English can be considered an official language de facto: 80.6% of the U.S. population 

five years and over speak English only, 19.4% (51,934,850) speak a language other than 

English at home (the overwhelming majority among them speak another language in 

addition to English with 55.4% claiming that they speak English “very well”)  ( 2005 

American Community Survey). These numbers, however, do not take into account people 

who know and use two languages but speak English at home; neither do they reflect the 

rate of retention of mother tongues, which, according to many researchers, is dropping 

more rapidly than in the past. In the past, the shift from the source country language to 

the target country language was more gradual with the first generation of immigrants 
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starting as mostly monolinguals in the minority language and then shifting to the majority 

language over the next generations, usually reaching almost uniformed monolingualism 

in the majority language by the fourth generation. Nowadays, the process does not take 

several generations. The number of the second generation proficient in the minority 

language is miniscule, only “few American-born children of immigrant parents are fully 

proficient in the ethnic language, even if it was the only language they spoke when they 

entered school,…even if it is the only one their parents know”. (Wong Fillmore, 1991, p. 

324) 

Marshall (1986) documents that attitudes towards bilingualism in the United 

States are influenced by viewing bilingualism as a perceived threat to national identity 

under the influx of massive immigration from mainly Spanish-speaking countries. 

The Californian senator Hayakawa stated that: “A common language can unify, 

separate languages can fracture and fragment a society” (quoted in Marshall, 1986: 23). 

Ex-president Ragan also spoke passionately against using “other languages” in the U.S. 

educational system when addressing a group of mayors in 1981 (the underlining is mine): 

“It is absolutely wrong and against American concept to have a bilingual education 

program that is now openly, admittedly dedicated to preserving their native language and 

never getting them adequate in English so they can go out into the job market” (quoted in 

Romaine, 1989). These quotes are not recent, but the attitudes expressed in them are not 

outdated: today, as in 1981, the native-like knowledge of another language or 

maintenance of other than English languages quite often evokes the images of “the 

other”. 
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As the abovementioned quotes illustrate, the issues concerning bilingualism and 

attitudes towards bilinguals and bilingualism often have little or nothing to do with 

bilingualism - but everything to do with an overly heated debate on national identity 

where English-only symbolizes patriotism and unity while bilingualism stands for 

separatism, fragmentation of a society, poor knowledge of English, and non-acceptance 

of American values and lifestyle. It also should be noted that there is a pronounced lack 

of symmetry between language functionality and language attitudes when we observe 

English and minority languages in the United States (the issue is discussed by Fishman, 

1999). Looking at functionality and objective reality, we can see that English is perceived 

as an official language in the U.S. and superlanguage of the world community while 

attrition rates of minority languages are unusually high in the United States compared to 

the past; on the other hand, in terms of language attitudes, minority languages are often 

perceived as a threat to the superlanguage, which is often presented in need of protection 

from minority languages. The asymmetry between language functionality and language 

attitudes was present in the past as well.  

It can be said that the United States have a long tradition of suppressing minority 

languages. Skutnabb-Kangas (2000) notes that taking away minority children from their 

families in order to send them to boarding schools where they were banned to speak their 

native language was widely documented in the USA and other countries. According to 

Cummins (1996), before 1970s, teachers would often scold their students for speaking 

their mother tongue in school. However, such attitude towards other languages is not the 

thing of the past. The message that English is the most highly valued commodity in the 
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educational system while other languages simply get in the way of English development 

is alive and well: minority children are still pressured to choose between their native 

language and English (Lopez, 1999) and can gain acceptance of teachers and classmates 

by distancing themselves from their native language and by learning and using English 

only (Wong Fillmore, 1991); many teachers, if not most, still rely on the notion that using 

L1 while acquiring L2 can hinder cognitive development (McGroarty,1992, p.380); 

others think that English should be used in minority homes to provide the children with 

“maximum exposure” to English, which, according to a popular opinion, is the sure route 

to learning English fast, in other words, to picking up enough English to survive 

academically, and which, according to almost every bilingual program evaluation, does 

not hold true (Cummins and Swain, 1986). Many immigrant parents are still advised by 

teachers and speech therapists not to speak minority languages at home in order not to 

confuse children (Crepin-Lanzarotto, 1997). Such advice, however well-intended it might 

be, is a reflection of the mainstream language ideology in the U.S. that devalorizes 

minority languages and builds a rift between minority parents and their children, 

distancing children from their parents through language and often leading to 

heartbreaking consequences for both minority children and their parents: 

….when parents are unable to talk to their children, they cannot easily convey to 

them their values, beliefs, understandings, or wisdom about how to cope with 

their experiences. They cannot teach them about the meaning of work, or about 

personal responsibility, or what it means to be a moral or ethical person in a world 

with too many choices and too few guideposts to follow….Talk is a crucial link 
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between parents and children: It is how parents impart their cultures to their 

children and enable them to become the kind of men or women they want them to 

be. When parents lose the means for socializing and influencing their children, 

rifts develop and families lose the intimacy that comes from shared beliefs and 

understandings. (Wong Fillmore, 1991, p. 343) 

 

In such situations, immigrant parents are faced with what is often presented to 

them as mutually exclusive choices: either abandon, at least to some extent, a minority 

language to facilitate their children’s English development and secure their future or 

maintain a minority language at the expense of their children’s better future. The 

“either/or” choices are offered much more often than “both/and” choices. 

Such attitudes expressed by the teachers explicitly and implicitly are also 

reflected in the designs of existing bilingual programs: most of the programs are 

transitional and pursue the goal not of maintenance of both languages (as the name 

implies) but of a quickest possible transition of the students to monolingual classrooms 

(and we are not talking about minority language monolingual classrooms). In the United 

States, bilingual programs are viewed by many as aimed towards minority students; the 

concept of bilingual education for both majority and minority language speakers (two-

way bilingual programs) is not the one known to and supported by the majority of the 

population. Recently, voters in California (1998), Arizona (2000), and Massachusetts 

(2002) passed initiatives to replace most bilingual programs with all-English one-year 

immersion programs. These initiatives passed in spite of the available research results 
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estimating that it takes four to seven years to master academic English skills (Cummins, 

1996; Ramirez, 1992).  

It is reprehensibly wasteful and utterly self defeating of some of our most 

important national and local goals and processes to vitiate and plow under our 

immigrant-based language resources (with one hand, so to speak), while 

attempting to foster very similar resources on the basis of government-initiated 

language courses, language fellowships, and even language schools (with the 

other hand). (…) It is as scandalous and injurious to waste “native” language 

resources as to waste our air, water, mineral, animal, and non-linguistic human 

resources. How long must languages and cultures be trivialized when they are 

learned at home, in infancy and childhood, and respected only when they are 

acquired during adulthood, where they are usually learned less well and at much 

greater cost in time and money? (Fishman, 2004, p. 124) 

 

This tension between bilingualism of necessity (one that comes quite naturally, 

often in the childhood) and elite bilingualism, bilingualism of choice is very visible in 

modern American society. Maintenance of minority languages and bilingual education in 

the United States were described by scholars as “failure as success” (Reagan, 2002) and 

“grave digging” (Fishman, 2004). Such metaphors, unfortunately, are quite true and do 

not paint a rosy picture for the present as well as the future of multilingualism in the 

United States. The orientation towards language as a resource is not promoted (especially 

native languages as a resource), while the sentiments vocalizing the orientation “language 



 43

as a problem” (Ruiz, 1984) are often heard from general public, the mass media, and even 

educational authorities. On the other hand, the importance of being bilingual is much 

more recognized in almost all other parts of the world, which makes the U.S. rather a 

deviation from the norm than the norm.  

The argument that “everybody speaks English” as an explanation for not learning 

another language does not stand up to criticism since, even though English is considered 

the superlanguage (at least it is viewed as such in the United States), the truth is that “the 

most generous estimates for English suggest that there are around 427 million native 

speakers and an additional 800 million second or additional language speakers of 

English. Even if all of these individuals spoke English fluently (a most unlikely scenario), 

given a total population of more than seven billion, this would mean that fewer than 18 % 

of humanity can speak English”. (Reagan, p.20). Then the argument of “everybody 

speaks English” boils down to “everybody we care about speaks or should speak 

English”, and this view would not gain much support on the international arena. The 

results of the 2004 survey conducted by Korn/Ferry International (NYSE: KFY), the Los 

Angeles-based provider of executive search and leadership development solutions with 

70 offices in 35 countries, revealed that nearly 85 percent of executive recruiters in 

Europe, 88 percent of recruiters in Asia and 95 percent of recruiters in Latin America 

either "strongly agreed" or "somewhat agreed" that being at least bilingual is critical to 

succeed in today's business environment. Among recruiters in North America, that 

percentage was just 34 percent (185 international recruiters participated).  
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As it has been shown above, there are different, often conflicting sets of language 

beliefs/attitudes/ideologies. On one hand, knowing another language is viewed quite 

positively by the majority (“extra knowledge is always helpful”), vast body of bilingual 

research proves the advantages of bilingualism, books for minority parents often 

recommend increasing minority-language use at home (Arnberg, 1987; Baker, 2000); on 

the other hand, parents are encouraged to abandon or limit first language use in order not 

to “confuse” their children, maintenance bilingual programs are almost non-existent in 

many states, bilingualism is perceived as a threat to national identity, and research on 

positive effects of bilingualism is almost never cited during the public debate on language 

policies. I want to see how Russian-English bilingual parents make sense and reconcile 

these contradictory views they are being bombarded with. 

Gardner & Lambert (1959) suggested that attitudes towards the target group and 

learning itself affect the motivation of the L2 learner. Motivation can be defined as an 

amount of work and effort the learner is ready to invest into the task and the strength of 

desire to achieve L2 competence. Motivation is an environmental factor, thus, motivation 

can be influenced by changing the environments (minority children might be unmotivated 

to learn and maintain heritage languages as a result of negative attitudes towards 

bilingualism, but if theses attitude of the majority can be changes, motivation might also 

become higher). “Only a better understanding of mediational processes, such as 

motivation and valorization, will allow an accurate identification of environmental 

variables, whose manipulation can lead to greater linguistic, paralinguistic and 

communicative competence in L2” (Hamers and Blanc, 2000, p.230) . And the present 
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study might provide additional information about valorization and motivation in 

L2/heritage language learning. 

Does “good” in Russian equal “good” in English? 

Since I intend to interview the bilingual participants on the same topics, but in 

different languages, it is necessary to explain why, in my opinion, the data collection 

through interviews/questionnaires in both languages would be beneficial for the purposes 

of the present research. Even though topics of behaving differently depending on the 

language you are performing in are casually discussed among bilinguals (I have been a 

witness to many such conversations), such topics are often frowned upon in the academic 

circles. One of the reasons to dismiss such research is that we perform differently and 

assume different identities even as monolinguals, so investigating this topic in bilinguals 

would not yield new results, but, once again, I cannot consent with such an argument 

since it equates monolingual and bilingual performances, and I view these two 

performances as distinctively different. It is especially true for adult bilinguals who 

acquired their second language post-adolescence and did have to socialize extensively in 

both languages in different sociolinguistic settings and adhere to distinct set of behavioral 

norms. 

Kitayama and Markus (1994) proposed a definition of cultural framework/schema 

in their cross-cultural study: 

Each person is embedded within a variety of sociocultural contests or cultures 

(e.g. country or region of origin, ethnicity, religion, gender, family, birth cohort, 
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profession). Each of these cultural contexts makes some claim on the person and 

is associated with a set of ideas and practices (i.e., a cultural framework or 

schema) about how to be a “good” person. A sense of the “good” is an integral 

part of one’s sense of the self, and one’s sense of self shapes what is “good” (e.g., 

of value, concern, appropriate, etc.) and what is not. (p.91) 

In other words, a cultural frame is an interpretation tool enabling an individual to 

understand social practices and produce “appropriate” responses to different situations in 

accordance with his cultural experiences. 

Pavlenko (2000, 2006) who uses the narratives of adult bilinguals as the data for 

her research, cites bilingual writers who describe how change from one language to 

another affects their point of view, choice of words and details to the point that describing 

the same story in two different languages seem like the story was told by two different 

people. The narratives on being a bilingual/bicultural person introduce the topics of 

duality, loyalty, betrayal, and anxiety. 

It is important to note that, whereas in the early 20th century the notion of inner 

split was used as an argument against bilingualism, Todorov (one of the writer 

whose narratives Pavlenko used for her analysis) and others do not argue against 

bilingualism per se. Rather, these writers discuss the split as a source of both 

anguish and creative enrichment, the latter stemming from the ever-present 

relativity of one’s stance and perspective. (Pavlenko, 2006, p.5) 
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Since language is an essential element of culture, the sets of ideas articulated in 

different languages are expected to be different assuming that bilinguals do activate 

language-appropriate cultural frameworks when using languages learnt in different 

cultural contexts. Therefore, a lot of my assumptions about the possible results of the 

study are based on presupposition that discourses of bicultural bilinguals generally differ 

depending on the language they use.  

The topic of cultural differences expressed in language, value systems, behavior, 

and emotion discourse has been very prolific in the last decades. 

Markus and Kitayama (1991) asked U.S.-based American college students and 

Japan-based Japanese college students to evaluate themselves in comparison to their 

peers. The researchers postulated that unbiased answers should produce 50% group 

estimate. The Japanese students group produced the expected results (50%), while the 

American students, on average, reported that only 30% of their peers were better that 

them. These results are viewed as demonstrating a self-harmonizing bias among the 

Japanese students and a false uniqueness bias among the American students. The results 

show main tendencies of independent (that predominate in individualistic cultures) and 

interdependent (that predominate in collectivistic cultures) self construals/ cultural 

frames. The theory describes the cultural goal of independence as the one that “requires 

construing oneself as an individual whose behavior is organized and made meaningful 

primarily by reference to one’s own internal repertoire of thoughts, feelings, and action, 

rather than by reference to the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others” (Markus and 

Kitayama, 1991, 226). The theory also points out that “experiencing interdependence 
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entails seeing oneself as part of an encompassing social relationship and recognizing that 

one’s behavior is determined, contingent on, and, to a large extent, organized by what the 

actor perceives to be the thoughts, feelings, and actions of other in the relationship” 

(Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 227).In other words: 

Each cultural context provides some messages about what it means to be a person. 
Through emotional socialization, ongoing social and linguistic processes, these 
cultural messages or imperatives are incorporated into the emotional system so 
that it feels “good” to behave in accordance with these imperatives and it feels 
“bad” when one cannot or does not. (…) From a European-American Cultural 
perspective, “good” emotions are experiences when one’s own needs are met or 
one’s own attributes are verified or expressed. From an Asian cultural 
perspective, “good” emotions entail fitting-in with others, seeking and fulfilling 
obligations, and becoming part of an ongoing relationship. This means that good 
feelings that good feelings will be typically manifested as individual happiness 
from an independent perspective, but as sympathy or as feelings of similarity and 
connectedness from an interdependent perspective.(Kitayama and Markus, 1994, 
p. 123) 
 

 Since Russian culture is predominantly collectivistic (interdependent) and 

American culture is predominantly individualistic (independent), I expected (prior to 

conducting the pilot study), that even the information framing will be different in 

different languages. I expected that the interviews conducted in Russian would produce 

many references to one’s relatives, friends and acquaintances in order to provide a 

framework/validation for participants’ experiences as it is often the case when Russians 

discuss different topics.  However, only one participant of the pilot study used this 

discourse strategy while other participant’s discourse patterns were closer to 

individualism of American culture than to collectivism of Russian culture. Since for my 

pilot study I had only two participants, I cannot talk about a trend in this case, and the 

fact mentioned above can be explained either by conceptual restructuring initiated by 
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second-language socialization (the participant who did not use the reference strategy had 

spent significantly longer time in the U.S.) or by initial individual difference that existed 

prior to coming to the U.S. However, it is one of the topics that I would be paying 

attention to when working on the dissertation data analysis. I want to see whether/how 

socialization in second-language environment influences conceptual frameworks of the 

participants. For this purpose, it is very beneficial to have a comparison group of Russian 

monocultural participants. I will also use the findings of previous studies on Russian 

monolinguals/monoculturals and distinct features of their speech in comparison with 

English (Pavlenko 2002b, Ries 1997) while analyzing the data. 

There are also expected to be differences in emotion discourses in Russian versus 

English interviews with the same participants. As Wierzbicka (1994) notes, “there is an 

ample evidence showing that, from the point of view of Russian culture, emotions (states 

such as joy, worry, sadness, sorrow, grief, delight, and so on) constitute most people’s 

normal state, and that an absence of emotions indicates a deadening of a person’s dusa 

(heart or soul). The cultural ideal of composure as a person’s normal state is totally alien 

to that culture” (p. 151). Wierzbicka (1992) argues that the Russian language can be 

characterized by “the tremendous stress on emotions and on their free expression, the 

high emotional temperature of Russian discourse, the wealth of linguistic devices for 

signaling emotions and shades of emotions” (p. 395), and that Russian culture values 

“uninhibited emotional expression” whether the feelings are good or bad (Wierzbicka, 

1991). Hence, in general, composure and control over one’s feelings are quite valued in 

American culture, the emotion discourses (if the interview/survey mode initiates them) 
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are expected to be very different if the participants activate different cultural frames when 

using different languages.  

The cross/cultural studies on emotion discourses offer interesting perspectives on 

the topic of cross-cultural framing and findings that can possibly be confirmed by my 

study. Replication of the previous studies’ findings, in my opinion, is quite valuable, 

since many studies are very small-scale and the topic of emotion discourses and 

discourses in general studied from cross-cultural/cross-linguistic perspective is so vast 

that the studies done in the field rarely replicate each other in methodology or focus. 

Here’s the review of some findings and methodologies. 

Rintell (1990) and Collier et al (1982) used index cards with the names of 

emotions written on them. The subjects (both native speakers and ESL learners) were 

asked to recollect the time when they felt that emotion. Collier (1982) found that 

sentences describing negative emotional experiences are more grammatically complex. 

Rintell (1990) found that native speakers were recollecting emotional experiences in 

much greater detail than ESL learners. Native speakers commonly used figurative 

language and reported speech – the features not found in ESL narratives. 

Wierzbicka (1992) (cited above) did a comparative corpus research study using 

literature masterpieces and lexical item analysis. 

Pavlenko (2002a) studied Russian-English bilingual university students’ 

discourses using two short films with the same plot to elicit narratives. One of the films 

was made in the U.S., the other one in Ukraine making geographical inferences possible. 
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The films had sound tracks but no dialogues. Later, the results of the study were 

compared to the previous study done with English and Russian monolinguals (Pavlenko 

2002b). The study found that ”the Russian-English bilinguals in the study are behaving 

appropriately in each language, constructing emotions in accordance with language-

specific patterns, adjectival in English and verbal in Russian.(..) A closer examination 

demonstrates, however, that their use of emotions discourses is not always language-

appropriate”. (Pavlenko 2002a, p. 69) For example, Russian bilinguals retold the film in 

English with intensity not found in English monolingual samples. They also paid more 

attention to the connection of the body and emotions (commenting on facial expressions, 

posture, etc.) than English monolinguals did. The same, however, holds true for their 

Russian narratives: some feature were not native-like and seemed to be borrowed from 

English.  

Dewaele (2006) after analyzing web questionnaire responses form 1454 

multilingulas (1033 females, 421 males) on expression of anger in their different 

languages concludes that “speakers’ L1 is generally the preferred language for expression 

of anger with monotonic decline in languages learned subsequently. The findings also 

support hypothesis 2, namely that LX can become the preferred language to express 

anger after a period of socialization. The results fully support hypothesis 3: participants 

who learned their language)s) in an instructed setting used that language less frequently 

to express anger than those who learned the language in a mixed or naturalistic 

environment.” (p. 146) 
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There have been a number of studies investigating cross-cultural/cross-linguistic 

emotion discourses suggesting that bicultural bilinguals conceptualize their emotions 

differently in their different languages (Wierzbicka 1994; Pavlenko 1999; Pavlenko 

2002a; Pavlenko 2002b, Rintell 1990). However, I have not found many studies 

investigating discourses of language ideologies/ attitudes cross-linguistically and cross-

culturally. The studies done on language ideologies usually focus on certain element of 

this broad topic such as attitudes towards certain languages through investigating the 

attitudes towards the speakers of these languages (Lambert et al, 1960) or language 

choice/code-switching (Scotton 1979, Bond and Lai 1986, Javier and Marcos 1989). 

Cross-cultural/cross-linguistic studies often focus on lexical items comparisons/ lexical 

items availability and inferences of how lexical/grammar structure of the language 

reflects conceptual perception of the world by the speakers of the language; whether 

these perceptions are universal and how the process of active second-language 

socialization might initiate conceptual and/or identity restructuring (Wierzbicka 1992; 

Pavlenko 2002a). In my dissertation, I plan to bring these research focuses together and 

look at different explicitly articulated aspects of language ideologies as well as implicit 

features that might not be articulated but are closely related to language 

attitudes/language ideologies (code-switching, personal names/terms of address used 

within the family and with the outsiders, repeated word paradigms, etc.)  

Grosjean (1982) lists several reasons for code-switching such as lacking 

appropriate terminology in one language, quoting someone, specifying speaker’s 

involvement, marking group identity(solidarity), changing role of a speaker (raising 
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status, adding authority, showing expertise), excluding somebody from the conversation. 

Bond and Lai (1986) add a distancing function to this list (expressing the ideas in the 

second language that would be inappropriate or too unpleasant/disturbing to talk in the 

first) arguing that there is less emotional investment in speaking the second language than 

speaking the first. Pavlenko (2002a) argues that it is not always the case: 

It is clear that some bilinguals, in particular those who live and function in two or 

more linguistic and cultural environments, may have emotional links to and 

investments in all of their multiple languages and perceive all of them as vested 

with emotional power and significance. (p.49) 

Taking into the account all the abovementioned views on code-switching and 

viewing code-switching as reality of bilingualism and attitudes towards code-switching as 

one of the facets of individual language ideologies, I plan to include direct questions 

about code-switching attitudes and practices in the interviews. It will provide me with an 

opportunity to analyze the explicit cues (answers) as well as implicit cues (instances of 

code-switching during the interviews) on code-switching and juxtapose them.  

Some monolinguals have negative attitudes towards code-switching equating it 

with being “semilingual” in both languages. Even bilinguals carry these negative attitudes 

viewing code-switching as laziness, lack of control over two languages, etc. (Grosjean, 

1982, p. 148) 

Gumperz (1982) argues that code-switching is a communicative tool, very similar 

to one that allows monolinguals to switch between styles/registers/dialects and , in most 

cases, not an indicator of deficiency in one or both of the languages. According to 
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Gumperz, code-switching is not random but purpose-driven aiming at conveying 

linguistic and social information as well as communicative intents and emotions of a 

speaker to other participants. Code-switching is viewed as a useful linguistic strategy by 

many researchers (Romaine1995; Shin and Milroy, 2000; Zentella, 1997). 

Language attitudes and language practices 

In order to answer the research question on parental beliefs about the best 

language teaching practices I will try to establish whether these perceptions bear direct 

influence on how the parents maintain their children’s Russian and help their children 

learn English. The participants will also be asked about their motivations to learn English 

and maintain/not maintain their children’s Russian. Gardner and Lambert (1972) 

proposed the dichotomous classification of orientations in second and foreign language 

learning distinguishing between an instrumental and integrative orientation: 

The orientation is said to be instrumental in form if the purposes of language 

study reflect the more utilitarian value of linguistic achievement, such as getting 

ahead in one’s occupation. In contrast, the orientation is integrative if the student 

wishes to learn more about the other cultural community because he is interested 

in it in an open-minded way, to the point of eventually being accepted as a 

member of that other group. (Gardner and Lambert, 1972, p. 3) 

The simplicity of this classification is very appealing; however, it is hard to 

believe that the reasons for learning any language are that clear-cut. In my opinion, this 

classification is a simplified tool to help classify the phenomenon that otherwise can 
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hardly be classified. However, in reality, motivation in second language learning is rather 

a continuum that can combine features of both integrative and instrumental orientations 

(and then some).  

As Smolicz (1992) noted, personal systems of cultural values/ideological attitudes 

can exist at two levels – as attitudes and as tendencies. 

The term tendency refers to the situation where individuals have been able to 

construct a personal cultural system in a language other than English and activate 

it by using it in some areas of life. Attitude is used to indicate the situation where 

personal linguistic systems have been constructed, but which are not being 

activated; i.e. when they exist, for the time at least, at attitudinal level only, until 

circumstances change so that they may be activated into tendencies. (Smolicz, 

1992, p. 281). 

The articulated positive attitudes towards both languages can be merely the 

attitudes that are not supported by tendencies, or they can be in agreement with the 

tendencies (practices at homes, successful acquisition of English and maintenance of 

Russian). I do expect to find some discrepancies between attitudes and tendencies while 

interviewing the study participants: it is not uncommon to have bilingual parents thinking 

very positively about their minority language and about their children speaking the 

language but not reinforcing it in any way. 

Smolicz (1979) also proposes the idea that each cultural group has a set of values 

that are viewed as particularly salient, central to ethnolinguistic vitality of this group. 

These sets of values are different for different cultural groups; and the most salient values 
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are referred to as core values. Language might or might not be one of the core values. If 

language is not viewed as a core value for a particular cultural group, its loss would not 

affect cultural identity of a group member as much as it would if language is a core value. 

It seems that for Russian-English bilinguals in the United States, Russian does serve as a 

core value, a bridge uniting people since this cultural community is otherwise so diverse 

religiously, socially, etc.  

Knowing the ethnic-group language is not a necessary prerequisite for 

ethnolinguistic membership for all cultural groups, but it seems that for Russians in the 

United States it might be so. People who do not speak the heritage language might still 

express their affiliation with the ethnolinguistic group, but this subjective identity (how 

you perceive yourself) identity might be in conflict with objective (how other perceive 

you) identity. 

Ogbu (1998) states that voluntary minorities (those who moved to another country 

willingly) will have more positive attitude toward the host country and be more 

motivated to learn the language of this country than involuntary minorities (those who 

were forced to move to another country) that will be more resistant toward learning new 

language and adopting new environment. However, it is hard to place Russian refugees 

into either voluntary or involuntary minority category since, for many of them, the 

decision to move to another country was a combination of the desire to leave the country 

of origin and objective factors that forced them to leave the country. 

The link between language practices and attitudes towards these languages and 

their countries is also investigated by Hamers(1994) (cited in Hamers and Blanc, 2000) 
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who observed that bilingualism/trilingulaism and a multicultural identification of first 

generation middle-class Canadian children from Greek and Arabic ancestry correlate 

positively with home heritage language maintenance. The bicultural identification is 

noted to be greatest when the parents have positive language attitudes towards both 

country official languages and their heritage language, which in turn is used for literacy 

activities at home. The children who use their heritage language for literacy are shown to 

be more likely bilingual/ trilingual and perceive themselves as such. Only oral use of the 

heritage language does not seem enough in a Western host culture to promote heritage 

language maintenance in the next generation, while literacy as a tool does affect 

maintenance of the heritage language in the next generation positively.  

The differences in participants’ perceptions of their two languages might also be 

due to how participants view/identify themselves and who they identify with (social 

identity). Language and identity are closely tied. For example, people who lost their first 

language often equate this loss to the loss of identity. (Kouritzin, 1999; Rodriguez, 1991). 

The answers to identity questions will be analyzed keeping in mind that “ethnolinguistic 

identity is not a unit trait” and “group membership may be multiple and that the saliency 

of the particular component that is highlighted on any given occasion will vary” 

(Fishman, 1999, p. 153). It will not be unexpected if the participants answer identity 

questions differently depending on the interview/survey medium (Russian or English), 

since, depending on the language of the interview/survey, saliency of different identity 

components might be enhanced; saliency of different components might be enhanced as a 

reaction to the perceived identity of the researcher. 
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As Fishman (1999) observed: 

When I am at Yeshiva University, I am usually not very aware of being an 
Orthodox Jew: but when I am at Stanford University. I am usually more aware of 
that identity, perhaps because I am more contrastively recognizable as such in that 
context, always wearing a yarmulke (an orthodox male headcover) as I do. 
However, at neither university am I as aware of also being an American as when I 
am attending a conference in Uppsala or in Santiago de Compostela. Examples 
such as foregoing indicate that group membership may be multiple and that the 
saliency of the particular component that is highlighted on any given occasion 
will vary. Another way of saying this is that ethnic identity is contextually 
constructed”. (p.153) 
 

Investigating the topic of ethnolinguistic identity of Cantonese-English bilingual 

students from the Chinese university of Hong Kong, Yang and Bond (1980) noticed that 

the participants emphasized their Chinese identity more when the questions were in 

English than when responding to the same questions in Chinese. In this study, the 

participants had to respond to a questionnaire; however, the results were similar when 

interviews were conducted: Chinese identity was affirmed less strongly with a Chinese 

interviewer than with an English interviewer (Bond and Yang, 1982). These studies show 

that enthnolinguistic identity is more salient when the cross-cultural element of an 

interaction is more salient or stressful.  

I expect that by examining self/language connection in Russian vs. English I will 

find language/culture specific patterns. If it is indeed the case, I will be talking not about 

abstract language ideologies/ language attitudes but about language/culture specific 

construals of language ideologies/attitudes. 
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What other factor do influence minority language maintenance and bilingual 

development?  

Tse (2001) investigated the group of US native bilinguals who achieved high 

lavels of competence and literacy in their both languages. All the participants viewed 

their heritage language as useful and had (a) a peer group that used the heritage language; 

(b) parents who spoke the heritage language and supported its maintenance; (c) 

interaction with organizations that value the heritage language. Early language and 

literacy home experiences are theorized to be also important, if not crucial, for further 

heritage language development and maintenance.  

Southworth (1980) while observing authority/government suppressed languages 

sees the threat to a community’s identity through language suppression as driving force 

of language maintenance. Since active suppression of Russian by the authority is a non-

existent factor, in the Russian communities in the U.S. , it cannot serve as an idea uniting 

people in the name of saving language/saving identity. 

Hakuta and D’Andrea (1992) carried out a study of teenage bilinguals to outline 

the major factors influencing language choice and language maintenance and propose the 

directions of influence where possible (308 Mexican-American teenagers from California 

participated). The study demonstrates that the length of residency is a major factor in 

English language proficiency (a dramatic increase in English proficiency was 

demonstrated for the years 1-8). However, this factor plays no role in Spanish 

proficiency, which was not demonstrated to change from lower to higher in the 

environment of the American high school unless there were substantial changes in the 
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home or educational environment. The researchers also noted that parents’ increase 

English proficiency influences children’s shift towards English as their language of 

choice. This shift does not influence Spanish proficiency of the children significantly, but 

rather has a bearing on their language attitudes.  

Lambert and Taylor (1990, 1996) who studied the families of five different 

ethnicities propose that there are three major influences promoting heritage languages 

maintenance: immigration group’s size; parents’ dedication to the heritage language; and 

the flow of new immigrants to the community with this community’s positive views on 

multiculturalism. In their 1996 study, they found a strong association of language 

attitudes that are predictive of language choices with mothers’ social class ( the study 

investigated 56 families of low socio-economic status and 56 families of high socio-

economic status). Working class mothers seemed to select the route of subtractive 

bilingualism for their children by encouraging their learning of English with little 

explicitly articulated concern about diminishing of Spanish. The middle-class mothers 

promoted their children’s English fluency along with Spanish maintenance (additive 

bilingualism).and showed a strong concern about preserving language and culture. 

Eilers et al (2006) provided an interesting detailed summary of the studies carried 

by the authors in Miami. Miami has been know as an ethnic enclave of high social status 

Spanish-speaking community with the flow of new immigrants and the strong presence of 

Spanish in the media, offices, and on the street. Thus, it was expected that the 

environment creates more favorable circumstances fro Spanish maintenance and its 

passing from generations to generation (defying the three-generation rule) than in many 
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other ethnic communities across the U.S. The longitudinal study conducted among 

bilingual participants with children (24 families) who expressed a strong desire to pass 

Spanish to their children and positive attitudes about bilingualism shows that the parents 

anticipated that the only way their children to learn Spanish was to hear it form the 

parents or primary caregivers consistently, but they did not estimate correctly the 

English-Spanish usage proportions and were not prepared for the difficulties encountered 

while using Spanish with other family members and caregivers. By the end of the study 

that ran for three years, six children were not proficient enough in Spanish to produce a 

language sample or participate in other assessments. Only one family managed to provide 

equal exposure to both languages. In this study, strong positive attitudes towards 

maintening Spanish were not an accurate predictor of actual home language practices. 

The study of 1000 elementary school children (Oller, and Eilers, 2002, reviewed  

in Eilers et al, 2006) from the families speaking Spanish attending heavily Hispanic 

schools in Miami with different ratios between English-Spanish home-school exposure 

(from no Spanish at school with half-Spanish at home to Half-Spanish at school paired 

with all-Spanish at home) discovered a strong shift towards English in peers’ 

conversations in all less structured that classrooms environments. This trend influenced 

even the children who speak very little English. Even the schools with half-Spanish 

exposure were not an exception to this trend. The study also found the children with the 

highest overall assessment results (both receptive and expressive abilities were tested) are 

two-way school, English and Spanish at home, high socio-economic status. However, 

children most balanced in their two languages are two-way school, only Spanish at home, 
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low socio-economic status “reflecting perhaps that in an English-dominant society, 

maximal Spanish exposure is needed to maintain the most balanced bilingualism, 

provided that threshold English exposure is also achieved”. (Eilers et al, p. 83) 

After reviewing the study results, the authors conclude (Eilers et al, 2006) that 

despite so many support factors Miami has to offer for those who want to maintain 

Spanish, if Spanish is losing its ground at home, it is unlikely that it would be passed to 

the next generation even if the desire to do so exists. Homes seem to be last strongholds 

in minority language maintenance even in the communities that offer rich cultural and 

minority language environment. “Ironically, the greatest threat to the preservation of 

Spanish in Miami and similar communities elsewhere may be that the language is 

perceived as unthreatened by American culture and the English language. This perception 

may act to curb motivation to promote Spanish language fluency with vigor”. (Eilers et 

al, p. 88)  

It is quite clear that even if the desire and funds to maintain minority languages 

exist among governmental agencies, it would be impossible to offer programs promoting 

all minority languages in all geographic areas. Pragmatism will dictate the decision as for 

what language programs will get support. It means that even in the best case scenario, the 

less concentrated, less united/visible linguistic communities would still be left to their 

own devices to maintain or not maintain the minority languages. It mostly means that the 

parents/families will still be primary engines in minority language maintenance, but, in 

my opinion, their task would be made much easier if the general attitude towards their 

task is more positive and supportive. Is it possible? We have to wait and see. 
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I hope that my literature review provided a well-balanced general review of the 

studies and findings of the main research threads of  the dissertation, such as bilingualism 

and attitudes towards it in general and towards the separate aspects of it (such as cod-

switching, for example) among monolinguals and bilinguals; language ideologies; and 

effects of language socialization on conceptual restructuring. I believe that this review 

provides a sturdy enough conceptual carcass for the further, more detailed discussions in 

the body of the dissertation. For the purposes of clarity, readability and coherence of the 

dissertation, I will add more discussions on specific details of the abovementioned 

general topics in other chapters: for example, specifics of minority language maintenance 

policies and language attitudes in the ex-USSR, Russia and Ukraine will be discussed in 

“Settings” and “Analysis” to provide a better understanding of the participants’ linguistic 

background.  
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METHODOLOGY 

Design and procedure 

Before embarking on this research project, I had done a pilot study on language 

views and family literacy practices among Russian-English bilinguals which consisted of 

the exploratory interviews with two bilinguals conducted in Russian. Those interviews 

helped me conceptualize my research questions more clearly and hone the interview 

questions and approaches. I used the data gathered to write an article for my 

comprehensive examination. Writing the analysis was very helpful in terms of 

envisioning further research steps and final questions to be included in the dissertation 

interviews and questionnaires. I also used technical as well as “nontechnical literature” 

(Silverman, 1993) to help stimulate my thinking about the initial design and research 

questions of the study as well as about properties and concepts emerging from the data.  

For the purposes of the present study, I conducted interviews or surveys with 

Russian-English bilinguals with children who live either in the Greater Boston area, MA, 

or in Tucson, AZ. The participants had to be proficient bilinguals, and since I did not 

administer any proficiency tests, I used the fact that they are enrolled in universities or 

colleges or have five years of professional experience as means of confirming their 

proficiency in English. Since the participants immigrated to the United States as adults 

and were developing as Russian monolinguals or bilinguals with Russian being their 

native language most of their adult lives, their Russian proficiency was assumed. The 

interviews and surveys for the same participants were spaced out, with 2 weeks to 3 
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months between them, so the participants would have enough time to forget about the 

previous interview/survey but not enough time to change their language views. To avoid 

a carryover effect, but at the same time not to compromise the reliability of the tests with 

the change of attitudes occurred over time two weeks is often recommended as an 

optimal time (Muijs, 2004). Most interviews and questionnaires were spaced by 2-3 

weeks, but there were some exceptions when the respondents could not be reached in 

time. 

The spacing of the interviews/surveys was also used to control for language order 

effects. 

The bilingual participants filling out the surveys were asked to delete the first 

survey (whether it was in English or in Russian) after I confirmed receiving their 

answers, so they would not be tempted to use their answers as a basis for a subsequent 

survey. The sets of questions in both versions of the bilingual survey were the same, but 

were presented in a different order. The questionnaires consisted of closed and open-

ended questions. The interviews were semi-structured - I had a list of topics/questions I 

wanted to discuss, but I also allowed the participants to take the lead in the discussion. 

I also collected the data from Americans and Russians/Ukrainians on the several 

topics discussed with Russian-English bilinguals. American and Russian/Ukrainian 

participants served as comparison groups in order to help trace possible changes in 

languages views/ideologies of Russian-English bilinguals. The participants of the 

American comparison group were drawn from the same areas the bilinguals live in 

(Tucson, AZ, and the Greater Boston area, MA). Almost all comparison group 
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participants are volunteers recruited through my friends/acquaintances and their 

acquaintances at both U.S. sites and in Russia and Ukraine – it was mostly a grapevine 

announcement, so I do not know the participants personally, and in most cases I can only 

speculate about the channels they received the study announcement by. A small group of 

participants from the Greater Boston area was recruited through the study announcement 

posted on a school’s Web-site. The same strategy yielded me zero responses from 

Tucson, so I had to use personal networking. Arizona-based comparison group has 22 

participants; Massachusetts-based comparison – 21 participants; Ukraine/Russia 

comparison – 32 (16 from Russia and 16 from Ukraine). A somewhat balanced numbers 

in comparison groups are a sheer coincidence; my original intent was to recruit as many 

participants as possible, I did not plan to have an equal number of responses for MA/AZ 

and Russia/Ukraine groups. 

The bilingual group consists of 11 participants: 4 of them reside in Arizona, 7 – in 

Massachusetts. 

Many questions in comparison groups’ surveys are easy to quantify (gender, 

children’s age, highest educational degree, etc.), and I did so arranging the comparison 

group responses into Excel tables. The same was done with bilinguals’ questionnaires. 

  It is hard to predict what strategy would be used by participants during the 

interview in terms of their speaking patterns.  Would they choose to modify their verbal 

actions/patterns to accommodate the interviewer? Or would they choose to emphasize the 

differences between themselves and the interviewer? 
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I had to decide whether etic (outsider) or emic (insider) perspective would be 

more appropriate for the type of the research I was planning to do. 

Selecting between an insider/outsider perspectives is fundamental to many 

researchers. Since I decided to collect some of the bilingual data through interviews to 

gain more complex understanding of participants language views and, by doing so, 

disclosed my identity, selecting an insider/outsider perspective was not the matter of 

choice anymore– I was perceived as an insider by Russian-English bilinguals 

participating in the study, and I wanted to have the same perspective while eliciting 

responses from English and Russian/Ukrainian (“public opinion”) comparison groups. I 

could have been viewed by both groups as an outsider (I would have been a bit too 

American for Russians and a bit too Russian for Americans), I had to take certain steps to 

conceal some aspects of my identity that could lead to identifying me as an outsider by 

comparison groups.  

Since I interviewed all the bilingual participants myself, and had to establish 

certain connection and trust with the participants who consented to taking a survey, they 

all knew my general background (native Russian speaker, Ph.D. student in the United 

States, “teaches college composition to Americans”) and most likely came to the 

interviews with already established perceptions and expectations about me, that I can 

only speculate about.  

Originally, I wanted to conduct in depth interviews with monolingual English 

speakers in both communities to gain more understanding on language views and 

attitudes towards bilingualism. But later I had to discard that idea, since gathering e-mail 
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responses to the surveys offered at least some disguise for the fact that I myself am a 

bilingual who speaks English with an accent. I thought that my accent will not be an issue 

for e-mail surveys participants and my bilingualism and non-nativeness will not be in the 

open in my e-mail announcements (I did ask my friends whose native language is English 

to review the announcements as well as survey questions themselves for any signs of 

non-nativeness in vocabulary, grammar, sentence structure, etc.). And since I also asked 

people who were helping me to distribute the announcements through their networks not 

to reveal the fact that I am bilingual and not a native speaker of English, only my last 

name could “betray” me. I do think that not revealing these facts insured more truthful 

answers from the participants, not encouraging convergence or divergence towards the 

researcher as an outsider. I do hope that all the participants viewed me as an insider, 

however, as a researcher I am partially insider, partially outsider.  

Gudykunst (2002) provides a succinct summary of the distinction between the 

emic and etic approaches to research: 

Table 1. Etic Vs. Emic Approach. 

Emic Approach 
 

Etic Approach 

Studies behavior from within the system Studies behavior from a position outside 
the system 

Examines only one culture Examines many cultures, comparing them 
Structure discovered by the analyst Structure created by the analyst 
Criteria are relative to internal 
characterisitcs 

Criteria are considered absolute or 
universal 
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Looking at this grid I could clearly see that my research is fusing both 

perspectives: I study the behavior from within the system while examining and having 

access to not one but several cultures. 

Most cross-cultural studies use convenience sampling. Cultures are selected 
because researchers have contacts in the cultures being studied, or they will be 
visiting the cultures. The cultures selected, however, may not be ideal 
representatives of the dimensions of cultural variability being studied. Systematic 
sampling involves selecting cultures in a theory-driven way. Ideally, cultures as 
far apart on the cultural dimensions being studied are selected. If individualism-
collectivism is being studied, for example, cultures that are highly individualistic 
and highly collectivistic are selected.” (Gudykunst, 2002, p.167-168) 
 

Even though I was not an exception and selected Russian-English bilinguals and 

Russian/Ukrainian and American comparison groups out of convenience (one might say 

that I “have contacts in the cultures being studied”), I was also lucky enough because 

Russian and American cultures are considered to be on the opposite ends of spectrum in 

terms of individualism/collectivism and this dimension might have a considerable impact 

on how language ideologies are articulated.  

I will use a sociolinguistic perspective as a framework for the present study. The 

term was defined succinctly by Fishman (1999): 

I use this adjective (sociolinguistic) to embrace both the sociology of language 

and sociolinguistic. These two specializations constitute, respectively, the more 

sociological and the more linguistic aspects of a growing awareness that language 

use and language behaviors (including both language structure and a variety of 

behaviors toward languages) vary in accord with the social contexts in which they 
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transpire. The total awareness, in all of its richness, is what I refer to when I speak 

of “sociolinguistic perspective. (p.152) 

Before starting collecting the data, I made sure that I would not be comparing 

apples to pears (in Russian, we don’t compare apples and oranges) and established 

equivalence of the procedures used in the present study. It was especially important for 

the comparison groups. 

Establishing functional equivalence I made sure that the activities compared have 

the same functions for the members of both cultures. In both cultures, participating in 

research interviews/surveys is viewed as an opportunity to articulate one’s point of view 

and make it known to a wider population. The activity has no fear or negative emotions 

associated with it. 

Establishing conceptual equivalence (making sure that the studied concepts are 

commonplace to both cultures), I eliminated some items in Russia-based surveys, since 

such concepts seem alien to the general public in Russia/Ukraine, for example, the 

concept of “language diversity”. I did so after discussing the survey concepts with several 

monolingual Russian speakers in Russia and Ukraine. 

 I also used the method of back-translation to establish linguistic equivalence as 

outlined by Gudykunst (2002): “This procedure generally involves one bilingual 

translating the instrument from the first language into the second and another bilingual 

back translating the instrument into the first language. Variations in original wording and 
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the back-translation must then be reconciled.” ( p. 170) This also helped establish inter-

rater reliability. 

The survey administered to the bilingual participants were translated from English 

into Russian by me (working as an interpreter/translator I was familiar with the process), 

and then the other Russian-English interpreter was asked to translate the survey back 

(from Russian to English). After resolving all the differences in wording, I asked a native 

English speaker to examine the English version in order to see if there is any “non-

nativeness” either in wording or grammar. A native monolingual Russian speaker was 

asked to do the same for the Russian version of the survey. 

The surveys administered in English only in the United States and in Russian only 

in Russia and Ukraine were also back-translated to ensure linguistic equivalency, but in 

addition, they were also reviewed for the conceptual equivalency (as was described 

above). 

Even though the samples are not randomly drawn, but rather can be considered 

the samples of convenience, I tried to spread the net wide to get participation from 

different socio-economic and occupational groups (it does not apply to the bilingual 

group where all the participants are middle-class professionals or students). In terms of 

minority-majority status, American comparison group is not representative of U.S. ethnic 

and linguistic diversity, however, it is very much representative of who feels “entitled” to 

talk, and it is very important for the study of language ideologies and beliefs.  
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I also used the data gathered by the World Value Surveys administered in the 

U.S., Russia, and Ukraine in 1999 to make sure that my sample data are comparable with 

the large scale survey data. These data also provided me with a wider perspective on 

some of the investigated topics. In order to see a more general picture, to frame the 

position of the study participants within a bigger societal units I looked into the data 

provided by United States Census 2000, 2005 American Community Survey, Russian 

Census 2002, and Ukrainian Census 2001. Russian and Ukrainian Censuses were very 

much criticized, since many believe that their questions were too general and will not be 

able to provide detailed enough information to track the changes in the societies – taking 

this criticism into account, I used only basic demographic information that is most likely 

to be valid.  

Even though the size of the groups is smaller than it should have been for the 

study aiming to provide “statistically significant” results,  for the purpose of the present 

study I was more concerned with the significance which is “not about probability due to 

chance in a random sample, but about meaningfulness or importance” (Polkinghorne, 

1988, p.175). 

Fro the bilingual group, along with the questionnaires, I used semi-structured 

interviews, which have a weakness of being conducted by a non-native English speaker (I 

will address it below), but have a strength of allowing less self-editing, providing more 

in-depth perceptions and highlighting/allowing time and space for the emergence of  the 

concepts that are of higher importance for the participants. For me, the advantages of this 

data collection method were far greater than its single disadvantage which, in my 
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opinion, was lessened by the fact that the use of English even between two native Russian 

speakers for the purposes of study or business related interactions did not seem contrived 

– many participants mentioned that often it is easier for them to discuss study or 

business-related topics in English rather than in Russian even when both interlocutors are 

native Russian speakers. 

I used multiple data collection methods not for the purpose of validating one data 

set with the help of another on; instead, I looked at multiple data sets (large-scale 

surveys, comparison groups’ questionnaires, bilinguals’ interviews and questionnaires) in 

order to see a wider, more multi-faceted picture.  

As Mason notes: 

We have often been asked if the findings of our qualitative study ‘contradict’ 

our survey data. That is the wrong question in the sense that the two parts of 

the study were not designed to validate each other. They give data on different 

things, so the relationship between them cannot be one of confirmation or 

contradiction, although they may contain themes which are similar or distinct. 

(1994: 109) 
 

Analyzing the obtained data, I was moving from open coding to axial coding, then  

to selective coding: from capturing complexity, to pinpointing general themes, to trying 

to understand a larger picture, figuring the place of individual responses within the study 

data. For the open-ended questions, I sorted the responses using the main “themes” that 

were later coded.  
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Settings 

Even though I have been living in the United States since 1997, I did not move 

around a lot. Most of these years were spent in Tucson, Arizona, where I attended 

university. Later, my family and I moved to the Greater Boston area, Massachusetts. We 

picked one of suburban Boston communities because its public schools were in the top 

ranked school list and because its property rental prices were relatively inexpensive 

compared to other communities with good public schools in the area (and “inexpensive” 

is a very relative term when used to describe the Boston area housing expenses - the 

comparison of Tucson and Boston housing expenses was shocking to us as newcomers).  

Only later, after moving there, had we discovered that this community was picked as a 

residence by many well-to-do middle-class Russian immigrants. Since I had a chance to 

live in both communities for extended periods of time (6 years in Arizona and 2 years in 

Massachusetts), it seemed only natural to pick them as the sites for the present research 

project.  In both states, Russian-speaking communities are located in large metropolitan, 

multi-lingual and multiethnic areas and are part of very diverse communities. In both 

states, I was teaching in community colleges and also had an opportunity to observe and 

interact with school personnel since my daughter was attending public schools in both 

communities. The diversity was acknowledged and celebrated very publicly in both 

communities and incorporated into the curriculum:  for example, in Arizona, my daughter 

was studying Spanish, folklorico (Mexican folk dance), Japanese and Chinese calligraphy 

through the after school free programs. I felt that Latino community was the most visible 

minority community in Arizona, however, for a while I did not even know that there was 
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such a thing as a Russian-speaking community there; it had zero visibility on community 

radar. It took me several years to discover that there are quite a few Russians in the area 

who know each other, have their own support system, meeting places, preferred stores, 

etc.  

Most Russians I came in contact with in the area came to the United States as 

refugees, mostly Jewish refugees, many of whom had encountered anti-Semitism in the 

countries of the ex-USSR and had no intentions of ever returning there, not even for a 

short visit. I worked part-time as interpreter/translator, interpreting for courts, hospitals, 

immigration and social services, and was aware of the fact that many Russians felt 

isolated without English – even resettlement agencies who worked with the refugees did 

not have enough interpreters. Because of that, many refugees had to sink or swim: either 

learn at least basic English very fast or lose every opportunity to provide for themselves 

and their family – there is hardly anything that can be referred to as Russian 

entrepreneurship in Tucson. 

I am sure that for a while our daughter thought that my husband and I were the 

only two people who spoke Russian. When, after several years of living in the United 

States, my husband invited to our house a Russian engineer who had a contract with a 

local university, my daughter asked us several times if this “guy” could “really” speak 

Russian: she simply could not believe it. And when she had a Russian substitute teacher, 

who spoke Russian to her in the classroom, she was ecstatic – finally her classmates 

could see other Russians. To the general population, Russians in Arizona were much 

more exotic than Russians in Massachusetts. A little curious fact: when my daughter went 
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to school in Arizona (it was a relatively small school with all children and teachers 

knowing each other) and was less proficient in Russian than she is know, with much less 

exposure to Russian, all her classmates, teachers, and most of the kids she was in after-

school programs with knew how to say “hi” and “bye” and count to ten in Russian. In 

Massachusetts, where her Russian fluency and exposure to Russian increased, she did not 

feel inclined to teach her teachers or classmates a single word of Russian. 

In Massachusetts, where I moved after living in Arizona for 6 years, Russian-

speaking community was much more visible. Our first encounter with a Russian speaker 

happened when I went to enroll my daughter in school: a woman who heard us speaking 

Russian approached us and started a conversation. One of the first questions she asked 

after learning that we just moved to this town was, ”Who recommended you move to this 

town?”. My brows rose slightly, and she explained that, in her opinion, we must have had 

some Russian friends living in the area and, therefore, recommending the town to their 

friends (us).  

On our third day in MA, I went to the library with my daughter and saw an 

announcement in Russian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Chinese about availability of library 

forms in those languages.  I used to request Russian books and movies from other public 

libraries in the Greater Boston area - the areas with visible Russian communities have 

very good collections of Russian language materials (almost everything I wanted 

including very recent titles was available); now the library in the town where I live 

introduces several “other language” collections including Russian, Chinese, and 

Portuguese. Our insurance company has an extensive list of bilingual doctors who speak 
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Russian, Chinese, Arabic, Portuguese, etc. The Museum of Fine Arts (MFA) and the 

Museum of Science in Boston provide museum guides in Russian. The MFA also has 

audio guides available in Russian. The services like that show the visibility of the 

language community or the lack thereof (as in Tucson). 

Russian can be heard very often: on a subway, at school, in the bank. Strangers 

will talk to you in Russian detecting your “Russianness” either by the language you 

speak, your appearance, or the book you read. It seems that picking up a conversation 

with a stranger simply on the basis of a language you both speak or your common 

ethnical background is perfectly natural, as if this “Russianness” serves as an invisible to 

the outsiders bond. It was, however, not the case in Tucson. When I first landed in the 

United States, “a stranger in a strange land”, I was so excited to hear Russian – it was like 

a piece of home, so I would jump at every opportunity to initiate a conversation with 

Russians though I did not have that many opportunities (Russian is not often heard in 

Tucson). As the opportunities presented themselves, I tried to start a conversation with 

Russian speakers in Tucson, but I was given a cold shoulder – it seemed that the shared 

language was not the cause for starting a conversation. After such encounters I learned 

my lesson to never again initiate encounters simply because we speak the same language; 

therefore, all the Russian-speaking people I know in Tucson came to my life by chance – 

they were either my students in the interpreting program or people I met at the university, 

or people my daughter initiated conversations with (she obviously has not learned her 

lesson and keeps going at it with the same enthusiasm, screaming, “Мама, они русские!” 

(Mom, they are Russian!), every time she hears Russian). In Massachusetts, many of the 
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people I know and became friends with came up to me and introduced themselves simply 

because they heard me speak Russian.  

In both communities I lived in, parents who speak Russian asked me if I could 

teach Russian to their children (the fact that I was Russian and had a degree in education 

made me an ideal candidate even though I never taught Russian to children), but the 

parental motivations for doing so were distinctly different depending on the community: 

in Tucson, there were no Russian classes available in close vicinity; in Massachusetts, 

there were plenty of Russian classes available, the parents were simply tempted to forgo 

their weekly commute to another town and have a class right in the town they live in. 

Both communities have no school system support when it comes to teaching 

Russian to the children, but in Massachusetts, some community support (in the form of 

advertised Russian classes, vast collections of Russian books and videos in public 

libraries, and simply a more dense population of Russian speakers) is available while in 

Arizona, there is no assistance available at all – if the parents want their children to know 

Russian, they have to teach them themselves and make sure that their children get enough 

Russian input. 

There are many Russian restaurants, grocery and bookstores in the Greater Boston 

area. There are childcare centers, furniture stores, medical practices, art and dance studios 

and a variety of Sunday schools where the staff speaks Russian and advertises it as their 

selling point. A lot of them are advertised in a monthly Русский Бюллетень (Russian 

Bulletin).This entrepreneurial network can certainly ease Russian newcomers’ 

introduction to American society or even delay it, since there is comfort of familiar 
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language and settings that can provide access to many vital services without the 

requirement of knowing English. It certainly was not the case in the Arizonan 

community, where almost all daily activities require the knowledge of English and 

Russian-speaking community is not that united and visible. 

In Massachusetts (Greater Boston), Russian-speaking community itself is more 

diverse in terms of the reasons for coming to the country than it is in Arizona – there are 

students, refugees, people who “married into the U.S.”, professionals who have work 

visas. In Arizona, I haven’t encountered many people who belonged to the latter 

category. 

Googling the abovementioned communities might not be considered a most 

conservative approach to collecting the data, but it can certainly provide interesting 

insights to the visibility of Russian communities in real and cyber space. The two 

searches (“Russian Tucson AZ” and “Russian Boston MA”) provide telling results: AZ 

links are mostly related to the local university’s Department of Russian and Slavic 

Studies and its programs and events; MA links give you much more choices –Russian 

magazines, restaurants, meet-ups, events, clubs and interpreters. One can clearly see that 

Russian-speaking community in MA is more visible, active and organized than one in 

Tucson. The communities’ description was provided prior to analyzing the interview and 

survey data and represents my observations and opinions; later, they will be compared to 

the interviews/surveys data. 

In Arizona, Russians as a community are relative newcomers; in MA, traces of 

Russians and Russian communities can be found in the 19th century documents. 
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According to Komarova (2002), first waives of Russian immigrants (the end of the 

nineteenth century) to Boston resided mostly in Malden, North End and West End. The 

second waive of Russian immigrants concentrated in Dorchester and around Blue Hill 

Avenue. After 1967, Brookline, Newton, Randolf became popular among Russian 

immigrant (immigrants started to move to suburban communities). For the last 15-20 

years Russians traditionally have been residing in Brighton, Allston, Brookline. There are 

less dense Russian communities in Acton, Malden, Lynne, and Newton. Allston/ 

Brighton is the most highly concentrated Russian community in Boston. However, 

residents from this area are not represented in the present study – it covers Acton, 

Newton, and Brookline. 

Statistics can help see the polled communities and differences between them in 

even more detail (the data is provided by the U.S. Census 2000). I provide the statistical 

data for Tucson, AZ, where the Arizona participants reside; several Greater Boston area 

suburban communities where the Massachusetts participants reside, and Boston, MA, 

since all Massachusetts participants consider themselves Bostonians, had an experience 

living in Boston or work in Boston presently and are influenced by the city’s atmosphere, 

attitudes, etc. In the table below, values for Russian population are in the parentheses. 

Table 2. Demographic profiles of the participating communities. 

 Population 

Speak 
language 

other than 
English at 
home (5 

years and 
over) 

Median 
household 
income ,$ 

Median 
house 
value 
(year 
2000) 

Foreign 
born, % 

Median 
residen

t age 

Bachelor's 
degree or 

higher, % ( 
for 

population 
25 years 

and over) 
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Boston, 
MA 

589,141 

(10,267- 

1.7%) 

35.3% 

(3,571 – 

34.8%) 

39,629 

(45,274) 
190,600 25.8 31 (33) 

35.6 

(72.8) 

Acton, 
MA 

20,331 

(697 – 

3.4%) 

14.7% 

(105 – 

15.1%) 

91,624 

($101,245) 
332,400 14.3 38 (35) 

69.3 

(92.3) 

Newton, 
MA 

83,829 

(8,055- 

9.6%) 

16 766 - 
21.2 % 

(1,899 – 

23.6%) 

86,052 

(96,993) 
438,400 18.0 39 (46) 

68.0 

(80.1) 

Brooklin
MA 

57,061 

(5, 338 – 

9.4%) 

29.0 % 

(1,680 – 

31.5%) 

66,711 

(66,920) 
599,500 26.6 35 (43) 

76.9 

(78.7) 

Tucson, 
AZ 

486,699 

(4,523 – 

0.93%) 

 

36.2% 

(816 – 

18.0 %) 

30,981 

(30,930) 
96,300 14.3 32 (37) 

22.9 

(54.2) 

In Arizona, 0.4% of the population 5 years and over speaks Russian at home; 

49.9% of the speakers speak English “very well”; 50.1% speak English less than “very 

well”. In Massachusetts, 2.8% of the population 5 years and over speaks Russian at 

home; 47.9% of the speakers speak English “very well”; 52.1% speak English less than 

“very well”. (U.S. Census, 2005 American Community Survey). No such information is 

available for specific communities in Arizona and Massachusetts.  

Diversity is encouraged at schools in both states, but only when it’s not expressed 

through language – Arizona and Massachusetts are the states that decided to replace 

virtually all bilingual programs with. Maintenance of the heritage languages is left to the 
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parents and communities. Even learning English for ESL students proves to be not an 

easy task in terms of provided school support: to my knowledge, many schools at the 

research sites do not provide even short-term English immersion programs. Some 

suburban school districts in the Greater Boston area have one ESL specialist per district, 

who can work with the students once a week for several hours, but even these supposedly 

weekly ESL classes are not regular, since ESL specialists are overworked and 

overscheduled, such “instruction” can hardly be qualified to be called an ESL program. 

Short historical note about Russian and Ukrainian immigration to the United 

States  

Mass immigration from Russia to the U.S. started after the murder of Alexander II 

in 1881 when almost one fifth of Jews from Russia (around one million people) left the 

country. Pogroms and the revolution of 1917 reinforced the immigration from Russia 

once more. The United States received many Russian immigrants before 1924 when the 

U.S. stopped accepting immigrant from the USSR. Those immigrants are referred to as 

the first wave of Russian immigration to the United States. 

After World War II a new group of former Soviet citizens came to the United 

Sates form the displaced persons camps in Germany and Austria (most of them were 

concentration camps survivors and prisoners of war). It was the beginning of the second 

wave of immigration. More than 20,000 Russian refugees known as “displaced persons” 

reached the United States (Komarova, 2002). 
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In 1965, the United States passed more liberal immigration law that provided a 

new opportunity for comparatively large numbers of Russian immigrants to be admitted 

in the United States (250,000 Soviet citizens immigrated to the United States between 

1968 and 1985). The Jackson-Vanik Amendment to the Trade Reform Act (passed by 

U.S. Congress in 1974) that denies unconditional normal trade relations to the countries 

that restrict emigration rights ( the USSR was included in the list of such countries) has 

also affected the growth of Russian immigration to the United States. Many more Russian 

immigrants entered the United States as refugees. Russian immigrants were continuing to 

arrive to the United States that posed almost no restrictions to USSR-born refugees.  

In 1989, the Lautenberg-Morrison Amendment to the Law of Refugees restricted 

the flow of Russian immigrants by introducing an annual quota (50,000 people) for the 

refugees from the Soviet Union. Since Ukraine was part of Russian Empire and later 

USSR, the abovementioned history is accurate for Ukrainian immigration as well. As I 

have mentioned above, term “Russian” is applied in this study to the people who consider 

Russian their native language and not to their ethnicity or country of birth. The term is 

very similar to the term  ”American” in its broadness. 

Russian immigrants who came to the U.S. as refugees constitute the largest group 

of Russian immigrants (Komarova, 2002), the other groups arrived as students (you have 

to be admitted to a university and show an ability to support yourself while living in the 

United States), work visa holders (the potential employers apply for such visas and had to 

show that they cannot find a specialist with such qualifications in the United States; there 

is an annual quota of work visas), secondary immigrants (those who first immigrated to 
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some other country such as Israel, Germany, or Canada and later immigrated to the U.S.), 

and Visa Lottery winners. In 1990, to diversify the population of the United States, the 

government introduced the Diversity Visa Lottery making 50,000 Green Cards available 

to the residents of the qualified countries immigrants from which are underrepresented in 

the United States. For example, China and India were never included in the list of the 

qualified countries; Russia was initially included but removed from the list in 2005, while 

Ukraine still qualifies. In 2004, among 13,358 immigrants who claimed Russia as their 

country of birth, 14.9% came as work visa holders; 50.2% came as immediate relatives of 

U.S. citizens (children, parents, and spouses – the most numerous group in this category); 

19.2 % came as refugees and asylum seekers; 8.2 % came as Diversity Visa Lottery 

winners. For the same year, Ukrainian immigrants (13,655 total) consisted of 5.6% of 

work visa holders; 22.4% of immediate relatives of U.S. citizens (with spouses being the 

most numerous group in this category); 36.5 % of refugees and asylum seekers; 21.8 % 

of Diversity Visa Lottery winners. Of course, the distribution of Russian and Ukrainian 

immigration between these categories was changing year to year, but no distribution 

information was found for other years. Even though Ukraine has a much smaller 

population than Russia, in the last decade on the average it produced roughly the same 

number of immigrants as Russia did. (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Yearbook 

of Immigration Statistics: 2004). 

Komarova (2002) used thematization in analysis of interview responses of 120 

Russian immigrants living in the Greater Boson area – it shows that many members of 

Russian community feel that the immigrants of 1970s and 1980s came to the United 
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States seeking political freedom, or because Russia did not want them (dissidents, 

political activists), and they did not have much choice being exiled from the USSR, while 

the immigrants of 1990s came seeking economical advantages or pretended to be 

refugees (lying about oppression, etc.) in order to get help from the U.S. government. 

Such views divide Russian community making people restrict their communication 

within Russian community to the people of the same wave of immigration they belong to. 

Information about the number of Russian immigrants is not exact. Partially it is 

due to the use of terminology – Russian immigrants are not necessarily identify 

themselves as Russian ethnically, they can identify themselves as Jews, Ukrainians, etc., 

and the common denominator for this group of people is often the country of origin (ex-

USSR) and the language they use (Russian), so depending on the questions used in 

different surveys (“Are you Russian?” vs. “Have you come form the countries of the ex-

USSR?”) the number of identified Russian immigrants might vary. The U.S. Census 2000 

estimates that there are 2, 652,214 Russian residents – around 1% of general population 

(general population is estimated to be 281,421,906). 

Selection criteria  

This paper is an attempt to answer some of my own questions through other 

people’s experiences. The aim of this paper is to explore perception, construction and 

articulation of language ideologies/views/attitudes by Russian/English bilinguals who 

learned English and experienced immigration to the United States as adults. The 

participants are also discussing literacy practices in their families and their views on their 
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children’s maintenance or non-maintenance of Russian (first, trying to be politically 

correct or maybe fair to both languages, I put “maintenance or non/maintenance of both 

languages” but then substituted it for “maintenance or non-maintenance of Russian” – I 

can try to word it so it seems that both languages are on equal footing, but the truth is that 

it is not so, and the non-maintenance of English does not exist: it is a given that English 

would be learned, maintained, and nurtured while Russian might not be learned or 

maintained). 

Why Russians? I could have collected the data from immigrant families from 

other language communities as well, but working with Russian respondents had two main 

advantages for me as a researcher. The first advantage was that we shared the same 

language and cultural perceptions, and, in my opinion, it helped obtain less formal and 

more trustful answers in the course of the interviews. The second beneficial factor was an 

opportunity to conduct the interviews/administer the surveys in both languages for later 

analysis since it could provide an interesting insight on how the respondents construct 

their identities and express their language views in different languages. The first selection 

criterion was Russian-English bilingualism of the participants. I wanted to interview 

individuals who had already achieved relative proficiency in English enabling them to 

function in different language domains and, hence, being able to integrate to some extend 

into English-speaking communities, so their language views would be influenced not 

only by immigration per se but by the process of active socialization among English-

language speakers. Since I did not plan to administer any tests assessing participants’ 

proficiency in English, admittance to the university and ability to pass entrance exams or 
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professional experience of at least five years in an English-speaking setting served as a 

baseline for the selection process. 

Because this study investigates how parents view their children’s minority-

language (Russian) acquisition or non-acquisition in a majority-language submersion 

setting and whether these views correlate to their children’s Russian maintenance or non-

maintenance and language practices in the families, I’ve selected families with children 

where at least one of the parents is a Russian-English bilingual who acquired English as a 

second language in the adulthood..  

All the participants had to live in the target communities for at least a year. 

Participants 

In Massachusetts, I recruited the participants from several different suburban 

communities that are very similar in terms of concentration of Russian speakers, 

socioeconomic variables, and closeness to Boston, etc. All participants from Arizona live 

and work in Tucson. 

When I was designing this research, I aimed to recruit participants using different 

techniques: through personal networking, sending e-mails and posting announcements in 

the newspapers, on community boards, etc. 

The reality, as it is often the case, proved to be less cooperative than I expected. 

Posting announcements through schools, libraries, community centers, etc. to recruit the 

American (“public opinion”) comparison group yielded no participants in Arizona and 
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was only a little more successful in Massachusetts. Only through my friends and 

acquaintances could I recruit enough participants (they sent e-mails to their friends and 

colleagues asking for their assistance and participation). I explicitly asked my “helpers” 

not to reveal the fact that I am a bilingual Russian speaker whose native language is not 

English. For the English comparison group there were 21 participants recruited in 

Massachusetts (who lived or worked in the greater Boston area) and 22 participants 

recruited in Tucson. 

As for Russian/Ukrainian (“public opinion” ) comparison group, I had to use 

personal networking without even trying other, more detached methods of recruitment 

since it would probably raise suspicions because collecting the data in Russia and 

Ukraine is a very informal process – there are usually no consent forms, newspapers 

announcements or Human Subjects approval process involved. So I had to play by the 

rules and asked the people I know in Ukraine and Russia to help recruit the participants. 

Since the people I asked for help belong to very different age and socioeconomic groups, 

their recruitment efforts resulted in a demographically diverse group of participants. The 

fact that I live and study in the United States was not revealed to the Russian participants 

in order to gain me an insider status. There were 32 participants in the Russian 

comparison (RUCOMP) group, 16 of them reside in Russia, 16 – in Ukraine. The age of 

RC ranged from 21 to 67.  All the participants in this group live in large metropolises. 

All the bilingual participants were recruited through personal networking. It 

means that I know them all – some quite close, others not so close. It means that I had 

many opportunities to observe the participants and their families in countless diverse 
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situations; it also means that they might feel more open and relaxed with me, but it also 

may make them feel more conscious about what they say to me. The latter possibility 

does not look very probable to me because the topics discussed are not taboo and are 

popular discussion, table conversation topics among Russian speakers. Several bilingual 

subjects were not very excited about the research participation per se, but once they 

learned the topic of the study, they became very enthusiastic promising to tell me 

“interesting” or “unique” stories about their relationships with languages. 

None of the participants was rewarded for their participation. 

Working with the bilingual group participants, I used several data sources: the 

formal interviews and surveys as well as observations and the information I was provided 

with during our informal, unrecorded conversations. The combination of these data 

sources might be more accurate than the interviews/surveys alone, since the interviewee’s 

answers might be affected by his/her views on what he/she should express publicly about 

certain issues. In this case, observations and informal/ unrecorded conversations might 

serve as double check techniques. I initially tried to assign the subjects to the 

interview/survey group randomly, but in order not to loose the participants I had to 

become more flexible in order to meet participants requests: some of them preferred to be 

interviewed since it did not require writing the answers (some did not like writing, others 

did not have enough time, self-discipline, and patience to follow through with filling up 

the surveys); others could not participate in the interview since it demanded at least an 

hour of uninterrupted time, and they could not dedicate it to the interview because of their 
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hectic schedules, or my schedule did not fit their schedule and it was very difficult for us 

to agree on a meeting time and place. 

Bilingualism in Russia and Ukraine: short historic overview 

The bilingual participants of the presents study spent many years of their lives 

living in non-existent now the USSR, the Soviet Union (which collapsed in 1991), and 

were very much influenced by its language planning policy and ideology, therefore, it is 

important to outline main tendencies in language policies and language attitudes in the 

former USSR as well as in now independent Russia and Ukraine.  

The former Soviet Union consisted of 15 Union Republics (SSR). Within these 

SSRs, there were 20 Autonomous Republics (ASSR), 16 national areas, and 8 

autonomous regions. Each republic was named after the people who constituted the 

majority (sometimes just barely) of the population. The names of the republics were 

following: Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Belorussian, Ukrainian, Moldavian, Georgian, 

Armenian, Azerbaijan, Turkmen, Uzbek, Kirgiz, Tajik, and Kazakh, and Russian. The 

participant of the present study were born in the Russian and Ukrainian Republics, which 

are now two independent countries – Russia and Ukraine. 

The languages of the people of these territories belong to several main language 

families: Indo-European, Altaic, Uralian, Paleoasiberian, and Caucasian. There were 

estimated 100 languages spoken in the former Soviet Union, depending on the distinction 

between languages and dialects. Most of them are not mutually comprehensible. Every 

republic had an official language (which was also a national language) used in education, 
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publishing, communication, etc. The national languages were the languages of the 

majority of population (for example, the national and official language of Ukrainian 

republic is Ukrainian, the language of Georgian Republic is Georgian). 

Language planning in the Soviet Union might be divided into several phases 

which pursued different goals and possessed different characteristics. 

Phase I: 1917 – early 1930s. Active promotion of national languages and 

literacy in these languages. 

Phase II: early 1930s – 1953. Stalinist centralism and growing 

encouragement to use Russian as a common language of communication among 

different ethnic groups. 

Phase III: 1953 – 1991. Further Russification. 

The Revolution had changed the leaders of the country, state’s organization and 

political forces that ruled the state. In order to keep the country intact the new-formed 

government needed a policy which would favor vast masses. The military policy to keep 

the nations together was not possible because the country was exhausted by the World 

War I and the strong military apparatus (as it was in the Russian Empire) had not been 

established yet. To attract the masses the Soviet government promised to give more rights 

to the oppressed including access to education and key positions in the society. The new 

government promoted education, literacy, and minority languages support.  
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The mass education in national literacy and programs to eradicate illiteracy are 

considered even by the people suspicious of the motives of Soviet policy as the major 

achievements of the early period. 

I would say that the situation in language planning in the early post-Revolutionary 

years came closest to the system that might be defined as democratic language planning 

and multicultural education (note that it took the Revolution to get to that point).. 

During Phase I a little was said in favor of Russian; most attention was paid to 

developing and promoting national languages. It can be explained by the fact that in early 

post-revolutionary years, the Russian language was viewed with some hostility as a 

language of the former oppressor, the Russian Empire. 

But by early 1930s one could clearly see the shift toward granting more rights to 

Russian.  

On March 13, 1938, by a decree of the Central Committee of the Communist 

Party of the USSR, the teaching of the Russian language became compulsory in the 

schools of the non-Russian people. 

During Phase II, the government was still promoting the national languages, but 

much more emphasis than before was given to the promotion and glorification of the 

Russian language. It was believed that Russian would become a language of international 

communication for all the peoples within the Soviet Union. 

A crucial moment in language policy that marked further Russification of 

educational system was the 1958-59 educational reform that set aside the basic principle 
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followed by Soviet pedagogy before 1958 that all the children should be taught in their 

native tongue. After the reform, the parents had to choose the language of instruction. 

This model of education in which parents were choosing the language of instruction 

remained unchanged till the collapse of the Soviet Union. There were so-called Russian 

schools where Russian was the language of instruction and a national language was a 

mandatory subject introduced in elementary school; national schools where a national 

language was the language of instruction and Russian was taught as a subject; and 

bilingual schools where some subjects were taught in national languages while other 

subjects were taught in Russian. Since Russian enjoyed a privileged status in the USSR 

(and especially in the Russian Republic, where it was also a national language) being a 

common language of the state and, as such, being actively promoted by the government, 

increasing number of parents who were not ethnic Russians started sending their children 

to Russian schools, instead of bilingual or national schools to increase their chances of 

success in higher education institutions where Russian was a primarily used language 

with only some classes taught in national languages. 

Even though Russian became more and more promoted by the government as the 

time passed by, the rates of bilingualism were relatively high. In the Soviet census of 

1982, 58.6% of the Soviet Union population declared Russian to be their native language. 

Other major languages spoken on the territory of the Soviet Union are (in order of 

percentage of speakers): Ukrainian (14%), Uzbek(4%), Belorussian (3%), Kazakh and 

Tatar (2,2%) (Homel and Palij, 1987). The rate of bilingualism was 21.5% : 3.1% for 

ethnic Russians, 42.6% for other ethnic groups (Comrie, 1981). We can compare these 
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numbers to 13% of total bilingualism rate in Canada (Homel and Palij, 1987) and 19.4 % 

in the United States (2005 American Community Survey); it was 17.9% in 2000 (2000 

Census). In general, ethnic Russians, especially those who lived in the Russian Republic, 

were less motivated to become bilingual than ethnic minorities. However, when you are 

thinking about these numbers, you should keep in mind that the USSR in contrast to the 

USA and Canada was a very tightly closed country for most of its history (“no way in, no 

way out”) and did not receive such a massive influx of immigrants as the United States 

and even Canada (although to a much lesser extent); therefore, the rates of bilingualism 

show the acquirement of second languages by non-immigrants while the rates of 

bilingualism in the United States are very much affected by the fact that immigrants have 

to learn English with native population general apathy towards second language learning. 

In the early 1960s, 47 languages besides Russian were used as media of 

instruction in the Russian Republic; by 1977 the number had dropped to 34 and by 1982, 

only 16 non-Russian languages continued to serve as media of instruction. These 

numbers show how much more elevated and supported the status of Russian in the 

Russian Republic became. On the other hand, the number of languages of instruction in 

the Soviet Union as a whole, including Russian, was 45 in 1972 and remained the same in 

1978 and in 1982. (Kreindler, 1989). 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, all ex-Soviet Republics became 

independent countries. In Ukraine, the government is following the policy of 

Ukrainization – promoting Ukrainian in all spheres of life even though Russian is a 

primarily used language in several geographical areas in Ukraine. Ukrainian is the only 
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official state language. Still, Russian is very much heard on the streets and in the media in 

Ukraine. 

According to the Ukrainian Census of 2001, 67.5% of the population claimed 

Ukrainian as their native language, with 29.6 % claimed Russian. However, these results 

do not take into account the fact that part of the population uses Surzhik (combination of 

Russian vocabulary with Ukrainian pronunciation and grammar) while claiming that they 

speak Russian or Ukrainian. Some people might claim Ukrainian as their native language 

while being more proficient in Russian and using it more frequently, in these cases, 

“native language” has less to do with every-day use or frequency than it has to do with 

national pride and ethnic identity. 

In 2006, two Ukrainian cities (Kharkiv and Sevastopol) as well as one Ukrainian 

region (Luganskaya oblast’) declared Russian a second regional language that would be 

used in all spheres of life along with the Ukrainian language.  

The majority of Ukrainians support the idea of making Russian a second official 

state language: 34.5% of respondents are “completely agree” with the idea; 21.7% - 

“mostly agree”; 24.0% “completely disagree”, and 11.9% - “mostly disagree”.  The 

survey was conducted by Kiev International Institute of Sociology in all the regions of 

Ukraine and covered 493 settlements (306 – urban and 187 – rural) and 11.115 

respondents. (Kovalev, 2006). 

As you can see, immigrants from Russia and Ukraine come from the countries 

where Russian had and still has a very high status. In the case of Ukraine, even becoming 
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a minority language, it still enjoys a more privileged status than other minority languages 

with accommodations made for maintenance of the Russian language. In the context of 

the U.S., where Russian is viewed as simply one of many minority languages with 

virtually no support provided for its maintenance, Russian speakers are likely to 

experience the conflict between their views on Russian and its status they held in Russia 

and Ukraine and the views that are common in the United States. 
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ANALYSIS 

When embarking on this study, I had several goals in mind: 

I wanted to see whether the Russian-speaking immigrant parents encounter the 

new set of language views and beliefs (with the emphasis on bilingualism and second 

language learning) in the United States and how this new set of beliefs interacts with the 

old set brought from “the old country”; 

The other area of interest was to see how the importance/non-importance of 

Russian maintenance in the children is rationalized by the parents; 

I also wanted to see whether the views on “best practices” in second language 

learning are the same across all the groups ( Russia/Ukraine residents; AZ and MA 

residents, and U.S. bilinguals) and  investigate if there are any discrepancy between the 

articulated by the bilinguals “best practices” and Russian maintenance techniques they 

employ with their kids; 

The study’s aim was also to examine any patterned differences in language views 

expressed in Russian versus English interview and questionnaires to see if and how the 

expressed views differed depending on the language used.  

Can we Google it? 

Since it is not a large-scale study and I try to paint a broader picture, I used the 

results of other studies, censuses, and community polls to guide me in my analysis (as 

outlined in Design and Procedure). I also used Russian- and English-language search 
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engines to see what hits the term “bilingualism” («билингвизм», «двуязычие») would 

provide me with. This strategy paints a backdrop for my analysis: very general, but 

important for framing more specific details. I also viewed this Internet exploratory search 

as very important since the Internet is an indiscriminating source of often popularized 

information about everything, The Ultimate Public Scholar. It seems only natural that 

somebody who is curious about a certain phenomenon and/or scared to death of 

scholastic books and articles would go first to his computer rather than to the library to 

check out books on the topic. Keeping in mind that the topic of interest is bilingualism, 

the Internet is becoming even more important source of information since  it is expected 

to be a powerful tool in scarce linguistic environments (such as it was the case for my 

family during the first years of living in Tucson – and I am not talking about limited 

exposure to English). 

 I should say that I wasn’t disappointed by the results, the differences could be 

perceived at first glance. English-language search engines (I used Yahoo! and Google) 

provide the sites that talk about bilingualism mostly in one language (English, of course). 

I am saying mostly, but, in fact, my search did not yield a single Web-site that talked 

about bilingualism bilingually. Most of the sites are dedicated to childhood bilingualism 

and “bilingualism myths” (lower intelligence as a cause of bilingualism, inability to 

differentiate between two languages, inability to learn either one of the languages, etc.) 

which are discredited with gusto on the more scholarly sites (written by scholars and 

sometimes for scholars) and refuted by parent-oriented sites but with less vigor.  
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However, parent-oriented sites still provide quite extensive information on “what 

if” and worst case scenarios using terms “a speech-language pathologist” and “a 

problem” on a number of occasions (mixed messages, don’t you think?). In this case, 

“parent-oriented” does not mean “parent-driven”: the sites I reviewed did contain advice 

for the parents of bilingual children from The Higher Authority, The Specialist, but there 

were no parent-to-parent forums/discussions that might imply that in the United States 

parents are not considered to have enough authority/knowledge/power to make 

“appropriate” decisions about their children’s bilingualism.  

Reviewing the sites with worst case scenarios of bilingualism I wondered if the 

way the information is presented is simply the reflection of the fact that most of the 

phenomena in our life have positive and negative sides to them and, therefore, portraying 

the good and the bad when discussing the skill is an attempt to be objective. To check if it 

might be the case I performed searches using the same search engines (Google.com and 

Yahoo.com) for the terms “computer literacy” and “math skills”. The searches yielded 

sites that focus on “improving”, reinforcing” and “useful tips”; not one of them 

mentioned problems on the road to mastering math or computer which I’m sure are as 

common as the problems with learning a language or two – for example, according to 

American Psychological Association (2005), U.S. fifteen-year-old students ranked 24th 

among the students from 29 countries tested to determine their Math Intelligence Score. 

From my point of view, these differences illustrate some negative bias that exists towards 

bilingualism on English-language, U.S. based Web-sites. 
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On the other hand, the same search performed by Russian search engines 

provided a different perspective on bilingualism. Since the Russian language offers two 

terms for bilingualism (one, «билингвизм», is a calque from ”bilingualism” that is 

usually used in scholarly contexts; the other, «двуязычие», is a more commonly used 

term), I did perform two searches using both of the terms. Russian-language search 

engines (Yandex.ru and Mail.ru) discuss bilingualism («билингвизм») not as a ”maybe” 

possibility, but as a wide-spread phenomenon focusing not on “to be or not to be” type of 

questions, but on “how to” questions implying, therefore, that bilingualism is a desirable 

and often unavoidable (as learning math or reading) fact of life, presenting many parents’ 

forums discussing the practical concerns of raising children bilingually. Many sites were 

“practice-to-theory” with “regular people” sharing their experiences on the road to the 

mastery of another language, discussing techniques that worked for them and their 

children, etc. It was a given that even if one is not The Specialist, The Linguist, his 

insights about raising kids bilingually or learning a second language are as important and 

valued as those of the Specialist.  The searches performed for «двуязычие» provided me 

mostly with the sites concerned about the politics of bilingualism and its ideology and 

bilingualism in different occupations (banking in Kazakhstan, programming, etc.). 

Several sites were bilingual – Polish/Russian, Ukrainian/Russian, Kazakh/Russian, 

English/Russian. For all the searches mentioned above (English-language and Russian-

language), I reviewed only the first, most relevant, page of the provided Web site lists. 

One more note: the censuses sites I used (Russian, Ukrainian, and U.S. Censuses) are also 

providing useful insights on bilingualism and its use in official business – the Ukrainian 
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Census can be viewed in either Russian, English, or (obviously!) Ukrainian; the U.S. 

Census results are in English only (I was expecting at least Spanish version to be 

available); the Russian Census results are available in only one language – Russian. 

This quick exploration seems to confirm my perception that bilingualism in the 

countries of the ex-USSR is more wide-spread and accepted/desired by the general 

population than in the United States. The practical value of bilingualism also seemed 

higher in the ex-USSR countries than in the USA. However, this is only a very quick and 

superficial view on the differences between the bilingualism views in these countries. 

Can the higher quantity of more scholastic sites about bilingualism versus almost non-

existence of more popularized and parent-driven sites on the same topic be explained by 

speculating that bilingualism is of little or no interest to monolingual U.S. population? 

Yes, it possibly can (we’ll look into actual U.S. monolinguals’ responses about their 

perceptions of bilingualism later on). But can it also be explained by the speculation that 

U.S. bilinguals do not care about maintaining bilingualism in their children? I find it very 

hard to believe.  

As a rule, if you’re ever in the company of bilingual parents for more time when it 

takes to ask mundane and polite questions of any fleeting conversation (it does not matter 

where this meeting/conversation occurs), you’ll inevitably hear them discussing their 

children’s bilingualism – how to maintain it and how difficult it is; such conversations 

might be full of confusion and sometimes unhappy resignation to the power of English, 

but almost never indifference or joy about the fact of loosing another language (once 

again, it is not about the threat to English). I did emphasize that time or place of such 
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conversations hardly matter: bilingualism is discussed with friends and strangers, in 

restaurants and on the playgrounds. If there are two or more people who are bilingual, 

have kids and time to engage into a conversation, the topic of languages, their 

maintenance, usefulness, and mastery would almost inevitably emerge. The last place I 

expected to hear the conversation about bilingualism and its dis-balance in kids, or any 

serious conversation at all, was banya – a typical Russian establishment, steam bath 

where people sweat in a very hot steam room and when cool off with the help of very 

cold water and often are being subject to a “sauna treatment” when other person is hitting 

you with dried oak or birch branches with leaves (sometimes eucalyptus is added in the 

mix). It might sound strange to a novice, but in fact is very relaxing; it helps improve 

circulation, clear off skin, and is believed by many Russians to be a panacea for the 

number of other physical and moral ailments. Yet here I was – in the banya, relaxed and 

unwilling to talk about anything, thinking that everybody else feels the same way - 

listening to the conversation of two men discussing the fact that their kids do not speak 

Russian, its implications, and suggestions for improving the situation. Why did I use this 

example besides its exotic setting appeal? I simply wanted to illustrate that the 

maintenance of minority languages and the relationship between English and minority 

languages viewed by minority communities as a very important topic that is talked about 

in length in all possible situations and settings. 

 I link such frequent occurrence of bilingualism as the topic of discussion between 

bilingual parents to seeking all the answers and all the support they can possibly find to 

guide them in maintaining bilingualism in their children along with making the best 



 103

decisions for their future. Sometimes these two things (maintaining bilingualism and 

making the best decisions regarding children’s future) are not in agreement. 

One of the bilingual participants in MA discussed with me whether the decision to 

place his daughter into a charter school that has many Russian-speaking teachers and 

quite extensive curriculum in math and history (covering Russian history as well) would 

be good for her in a long run. The parents were initially sold on the idea that she will get 

more exposure to Russian and Russian culture (through history), as well as math (many 

Russian parents consider school math curriculum in the United States less demanding 

than that of schools in Russia/Ukraine); their main worries were that the Russian-

speaking teachers would speak Russian more ”than they should” and it, in some way, 

would take away from their daughter’s English; another worry was that in spite of her 

extensive knowledge of math and history (as promised by the school) she will not be able 

to compete in terms of her test-taking skills (which are much more emphasized in public 

U.S. schools) because the newly opened charter school has not yet had an opportunity to 

show how its graduates do in terms of getting to good colleges and performing on 

standardized tests. The advantages of the school as expressed by the parents, in my 

opinion,  are very representative of Russian views on education and bilingualism –second 

language is good, and the curriculum should focus on providing the students with 

extensive knowledge in all areas; the  disadvantages voiced by the parents represent the 

views more popular in the United States (almost contradicting the Russian reference 

frame) –learning second language extensively will be likely to take away from your 

English performance and  test scores are sometimes more important that actual 
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knowledge you possess. (I would talk about these contradictions more later in the chapter 

showing that they exist not simply in this separate piece of anecdotal evidence, but , 

systematically, in the responses of the participating bilinguals). In the end, the parents 

made a decision not to enroll their daughter in that charter school. They said that pros and 

cons were equally strong; what tipped the scale for them was the much longer commute 

combined with the fact that school transportation wasn’t available for the residents of 

their town. When talking to other bilingual parents, I asked them if they would enroll 

their children in a Russian-English bilingual school (not that there is one): the responses 

were the same mix of hope and doubts, parents were optimistic at first about more 

Russian exposure for their children and doubtful later voicing fears that spending much 

time learning Russian would take away from their children’s English development and 

their ability to perform at monolinguals’ level. The consensus was that weekend Russian 

classes are great, as for a bilingual schooling – most parents weren’t sure if the benefits 

of it would outweigh perceived drawbacks.  

Analysis of interview and questionnaire responses 

The next step in my analysis is the analysis of the responses I received from the 

participants in two comparison groups (U.S residents, which I will refer to as USCOMP, 

and Russia/Ukraine residents, which I will refer to as RUCOMP) and bilingual 

participants (Russian-English bilingual parents residing in the United States). 

When analyzing interview and survey responses, I adopted the framework of four 

discursive strategies outlined by Pavlenko (2006): 
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“interdiscursivity, that is, indirect references to particular discourses made 

through lexical or stylistic choices, for example, “… in a kind of linguistic 

schizophrenia”; 

intertextuality, that is, the use of actual words from other sources or direct 

references to the sources, for example, “ As argued by Sapir and Worf…”; 

value assumptions, that is presuppositions about what is good or desirable, for 

example, “that’s the nice thing about it…”; 

hidden polemic, a particular type of interdiscursivity where the response is 

worded in opposition to an absent voice or discourse, for example, “I do see 

changes in my personality but it is fun” (p.9) 

Some questions elicited matter-of-fact responses, other inspired more emotional 

responses. 

I was looking at how many participants elaborated  on/ provided responses to 

certain questions; fewer elaborations might imply that this particular answer is treated as 

self-explanatory, self-evident, thus, part of commonplace truths/ideology or it can be an 

indicator that the topic is one of those that are avoided. 

Hidden polemic utterances usually imply that the assertion being denied has been 

made “elsewhere’, and thus, these “elsewhere” assertions might also be treated as a 

perceived mainstream ideology. 

I grouped responses of Russian and Ukrainian residents together for the analysis 

since in the analysis of the bilinguals’ responses I did not differentiate between Russia 
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and Ukraine born participants rather grouping them on the basis of their current U.S. 

residence (Arizona or Massachusetts); the second factor for the decision to analyze 

answers of Russia- and Ukraine-based respondents as one group is that one of the very 

well-reputed surveys, the European Values Survey (Arts, p.30), after collecting and 

analyzing the data from the large samples of Ukrainians and Russians along with dozens 

of other countries’ participants did put these two countries very close together in terms of 

their historic, economic, religious, and moral beliefs and experiences. In other words, 

these countries were theorized to belong to the same cultural/ideological space, which 

gives me grounds for making the analysis decision mentioned above. 

As for USCOMP, I did look at the responses of Arizona and Massachusetts 

residents separately first to see how they correlate to the responses of the bilinguals living 

in these states. I provide separate analysis of Arizona and Massachusetts residents’ 

responses if they are significantly different, but analyze them together if they provide the 

same pattern of responses. 

For the bilingual participants, I first analyzed and coded the interviews (2 in-depth 

semi-structured interviews with Arizona residents and 2 interviews with Massachusetts 

residents) to help me see the topics I was interested in in more detail; later on, I looked 

for the same threads in the questionnaire responses. After that, all the data ( interview and 

questionnaire responses) were put into Excel tables for an easier analysis. Once again, I 

will provide separate analysis of responses of Arizona and Massachusetts bilinguals only 

if there are noticeable differences in their responses, and it is almost impossible to do 

since there are only 4 bilingual participants from Arizona, therefore, unless there is an 
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undeniable difference in the responses (for example, all AZ bilinguals mentioned the 

factor that was not mentioned by MA bilinguals) their responses are analyzed together. 

Demographics 

Let me describe participating groups in more detail. 

The group of English-Russian bilinguals consisted of 11 participants( 4 of them 

reside in Arizona; 7 – in Massachusetts; one of Massachusetts residents also lived in 

Arizona for a while before moving to Massachusetts). The median age of participants is 

38; the average age is 37.09; the age range is 27-48. The median age of arrival is 27 

(average- 29). On the average, the respondents resided in the United States for 8.09 years 

(median – 7). 2 of the respondents are male (18.18%); the rest are female.10 participants 

possess (90.91%) Bachelor’s degree or higher (4 – Bachelor’s; 4 – Ph.D; 2 – Master’s). 

Assessing their knowledge of English, 7 (63.63%) rate it as good or very good; 4 

(36.36%) respondents rate it as non-existent or poor – some state that there’s no 

difference between these two ratings since studying English in school for 6 years (foreign 

language classes is  one of educational requirements in Russia/Ukraine; and usually the 

language of choice is English) didn’t result for them in any deep knowledge. 7 

respondents know at least one more language in addition to  Russian and English (2 – 

Ukrainian; 2- French; 2- Hebrew; 1 – German; 1 – Greek); mostly it can be explained by 

the fact that coming to the United States was the result of secondary migration (2 lived in 

Israel; 2 – in France; 1 – in Germany before coming to the United States). 5 respondents 
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(45.45%) had their kids born in the United States; 6 respondents (54.54%) had kids 

before coming to the United States. 

Now let’s take a look at the demographics of the comparison groups. 

RUCOMP group consists of 32 participants (16 residing in Ukraine and 16- in 

Russia); half of the participants are male, half – female; all of RUCOMP respondents 

consider Russian their native or one of native languages. The age range is 21-67 with 

median age of 42.5 and average age of 41.75.  26 (81.3%) possess Bachelor’s degree or 

higher. 28 (87.5%) respondents claim that they know at least one more language (7 know 

two or more other languages); among these 28 respondents 16 (50% of RUCOMP) assess 

their knowledge of another language as good or very good. The RUCOMP participants 

who know another language well or very well, learned it either because of the language 

contact (Russians living in Ukraine, for example) or for career purposes (international 

companies, non-Russian speaking staff, etc.) not because it was passed on them by their 

parents. Most respondents mentioned either English (mentioned 18 times) or Ukrainian 

(mentioned 12 times) as their “other” language. There were also mentioned: German (5) , 

Italian (1), French (1), and Polish (1). 

USCOMP in Massachusetts consists of 21 participants; 5 (23.8%) participants are 

male, 16 – female; 20 (95.2%) of USCOMP respondents in MA consider English their 

native or one of native languages. All participants (100%) possessed Bachelor’s degree or 

higher. The age range is 26-54 with median age of 43 and average age of 41.4.  16 

(76.2%) respondents claim that they know at least one more language (8 know two or 

more other languages); among these 16 respondents 5 (23.8% of the MA group) assess 
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their knowledge of another language/s as good or very good (1 of them lived in the 

country of the language – Japanese; 2 of them are native speakers of the language – 

Czech/German, Italian; 2 did not specify how they learned the language – Spanish and 

Brazilian Portuguese), the rest acquired their knowledge through college of high school 

language classes and have not used the language much since. The heritage languages 

were also mentioned with comments such as “forgotten most of it”, “can speak a little”. 

The languages mentioned were: French (mentioned 10 times), German(6), Spanish 

(5),Dutch (2), Portuguese, Italian, Czech, and Hebrew (1 mentioning each).  

As for USCOMP in Arizona, the group consisted of 22 subjects: 7 (31.8%) are 

male; 15 – female. The median age of the participants is 37; the average age is 41.7; the 

age range is 21-65. 19 (90.5%) participants consider English to be their native language. 

14 participants had Bachelor’s degree or higher (63.6%).  

14 (63.6%) respondents claim that they know at least one more language; 8 

(36.4%) mentioned that they know two or more languages – it was mentioned even 

though the knowledge was mostly rated as “very poor”, “poor” or “almost forgotten”.  

Among these 14 respondents who know at least one more language, 4 (18.2 % of the AZ 

group) claim to possess good or very good knowledge of another language (1 of them 

does not consider English his native language, so fluency in Spanish is most probably 

native language fluency; 2 are fluent in Spanish which their parents are also fluent in; 

most likely it was passed from the parents to the children; one is fluent in Italian, which is 

a heritage language, but nobody in the family spoke it, so fluency was acquired 
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elsewhere). The languages mentioned were Spanish (mentioned 13 times); German (2), 

French (2), Italian (1), and Finnish (1). 

 In the comparison groups, the majority of the participants are native speakers of 

the languages I am interested in (English for the United States; Russian for Russia and 

Ukraine). The average age for all of the groups is between 41 and 42 (the bilingual group 

is” younger” – the average age is 37.09). There are notable differences in terms of the 

educational degrees possessed by the participants: all MA participants possess Bachelor’s 

or higher degree, with 81.3 % of RU participants and 63.6% of AZ participants. In terms 

of second language knowledge RU participants come first (87.5%), MA participants – 

second (76.2%), and AZ participants – third (63.6%).  

Table 3. Knowledge of second language in comparison groups. 
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It can also be noticed that the Russian-English bilinguals have higher standards in terms 
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of what “knowing language” means: even though all of them had to take mandatory 

foreign language classes (it was English for all the participants) for at least 6 years at 

school and then continue at college or university, most participants noted that this 

exposure alone could be qualified as either poor or even non-existent knowledge of 

English. The RUCOMP participants followed the same tendency – there were no ratings 

such as “poor” or “very poor” in terms of second language knowledge; I am strongly 

convinced that it is only because such limited knowledge was not considered worth 

mentioning while in the USCOMP group such limited language proficiency was still 

mentioned in response to the question “Do you know any other languages?”. 

 In RUCOMP, the percentage of the people who rate their L2 knowledge as good 

or very good is very high (50%; as compared to 23.8% of MACOMP and 18.2% of 

AZCOMP). It is not surprising then that 6 out of 11 bilingual U.S. participants (54.54%) 

rate their knowledge of English before coming to the United States as ”good” or “very 

good”.  

Why learn one more language? 

What are the reasons for learning a second language? Are they different or similar 

for the participants from different groups? Has the knowledge of a second language been 

passed from parents to children?  

All U.S. bilingual participants’ parents took foreign language classes (it was 

either German or English), but all the participants thought that the knowledge their 

parents have is very superficial and can’t be described as “knowing language”, rather it 
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can be described as “knowing something about language”. These languages could not 

have been passed to children since the parents themselves did not feel competent in those 

languages. As for a second language, 3 participants mentioned that their grandparents 

were fluent in another language (in addition to Russian), but it has been passed more or 

less fully to only one participant (the language is Ukrainian), 2 other participants did not 

learn the language their grandparents were fluent in and their parents ”knew to some 

extend” (Yiddish and German).  

The situation is very similar in all comparison groups with the exception of 

Spanish in AZCOMP group that seemed to survive this generation-to-generation transfer 

better than other mother tongues. 

20 participants in RUCOMP (62.5%) reported that at least one of their parents 

knew two or more languages. However, many parents of the participants learned one 

more language as a foreign language and it was not passed to the children; as a rule, 

second languages were passed to the children if the family stayed in the same region 

where this language was widely used – Ukrainian was passed from parents to children in 

the families residing in Ukraine but lost in the families that moved to Russia. No 

elaborate comments about how or why the parents learned the language were provided.  

Only one (4.8%) of 21 participants in USCOMP in MA reported that her parents 

do not know English: however, she does not consider English her native language either, 

so it is very possible that she is an immigrant and her parents might still live in her home 

country. 11 (52.4%) participants reported that at least one of their parents knows one or 

more other languages. 7 participants offered very elaborate comments on the topic (“My 
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mom spoke French, but died when I was very young. I spent a lot of time with my 

godparents growing up. They spoke French, Russian , German and English’; ” My 

mother was Dutch, (fluent) spoke English (fluent) and studied at least 5 other languages 

including Telegu, French, German, Latin, Greek.  My father was an American, born and 

raised in India, spoke English & some Telegu and later became fluent in Dutch, also 

studied Sanskrit and Tamil as part of his studies.  I think he also studied German a bit.”); 

4 – only specified the language. However, the majority admits that they haven’t learned 

the language their parents spoke. 

Only one (4.8%) of 22 participants in USCOMP in AZ reported that her mother  

does not know English (“no - mother, yes – father”): however, the participant himself 

does not consider English his native language. 12 (54.5%) participants reported that at 

least one of their parents knows one or more other languages. The parents’ proficiency 

was ranging in participants’ estimations from “some” or “a little” (4 responses) to 

“fluent” (1 response); 7 participants did not rate language proficiency of their parents. 9 

respondents specified the language/s their parents know; 3 – did not specify. No elaborate 

answers were given (contrary to the responses of USCOMP in MA) even in the cases that 

were, in my opinion, calling for more information, such as “6 other languages”. 

Fewer elaborations on the question about the second language knowledge by their 

parents in AZ COMP (or even not specifying the language they know) and RU COMP 

might imply that this phenomenon is treated as either like something that’s not worth 

talking about or as something so matter-of-fact that there is no need to explain it. The 

MA COMP stands out since most respondents provided very detailed answers about what 
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languages their parents spoke and how they learned them, giving me an impression that 

second language knowledge is much more the source of the pride for the MA respondents 

than it is for RU and AZ respondents. 

However, one big difference between these groups is that losing one language in 

RUCOMP and the U.S. bilingual group usually means acquiring another one – the 

numbers of the participants in those both groups who consider themselves know another 

language well or very well speak for themselves; while in USCOMP lost languages are 

very often simply lost without being substituted by some newly-acquired second 

language.  

From bilinguals’ responses, it is clear that the second language knowledge is often 

credited to strong parental convictions about the usefulness of second language 

knowledge (especially English): 5 out of 11 (45.45%) bilingual participants had been 

tutored for extended periods of time (5-10 years) in English at their parents’ insistence. It 

is all more remarkable if we take into account the fact that at the time those children were 

tutored in English, there was virtually no chance that they would ever use it: trips to 

English-speaking countries were on the verge of impossibility for regular USSR citizens, 

communication with foreigners was also not common. In these circumstances, to put 

time, energy, and money into English tutoring appears to be a waste - there were no 

immediate benefits that could be measured in visible monetary gains or use of language; 

however, it did provide other gratification – moral and social incentives by doing what 

was considered right and socially encouraged - the parents were “providing good 

education”; knowing second language was believed to be essential part of it.  
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The bilingual parents growing up believing that second language knowledge is 

good, valuable and necessary want to pass this knowledge to their children - all the 

bilingual participants want to maintain Russian in their children, they speak Russian at 

home and employ other maintenance techniques (which I will outline and discuss later 

on). How common this attitude for other groups? 

11 participants (34.4%) in RUCOMP have no children. Among 21(65.6%) 

participants with children (27 children), 13 parents (40.6%) (16 children) claimed that 

their children know at least one more language.  The mentioned languages were: English 

(10), Ukrainian (7), French (3), German (1), and Italian (1). One respondent did not 

specify what other language his child knows. Out of these 16 children who were 

identified as learning at least one more language, 10 were believed by their parents to 

possess good or very good knowledge of another language. For those children who were 

believed to know language well or very well, Ukrainian was mentioned 8 times, English - 

4 , French - 1 and Italian - 1.  

4 participants (19.1%) in USCOMP in MA have no children. Among 17 (81.0%) 

participants with children (39 children), 5 parents (23.8%) (9 children) claimed that their 

children know at least one more language; however, 4 of them said that their children 

know only a few words or just started taking classes.  Two respondents answered “no” to 

the question about whether or not his/her children know any other language, but when 

specified that they know “only 10-15 Dutch words” and “No; only what is being taught at 

the junior high and high school” (“the-language-not-learned” was not specified).  Their 

responses show that this very basic level is not considered by them “knowing language” 



 116

while other parents classified the same thing as such. The mentioned languages were: 

Spanish (5), Hebrew(2) and Chinese(2), French (1), German (1), and Arabic(1). Out of 

these 9 children who were identified as learning at least one more language, only one was 

believed to possess good or very good knowledge of another language (“language 

genius” as her parent put it).  

8 participants (36.4%) in USCOMP in AZ have no children. Among 14 (63.6%) 

participants with children (33 children), 6 parents (27.3%) (6 children) claimed that their 

children know at least one more language; however, 5 of them rated their children’s 

proficiency somewhere between 1 and 5 ( on a 1-10 scale), and only one of them 

described her child as fluent in the language the participant herself does not speak. The 

mentioned languages were: Spanish (5), Greek (1), and Italian (1).  

Table 4. Participants whose children know second language. 
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RUCOMP has a noticeably higher percentage of the participants whose children 

study second language (40.6%) and achieve high proficiency; many responses of 

RUCOMP also indicate that this studying is continuous as opposed to USCOMP in MA 

(USCOMP in AZ responses do not indicate whether language learning is continuous or 

constitutes of one-time effort/class). Even though AZ and MA USCOMP percentages of 

the children exposed to a second language are compatible (23.8% and 27.3%), there is a 

much greater variety of the languages mentioned in MA, including those that are not 

”common foreign languages” taught in schools such as Arabic, Hebrew, and Chinese. 

Learning another language continuously and achieving advanced levels of proficiency 

seem to be much more common among Russian/Ukrainian participants than it is among 

U.S. participants. For the bilingual parents residing in the United States, the task of 

motivating their children to learn another language (I am not talking about English!) 

might be much harder than it would be in Russia/Ukraine since such learning is not very 

common among the general U.S. population. However, in spite of the lack of the visible 

high levels of second language learning among the US respondents in regards to their 

children’s second language learning, the motivation might already be there.  

The respondents in the comparison groups were asked whether they want to learn 

a second language and whether they would do something about realizing that wish. All 

the participants (including the U.S. bilingual group) were also asked whether they want 

their children to learn a second language (this question was language-specific for the 

bilingual group – they were asked if they want their children to learn Russian), why they 

want them to learn it and what language it would be. Here’s how the responses look like. 
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For the bilingual parents the necessity of learning English was obvious – all of 

them know English in addition to Russian, 7 of them also know (63.63%) a third 

language. 

Table 5. Would you like to learn another language (percentage of positive 
responses)? 
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Table 6. Would you realize this wish (to learn another language)? 
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Even though all the comparison groups displayed high levels of desire to learn 

another language (100% of AZCOMP, 90.48% in MACOMP, and 84.38 % in 

RUCOMP), the percentages of the respondents that would definitely or maybe do 

something to realize this wish are noticeably lower (31.82% in AZ; 28.57% in MA; 37.50 

% in RU). What is even more noticeable is how many non-answers (the replies were not 

provided) the question of whether the wish to learn another language would be realized 

generated across the U.S. comparison group: 36.36% in AZCOMP and 19.05% in 

MACOMP. Non-responses were not provided by RUCOMP participants: all RUCOMP 

informants stated whether or not they would take any steps towards the expressed desire 

to learn a second language. I would speculate that it is quite common across all 

comparison groups to acknowledge that second language learning, in principle, is good 
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and desired; however, U.S. respondents seem much more uncomfortable admitting that 

there is a gap between expressing this desire and realizing it. 

The language most USCOMP participants expressed interest in learning is 

Spanish (44.19% of USCOMP), Italian (20.93%), and French (16.28%); in MA, however, 

Chinese was another language that scored as high as Italian and French – 14.29 % said 

that they would learn Chinese. In RUCOMP the most desired languages were English 

(31.25%), French (18.75%), and German (12.50%). Why have the participants named 

these languages? Why do they want to learn them? As with all open-ended responses, I 

grouped the responses into the groups united by the same “themes”; these themes were 

later labeled by me using my own words or the most succinct and precise participants’ 

answers. 

Here are the most frequently mentioned reasons: AZCOMP – communication 

(40.91%), career (36.36%), and travel (9.09%); MACOMP- communication (42.86%), “I 

like it” (28.57%), and travel (19.05%); RUCOMP – career (25.00%); communication 

(21.88%); “I like it” (18.75% ) – the response stating that the participant likes the way the 

language sounds, appreciates poetry in this language or wants to learn it because he/she 

likes particular song in this language; and a positive value response stating that it is good 

to learn another language but failing to provide specific reasons why (Это полезно. 

/Пригодится - It is good for you. /It will come handy – 18.75%) .  
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Table 7. Comparison groups: Why do you want to learn another language? 
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The positive value response and “I like it” response were separated into separate 

categories because “I like it” response emphasizes the aesthetic motivation in SLL while 

the positive value response is more of a practical origin even though it fails to specify the 

exact ways in which knowing second language is “useful” or “good for you”. Once again, 

the responses of USCOMP in AZ and MA are different: even though the leading reason 

is the same (communication), the “runner-ups” are distinctly different: in AZCOMP, all 

three leading reasons are of pragmatic origin when learning another language is viewed 

as providing some visible practical results (getting around abroad, being able to 

communicate with more peoples, or advancing one’s career) while in MACOMP the 

second most influential reason is of aesthetic origin (“I like it”) and does not provide 
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practical benefits but rather satisfies other needs; studying another language for the 

purpose of traveling is represented in both AZ and MACOMP, but the percentage of 

whose who picked this reason is twice as high in MA as it is in AZ. I do link these 

differences to the difference in SES of MA and AZ comparison group participants (the 

average household incomes in AZ and MA communities (see table 1) and higher level of 

education among MA participants) – when time and economic survival is not an issue 

anymore and the level of economic security is elevated, people have time and money to 

attend to their other needs such as aesthetical pleasures and self-improvement. In this 

light, much higher percentage of the respondents in MA who selected travel as the reason 

to learn another language can be explained by the fact that traveling to foreign countries 

is more affordable to the MACOMP respondents. SES alone, however, can hardly 

explain why the reasons of aesthetic/ideological origin were so high on the scale for 

RUCOMP – the average household income in Russia and Ukraine is much lower than in 

the United States. Even though the World Bank considers both countries to be of middle-

income economies, the average per capita income in Russia in 2004 was $3400 with 31% 

of the population living below the poverty level (The World Bank Group, 2007), so it is 

unlikely that valuing second language learning in terms of its aesthetic value or some 

probable vague benefit in the future can be explained by the fact that the RUCOMP has 

already taken care of basic survival needs and now can invest time and money into 

tending to other needs. It probably has to do more with the fact that such language 

learning motivations are simply very strong in the societies – it is not about whether you 

want to indulge your interest by learning a second language; it is more about prestige that 
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such learning gives you – so it is still linked to social status, but not necessary backed up 

by money.  

Looking at those responses, where would you think learning Russian be more in 

tune in with general public perceptions about the reasons for second language learning? 

In AZ, the two most frequently mentioned reasons for second language learning were 

communication and career – since Russian community is not that large and career 

opportunities for Russian bilinguals are event smaller, it is hard to rationalize why 

learning Russian is so important using the general public perceptions. In MA, two 

highest-score responses were communication and liking the language (the way it sounds, 

books and songs written in this language, people who speak/spoke it) – with larger and 

more visible Russian community in the area and ability to employ not only pragmatic but 

emotional reasons (“I like it because…”), it is much easier to explain the importance of 

Russian in terms used by the general population. Why do you need to explain it using 

these exact terms? It is simple and necessary – for adult bilinguals the importance of 

knowing two languages might be evident and might not need any justifications or 

explanations using other people’s perceptions; but if they want their children to maintain 

two languages, they need to use not only the system of reasoning that worked for them to 

convince them of importance of bilingualism, but also the system of reasoning employed 

by the majority of Americans ( I know, I know, it might not be the most geographically 

accurate term, but it is shorter and it is what we call ourselves, so using it makes better 

sense) because their children do belong to both cultures and are influenced not by their 

parents’ views only. Comparing USCOMP responses (AZ vs. MA), I can see that it might 
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be easier to explain to the children why learning/maintaining Russian is important in MA; 

in AZ, the reasons for second language learning that the AZCOMP respondents cited 

most often can hardly be used for these purposes. 

As for the bilingual group, we are looking not into a hypothetical situation (“If I 

wanted to study another language, I would do it for the following reasons”), but into a 

real causes of what made the participants learn another language – the participants were 

asked why they learned English. The ranking of the reasons for learning English looked 

different in Russian versus English-language responses. In English, one respondent failed 

to provide the answer; in Russian – 3 responses were missing. For English-language 

responses, positive value responses ranked the highest (“It’s good for you”, “Any 

civilized person should know a second language”) - 5 respondents mentioned it 

(45.45% of all participants; 50% of the respondents who provided the answer to this 

question in English); the reasons of geography/immersion came second (“ I live here”, 

“My family lives here”) – 3 respondents (27.27% of all respondents; 30 % of the 

participants who provided a response); the reasons of better communication, parental 

decision, school/educational requirement, and liking the particular language were each 

mentioned by 2 participants (18.18%/ 20.00%). As for the Russian-language responses, 

positive value, geographical, and career responses ranked equally high – each one of 

them was mentioned by 3 participants (27.27% of all respondents; 37.5% of the 

participants who provided a response to the question). Learning language for the 

purposes of (better/wider) communication opportunities was the lowest ranking response 

in English (only one participant mentioned it) and was not mentioned in Russian at all. 
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Value and geographical responses were high-ranking in both languages, but career 

reasons for learning English ranked low in English (only one respondent mentioned it) 

and much higher in Russian.  

Table 8. Bilingual group (Russian responses): Why did you learn English?  
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Table 9. Bilingual group (English responses): Why did you learn English? 
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It seems that in English, learning English was something that most participants 

either liked or absolutely had to do for survival, while in Russian, one more powerful 

motivation was introduced – along with learning because you like it and learning  in 

order to survive, you also might learn to advance your career/economic status. I wonder 

why the relationship between money and language was so much more pronounced in 

Russian – maybe because in the United States, the opportunities to utilize other-than-

English language (Russian) for the career purposes and, thus, monetary gains seem very 

improbable and such mode of thinking is evoked by using the English language. The 

other interesting detail is “missing responses” (1 in English, 3 in Russian): all of them 

were missing in the interviews; it seems that the answer to “Why did you learn English?” 

in Russian is so obvious that it is not worth answering; however, all “non-respondents” in 
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Russian supplemented me with the answers to the same question in the interviews 

conducted in English – what is self-evident in Russian is not so obvious in English and 

needs explanation. The missing results cannot be explained by the order in which 

interviews were conducted since first interviews/questionnaires weren’t all conducted in 

one language. My interpretation is that there were more English responses provided to 

argue with the voices from “elsewhere” about the immigrants who do not want to learn 

English in the United States (hidden polemic with what the participants assumed to be 

wide-spread conceptions). Once again, I want to emphasize that since it’s a small-scale 

study, the conclusions/interpretations are only the exploratory guidelines to be studied in 

more depth with larger samples. 

After looking at how the participants rationalize the importance of learning a 

second language for themselves, let’s see whether they consider second language learning 

valuable for their children and if so, what language and why. All the participants in 

USCOMP treated the question ”Would you like you children to know any other language 

besides English?” as hypothetical and answered “yes” (100%). 87.5% of RUCOMP 

answered “yes”, the rest considered the question non-applicable to their situation (they 

don’t have children and are not planning to have them).  
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Table 10. Comparison groups: Would you like your children to know another 
language? 
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Yet again, in spite of the uniform support for the second language learning in 

children, the reasons for this support are very diverse. The respondents could provide 

multiple reasons. The three most frequently cited reasons for each group are (in the 

receding order, the percentage of informants who provided their responses and cited the 

following reasons are in the parenthesis): AZCOMP - career (36.36%), experience of 

another culture/point of view (22.73%), reflection of the community (13.64% - “to better 

mirror the community they live in”, “a good number of people in AZ speak only 

Spanish”), and traveling (13.64%); MACOMP – reflection of the community (38.10% - 

“to break through the American ethnocentric way of thinking—understand about 

other cultures and how language affects the way we think and experience the 

world”, “so they can be part of the global community and because knowing another 
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language allows one into the mind of another culture”, “to be better world citizens” 

), cognitive advantage (38.10% - “the ability to speak another language would 

improve his vocabulary in his primary language”, “because it increases cognitive 

activity in all areas of learning” ), travel (19.05%), and positive value responses 

(19.05% - “it would be a useful skill for them to have”); RUCOMP – positive value 

responses (53.57% - “пригодится/ it will come handy”, “для общего образования/ 

for general education”), career (25.00%), communication (17.86%).  

Table 11. Comparison groups: Why do you want your children to know another 
language? 
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Once again, positive value responses as well as cognitive advantage responses 

(that are unexamined, strongly believed in statements representing the language ideology) 
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were much stronger articulated in RUCOMP, present but to a lesser extend in MACOMP, 

and absent in AZCOMP.  This line of reasoning, in my opinion, represents an ingrained 

ideological orientation when the value of a phenomenon is accepted without examining 

the reasons for attaching this specific value to the phenomenon – this line of reasoning is 

consistently strong in RUCOMP and the bilingual group, emerging in MACOMP and 

absent in AZCOMP. Both AZCOMP and MACOMP stated “reflection of the 

community” as one of the reasons for learning a second language; however, the MA 

participants define the community from the global perspective while the AZ participants 

define it from the local perspective. What also seems to support my assessment is that 

two MACOMP participants (9.52%) mentioned globalization as one of their motivations 

for learning a second language (the reason was also mentioned by 9.38% of RUCOMP 

and by 18.18% of the bilinguals in English and 9.09% of the bilinguals in Russian); but 

none of the participants mentioned it in AZCOMP. The MACOMP responses treat 

learning a second language as stepping up to the global community; some of the 

AZCOMP responses treat learning a second language not only as reflecting the fact that 

the local community is widely using Spanish along with English, but also as “stepping 

down” to a local community – “a good number of people in AZ speak only Spanish” – 

not even talking about bilingualism, but emphasizing a perceived English deficiency. The 

RUCOMP responses are once again similar to AZCOMP responses in terms of 

emphasizing pragmatic value of second language learning more (career purposes, 

advancing yourself materially) which is very low ranking in MACOMP (only 1 

respondent (4.76%) mentioned it)). 
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Once again, the bilingual participants were asked the question similar to the 

question other groups were asked, but the question was language specific (“Why do you 

want you children to know Russian?”). The number one response in both Russian and 

English is preserving family ties through language – 81.81% in English and 72.72% in 

Russian (“I want them to be able to communicate with my family and friends, most 

of whom don’t speak English”, “kids should be able to communicate with their 

relatives in the country of origin”, “I think even though I said on the scale of 10 that 

my English is about 9, I would never be as good as my kids in expressing myself in 

English. I want to be able to speak about what I want and for them to understand”). 

The second most popular reason provided by the parents as the rationale for Russian 

learning/maintenance in children is learning about their culture/roots – 66.63% of the 

participants provided this response in English and 54.54% provided it in Russian (“From 

the cultural point of view Russian is the best thing I can give my children. It will 

give them access to the culture very much different form American one”, “I want 

my kids to stay connected to their roots and to know the Russian culture”). The other 

reason that generated the same number of responses across both languages as the 

abovementioned reason is a positive value response - 54.54% provided this response in 

English and 66.63% provided it in Russian (“It is better to be bilingual than 

monolingual”, “it is helpful to know second language”, “очень полезно для 

развития личности/ very important for personality development”). All three highest 

ranking reasons the bilingual group participants emphasized can hardly be called 
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pragmatic; they are more emotional and ideological in nature. Such emotionality was not 

attached to the responses provided by the comparison groups. 

Table 12. Bilingual group: Why do you want your children to know Russian? 
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The other interesting observation about the question on the reasons for children’s 

second language learning is that the bilingual group provided more reasons per 

respondent about the importance of learning Russian  (2.9 in English; 3.0 in Russian) 

than the comparison groups did (1.0 -1.3). It appears that learning Russian in the United 

States needs more justification/explaining than learning an unspecified second language 

either in the United States or Russia/Ukraine. 

Before doing a formal interview with a MA bilingual participant, I was getting her 

consent to participate and explaining the study purpose and procedures to her. Raisa was 
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excited about participation and said that she probably has a very unique reason as for why 

she wants her kids to know Russian –she told me a very detailed story of her grandfather 

who knew Russian and Yiddish. Towards the end of his life, he started forgetting things 

and faces – he stopped recognizing his wife and kids and completely forgot Russia. He 

was trying to speak to everybody in Yidddish, but his kids did barely know it and 

couldn’t understand him. According to Raisa, since she had had her kids later in life, she 

feared that something like this might happen to her, and she would be able to speak only 

Russian, so she wanted to make sure that her kids would be able to understand her. 

However, when the interview time came, she didn’t mention this reason on tape despite 

the fact that in the private conversation she talked about it passionately. Maybe she 

though that citing a reason like that would be too personal, too emotional, and, thus, not 

convincing enough. This conflict between being passionate and being convincing was 

evident even in the pilot study I did prior to designing this study– the participants could 

talk very emotionally about what Russian means to them  and their children, but when 

asked about the benefits of knowing Russian, they did not mention emotional reasons 

opting instead for more pragmatic ones. 

As for the present study, I thought that two questions ”Why do you want your 

children to learn/know Russian?” and “Are there advantages of being bilingual/knowing 

Russian in the United States?” are deeply connected and should generate similar answers, 

but it has proven to be not true. While parents were very eloquent explaining why their 

kids need to know Russian and what benefits it might bring, they were much less 

eloquent and enthusiastic answering the direct question about the advantages of being 
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bilingual/knowing Russian in the United States. The latter question was mostly answered 

in terms of materialistic, pragmatic, almost monetary benefits of bilingualism – 

something that can be measured and cashed in rather than something that can be felt and 

appreciated emotionally and aesthetically (exactly how it was portrayed by the same 

bilingual parents answering the question of why they want their children to know 

Russian). After this little verbal introduction, let look at the numbers and the distribution 

of the responses across all the participating groups regarding advantages and 

disadvantages of bilingualism. The ability to quantify something even as unfit, in many 

participants’ view, for quantifying as language views still seems to be very important in 

order to see “the whole picture” and to be convinced. This contradiction was expressed 

by almost a half of the bilingual participants (5 out of 11) – on one hand, they don’t 

believe that such matters can be quantified; on the other hand, they want something 

convincing, “scientific”, and only numbers seem to fit the bill.  

Advantages and disadvantages of bilingualism 

When asked about the disadvantage of bilingualism, 86.04% of USCOMP 

(81.82% of AZCOMP, 86.36% of MACOMP), 90.63% of RUCOMP and 54.54% of the 

bilingual group (in both languages) stated that there are no disadvantages. The 

comparison groups do not have any missing responses for this question, but three of the 

bilingual group participants (27.27%) have not provided the responses to this question. 

The rest of the responses stated that there are (maybe) disadvantages. The majority of the 

participants in all the groups did not feel the need to elaborate on why they thought there 
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are no disadvantages, the exceptions are one response from an AZCOMP participant 

(“No disadvantages. Dumb question”) and 2 elaborations from the bilingual 

participants, one in English questionnaire only, one in Russian (“??? Есть ли 

неудобства, связанные с владением свитера и куртки, а не только куртки или 

только свитера? Есть ли неудобства, связанные с владением $10 и $5, а не 

только $10 или только $5?/ ??? Are there any disadvantages to owning both a 

sweater and a jacket and not only a sweater or only a jacket? Are there any 

disadvantages to owning $5 and $10 and not only $10 or $5?”, “The time you spend 

learning Russian could be spent eating junk food and watching movies”).  All the 

participants who provided “yes” or “maybe” answers to the question (in all the groups) 

about the disadvantages of bilingualism elaborated on their answers. The main 

disadvantage/”maybe” disadvantage to bilingualism according to AZCOMP participants 

(13.64%/3 participants have mentioned it) is being required to translate without being 

compensated for it making it the knowledge that is used but not appreciated enough 

(“Most companies don’t compensate you any additionally for your fluency and it 

takes time away from your regular job because you have to translate for others. 

Also, you’ve spent time studying a foreign language that you could have spent 

studying something else”). One AZCOMP participant (4.55%) mentioned “societal 

prejudice in some situations” as a disadvantage. MACOMP views the bilingualism 

disadvantages from a different perspective linking, in all the affirmative or “maybe” 

responses (9.09%), bilingualism to deficiency in one or two languages of the bilingual 

(“Only when the child fails to become fluent in either language”, “I suppose people 
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may take advantage of you (expect you to translate for them). Also, people who do 

not speak English in this country can feign ignorance, while having others speak for 

them. Otherwise I cannot imagine any disadvantages”). RUCOMP had yet another 

perspective: 6.16% of the respondents are concerned that bilingualism can cause 

“grammar confusion” (meaning: some grammar transfer from a first to a second 

language)(“Неуверен, что есть сложности. Может возникать иногда путаница в 

грамматике/ I’m not sure if there are difficulties. Sometimes, there is grammar 

confusion”).  

The bilingual participants, similar to MACOMP, view disadvantages of 

bilingualism in terms of language deficiency: two participants (18.18%) voiced their 

opinion on the existence of disadvantages of bilingualism, one did so both in English and 

Russian, one – only in Russian (“Неудобство есть, если плохо знаешь английский/ 

There’s a disadvantage only if you don’t know English well”, “For me – no. For the 

kids – it is important to learn English very well, which is not easily done by bilingual 

children”). The latter remark is especially interesting since according to the parents’ 

assessment of their children’s skills in both languages, Russian, according to all bilingual 

participants, seems in a much worse shape than English. In spite of this fact, the voiced 

concerns are about English, not Russian. This is only one of the possible examples 

illustrating how ideological beliefs go counter to reality, but are not contested. 
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Table 13. Are there any disadvantages to being bilingual? 
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I’ve already remarked on the fact that the responses to “Why do you want your 

children to know/learn Russian?” by the bilingual group are much more emotional and 

less pragmatic than their responses to “Are there any advantages to being bilingual/ 

knowing Russian in the United States”. Let’s see how this discrepancy/difference in the 

orientation was manifested in the bilingual group and whether there are same 

discrepancies in the comparison groups in response to “Why do you want your children 

to learn a second language?” and “Are there any advantages to being bilingual?”. 

While the most popular reasons in response to “Why do you want your children to 

know/learn Russian?” by the bilingual group were preserving family ties through 

language, learning about their culture/roots and positive value responses, the most stated 
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responses to  “Are there any advantages to being bilingual?” in English were career 

(45.45% ), no benefits (36.36% - “There are almost no technical advantages in it.  

Local culture/attitudes towards life do not support/appreciate knowledge of many 

languages”, “No tangible benefits, a lot of cultural value”) and cognitive advantage 

(45.45%); in Russian they are no/almost no advantages (27.27%), career (27.27%), and 

missing responses (27.27%). It appears that, judging by the amount of missing responses, 

this question was making people uncomfortable  and evoking conflicting points of view – 

people who offered ”no advantages” answers constructed them as two-fold, stating that 

there are no advantages/benefits and later providing some retraction (“There are almost 

no technical advantages in it.  …  Culturally and for the personal development, it is 

extremely important to see and understand the world outside the USA”, “there is no 

direct advantage other than being able to have alternative news coverage. However, 

it might be very useful for somebody someday career wise”). Judging by this 

responses it is clear that “advantages” are viewed by the bilingual participants as 

something very pragmatic, practical, so the reasons cited as their motivation to teach 

Russian to their children were discarded in response to this question.  

As for USCOMP, in both states, the leading perceived advantages of bilingualism 

are communication (46.51%), career (41.86%), and travel (23.25%). Compared to the 

leading responses on “ Why do you want your children to know a second language?”, 

AZCOMP introduced “communication” to the list, but crossed out “experience of another 

culture/point of view”  and “reflection of the community”; MACOMP included 

“communication” and “career”, but crossed out “reflection of the community”, “cognitive 
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advantage” and “positive value responses” from the “winners’ list”. Only one USCOMP 

participant (2.32%) stated that there are no advantages to bilingualism; her response 

“there should not be any advantages” introduces an interesting spin – it seems that she 

views bilingualism as something that can give bilinguals an edge over monolinguals, and, 

according to her, it should not be this way – bilingualism should not provide advantages. 

As for RUCOMP, comparing the answers about the advantages of bilingualism to 

the responses on “Why do you want your children to learn a second language?’– career 

(15.63%) and communication (53.13%) stayed on the list of three most frequently cited 

responses (with communication scoring much higher this time), positive value responses 

did not make the list; however, two other advantages were introduced to the list and 

scored equally high (15.63%) – freedom (“это в определенной степени свобода и 

независимость/ To a certain degree, it’s freedom and independence”, “cвобода 

общения/ freedom of communication ”, “СВОБОДА!/ FREEDOM!)” and broader 

perspective (“расширяет круг познаний/ broadening knowledge horizons”, 

“pасширение границ/ shifting borders”, “больше получаешь информации/ 

getting more information”).  
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Table 14. Comparison groups: Are there any advantages to being bilingual? 
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Table 15. Bilingual group: Are there any advantages to being bilingual? 
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When outlining the advantages of bilingualism, it seems to be a trend among 

USCOMP and the bilingual group to give a very strong emphasis to the 

practical/pragmatic advantages of bilingualism while downplaying emotional/ inner 

strength/less practical reasons that were presented strongly in the response to “Why do 

you want your children to learn a second language/Russian?” . The two questions for 

those groups triggered two different reference frames and had not provided similar 

responses as I expected.  It was most evident in the bilingual group – the most cited three 

responses to the first question had nothing to do with the most frequently used responses 

to the second question. It was clearly that children’s “knowing Russian” and “being 

bilingual in the United States” were treated as two separate phenomena controlled by 
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different sets of beliefs. For USCOMP, some of the most frequent responses from the 

first question were replicated in the most frequent responses to the second question, but 

the emphasis was different – “Why do you want your children to learn a second 

language?” prompted more responses dealing with the sense of community and very 

favorable assessment of bilingualism, while “Are there any advantages to bilingualism?” 

prompted more responses concerned with much more pragmatic, economically-bound 

advantages. The RUCOMP did not follow that trend. The questions were a bit different in 

terms of what populations were included: the question about “your children” was 

concerned with a narrower population, while the question on the advantages of 

bilingualism was concerned with the general population. I expected that the responses 

would be slightly different - the question concerned with “your children”, in my opinion, 

was bound to produce more practical responses while the question on general benefits of 

bilingualism would produce both pragmatic and community/personality development 

responses manifested strongly. Only the RUCOMP followed those expectations. Why? 

There is a discrepancy between what is perceived to be good/desirable for me/my 

children and what is good for the others/general population. The responses of the 

bilingual group seem much closer to those of the USCOMP participants than to those of 

the RUCOMP, emphasizing community/personal development orientations in language 

learning for their children, but shifting the emphasis to more pragmatic/instrumental 

orientation when considering the general advantages of bilingualism for “the others”. The 

bilingual group also expressed more doubt and/or negativity when discussing the 

advantages of bilingualism that the comparison groups (and this shift in perceptions is 
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likely due to the change of the environment caused by immigration since such views have 

not been manifested in RUCOMP) which contrasts with strongly and eloquently 

expressed conviction that learning/knowing Russian (along with English, of course) is 

necessary and beneficial to their children and to the family in general. 

Once again we can see a conflict between the views that were probably part of 

bilinguals’ ideology of language before coming to the United States (as seen in 

RUCOMP: bilingualism can provide very practical advantages to me and my children; it 

is also good for the world in general providing more freedom and  bridges for the people) 

and a new set of ideological beliefs acquired in the United States ( bilingualism is good 

for me/my children in terms of preserving cultural heritage and family closeness and 

building bridges with whose who live outside of the United States; but, for the general 

population, bilingualism has an advantage of promoting your career or, if your career 

does not value bilingualism, provides very little of practical value). 

Attitudes towards bilingualism  

When asked directly about what they think about general public’s attitude towards 

bilingualism in the United States, less than half of the bilingual participants could tell 

with certainty what the consensus on bilingualism is. Their responses did not differ 

depending on the language: 1 respondent (9.09%) felt that “general public does not care 

about it”; 3 respondents (27.27%) felt that the attitude is positive (“по-моему, знание 

других языков приветствуется”/ in my opinion, knowledge of other languages is 

encouraged, “I believe that bilingualism is encouraged, especially since ethnic and 
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racial diversification here is enormous. As to the attitude toward bilingual people, I 

think it is positive”). It is interesting that the last respondent separated the attitude 

towards bilingualism in general from the attitude towards bilinguals implicitly stating that 

positive attitude toward bilingualism does not always guarantee positive attitude towards 

bilinguals. Later, I will investigate whether this perceived inconsistency was manifested 

in the USCOMP responses. One respondent did not provide the answer in either 

language. The rest of the bilinguals (54.54%) provided hidden polemic responses stating 

that the attitude is positive or “getting better”, but hinting that it is/was not always so. The 

Russian responses of the bilinguals provide much more detail and explanation while 

English responses are painting rather a two-dimensional picture   stating that the attitude 

is either good or not so good. Let me illustrate this point by  providing the same 

participant’s answers to this very same question about general public’s attitude towards 

bilingualism in English and Russian: 

1. In my surrounding, good. - Зависит от их уровня образования. С 

высоким уровнем образования всячески приветствуют это, 

остальные считают, что это - waste of time./ Depends on their level 

of education. Those with higher level of education are 

welcoming/encouraging; the rest considers it a waste of time. (Masha, 

AZ participant) 

2. “Or my God, you speak another language. Oh my God, it’s so 

neat.” It’s a general attitude. They are impressed. What is it to be 

impressed with? It’s just speaking another language. - В Штатах, у 
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меня такое впечатление, что люди, которые достаточно 

интеллигентные, и люди, у которых есть образование или хотя 

бы достаточно широкий круг общения, они понимают, что 

когда человек говорит на двух языкач, это увеличивает... или 

даже не увеличивает.. то есть это лучше, то есть это, во-

первых, говорит что-то о его способностях, хоть какое-то дает 

понятие о его способностях, и это просто 

requested(?)Большинство моих знакомых считает, особенно 

если мексиканского происхождения, что это замечательно, что 

достаточно соображения было в свое время у родителей.А 

остальных это не волнует – ну говоришь ты на испанском или 

на русском, ну и говори./ In the States, according to my impression, 

people who are intelligent enough and educated or at least have wider 

circle of acquaintances, they understand that when a person speaks two 

languages, it increases … not even increases, but it’s better; first, it 

speaks about his abilities and it’s just requested. The majority of people 

I know, especially whose from Mexico, think that it’s great: the parents 

at the time had enough common sense. The rest doesn’t care whether 

you’re talking Spanish or Russian – it’s your business. (Tatiana, AZ 

bilingual) 

3. I think people are beginning to understand it’s important. This is 

an advantage. So people, I think, approve of bilingual kids. I feel 
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like it wasn’t the case before. I think people were more like” to live 

in the United States, you have to know English, no other language” 

- Сейчас, мне кажется, это считается положительным. Когда он 

был в младших классах, то, мне кажется, это не было очень 

положительным среди учителей. Мне кажется, они думали, что 

он застенчивый, стеснительный, неразговорчивый, потому что 

он думает на русском языке и английский .. Но я никогда не 

была согласна.но вот то, что я общаюсь в основоном с 

родителями детей, мне кажется, что люди поняли, что второй 

язык  - богатскво, мне кажется, что для общего развития – 

способности учится, думать и культуре. Поэтому мне кажется, 

что люди сейчас положительно относятся./ Now, I think, it’s more 

positive. When he was younger, it wasn’t viewed, in my opinion, very 

positively among the teachers. It seems that they thought that he’s so 

shy, timid, and taciturn because he thinks in Russian and English. But I 

never agreed … But when I’m talking with other kids’ parents, it seems 

that the people have finally understood that language is wealth/treasure, 

great for personality development – ability to learn, think, and learn 

about culture. That’s why I think now people think positively about it. 

(Raisa, MA bilingual) 

USCOMP and RUCOMP weren’t asked about their general attitudes towards 

bilingualism directly; I don’t think that I would have been provided with the answers 
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acknowledging existing biases and fears, I would have probably received something very 

politically correct and one-dimensional. Instead, I have looked into the answers to the 

questions concerned with different facets of bilingualism – they provide me with multi-

faceted, multi-dimensional picture of what is though about bilingualism and bilinguals 

among the U.S.-based  and Russia/Ukraine based participants. 

When asked whether they agree with the statement that “learning and hearing two 

or more languages in childhood is confusing and can cause language disorder or delay in 

language development” 4.76% of MACOMP, 12.50% of RUCOMP, and 9.09% of the 

bilingual group (both in English and Russian) did not have an opinion. 38.10% of 

MACOMP, 72.73% of AZCOMP and 59.38% of RUCOMP strongly disagreed. 57.14% 

of MACOMP, 27.27% of AZCOMP, and 25% of RUCOMP partially supported the 

statement. Among the bilingual participants, 18.18% strongly disagreed with the 

statement in English and 27.27% - in Russian; 63.63% partially supported the statement 

in English, 36.36% - in Russian.  
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Table 16. Do you agree that learning and hearing two or more languages in 
childhood is confusing and can cause language disorder or delay in language 

development? 
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The elaborations provided for partial support responses illustrate two common 

main themes observed across the comparison groups: 

1. Disorders are not the concern, but temporary delays in speech development 

are possible.  

Bilingual children generally learn language a little more slowly, but 

eventually reach the same levels as monolingual children. (MA 

respondent)  

Они просто начинают чуть позже говорить./ They simply start talking 

later. (RU respondent) 
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Although I think it can be confusing at first to the child, and there might 

be a slight language delay, the benefits far outweigh any temporary set 

backs. (MA respondent)    

Cогласен, что это может приводить к замедлению в развитии речи, 

но не согласен, что это может привести к отклонениям. /I agree that it 

can cause language delay, but I disagree that it can cause any language 

disorders. (Bilingual participant) 

2. Bilingual language acquisition can cause language mixing 

I think in childhood it would be easier to learn and obtain info. But it 

would need to be a second language not a combo of both - such as 

migrants who speak Spanish and their children know some Spanish, some 

English, but not comprehensive in either. (AZ respondent) 

Поначалу может путать слова./ In the beginning, word mixing can occur. 

(RU participant) 

If the languages are not separated it may cause the child to mix them and 

hence damage the levels of both languages.  However, if the languages are 

kept separate, there should not be much of interference. (Bilingual 

participant) 

MACOMP haven’t mentioned language mixing theme while AZCOMP haven’t 

mentioned delays in speech development when elaborating on their responses. RUCOMP 

has mentioned both possible “complications” of bilingualism ( though stressing that they 

are only temporary). The bilingual group also mentioned both “complications”. The 
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bilingual participants seem less certain about “the harm” (or lack of it) bilingualism 

might cause – the comparison groups seem to be much more confident that 

bilingualism/early childhood bilingualism in particular does not cause delays or 

disorders. The bilinguals also appeared to be more convinced that bilingualism does not 

cause the abovementioned ailments in Russian than they are in English – all respondents 

who “strongly disagree”  with the statement in Russian, provided less certain responses to 

this question in English, partially accepting the statement. As for their source of 

information on whether early childhood bilingualism can cause delays/disorders: 

AZCOMP referred to personal experience (their own or somebody else’s), MACOMP 

referred to “research”; RUCOMP haven’t provided any references presenting their 

opinions as commonly believed “truths”. Not one of the bilingual participants have 

referenced research findings or personal experiences as their source of information about 

the topic, which is very unexpected since all of them have experience observing their 

children’s early bilingual development. Such reluctance to include their personal 

experiences with bilingualism to provide reference for  their convictions can be treated as 

bilinguals’ reluctance to treat themselves as “knowledgeable” on bilingualism since their 

knowledge and some of the convictions seem counterintuitive to what they perceive as 

mainstream language views in the United States. 

Are there many bilinguals around? Is it good? 

RUCOMP were asked to assess whether Russia/Ukraine are mostly bilingual or 

monolingual: 46.88% of the participants see the countries as mostly monolingual; 



 151

25.00% view them as bilingual and 25.00% think that half of the population is 

monolingual and half of the population is bilingual (“50/50”). The visibility of 

bilingualism is quite high in the countries of the origin of the bilingual participants and, 

as I have already stated, viewed more as a norm/desirable development compared to the 

United States. 

The U.S. based participants were also asked if they thought the majority of the 

people in the United States are monolingual or bilingual/multilingual, 67.44% of 

USCOMP and 63.63% (both in English and Russian) of the bilingual group perceive the 

United States as mostly monolingual.  Still, there is a very high percentage of the 

participants in USCOMP and the bilingual group  who see the United States as mostly 

bilingual or “50/50” (27.9% in the USCOMP; 18.2% in the bilingual group). Even though 

it is not so (yet!), this perception shows that bilingualism is much more visible and, thus, 

more threatening or more accepted (it depends on who you ask). 

Since bilingualism is more visible now, is it intimidating or reassuring to the 

general public? When the USCOMP participants were asked whether linguistic diversity, 

in their opinion, is good for the United States, 81.40% of the group said “yes”(4.65% of 

the responses were missing). Only one respondent felt that linguistic diversity was not 

good for the United States: 

Not good:  Americans are lazy in learning other languages (MA participant) 
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11.63% of USCOMP stated that they are either not sure whether linguistic 

diversity is positive for the United Sates or think that linguistic diversity is good only in 

part: 

To a point. There is a convenience to having everyone speak one language 

(AZ participant) 

Yes and No-I think it is great to communicate with other countries and 

cultures and understand different cultures. I also think it alienates many of the U.S. 

citizens that are monolingual. (MA participant) 

As for the reasons provided to explain why linguistic diversity is good for the 

United States (multiple reasons have been provided), the most frequently mentioned 

reasons are: 

1. Linguistic diversity is a part of American history/culture and should be 

preserved (18.60% of USCOMP felt this way).  

2. It helps to “understand the viewpoint of other cultures” (16.28%). 

3. Being “world players” and following global linguistic models, we need 

to promote linguistic diversity (11.63%). 

4. Economic reasons: global integration, being able  ”to compete in a 

diverse world” and be” a better player in the increasingly global 

economy” (11.63%). 

The most influential reasons are both internal and external acknowledging that the 

attitudes towards linguistic diversity in the United States involve not only inner, but outer 
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considerations as well. And while we are talking about a more global perspective when 

making judgments about home affairs, let’s see how the participants view the world in 

terms of bilingualism. 

16.28% of the USCOMP participants view the world as mostly monolingual, 

65.12% view it as mostly bilingual, and 18.60% see it as a “50/50” community. 50% of 

the RUCOMP participants see the world as mostly monolingual; 25% see it as mostly 

bilingual, and 25 % see it as a “50/50” community. The USCOMP seems more acutely 

aware of the fact that the majority of the world population is bilingual. However, for the 

RUCOMP, the perception of the world as monolingual probably does not have a strong 

influence on the decision to learn a second language – monolingual or not, the world still 

does not speak Russian, so you have to learn a second language anyway. For the 

USCOMP participants, such perception has much more influence over the decision “ to 

learn or not to learn” since even if the world is believed to be mostly monolingual, the 

large part of those “monolinguals” still speak English. As for the bilingual group, the 

world looks different depending on whether you look at it through the lens of Russian or 

English: it is more bilingual in Russian (54.54% of the participants see the world as 

mostly bilingual in English as compared to 72.72% in Russian; no “50/50” responses 

were provided).  

When analyzing the responses, I was constantly reminded that “good” is not 

always that good and “right” is not always that right since many responses were two-fold 

stating what is thought to be “correct” in the beginning of the response but then providing 

elaborations that can be treated as  partial or complete departure from the initial response. 
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It was the case with those 81.40% of USCOMP who felt that linguistic diversity is good 

for the United States: 8 responses (18.60%) are examples of hidden polemic when the 

participants are expressing positive attitude towards linguistic diversity but also are 

voicing fears that (thanks to this ”good” for the United States diversity) there would not 

be a common language (a modern version of Babylon) or immigrants would not learn 

English: 

Yes. I do think that some of the Adults who move to this country do have 

problems adjusting and end of returning to their home country because they can not 

just get by with out knowing English. Others depend on their children to 

communicate. ( MA participant) 

Yes, because we are a nation of immigrants - though one must be fluent in 

English to be successful. (AZ participant) 

I think so. We are a country of immigrants, why change our heritages? I 

think everyone should learn a second language. However, as a nation, I think it 

should be required for immigrants to learn the common language, so that the 

country can function easier, but I don’t think that they should have to give up their 

home language. (AZ participant) 

Yes, as long as one of the languages is common to the rest of the population 

(e.g. English). I believe that it is of the utmost importance that all Americans and 

those living in America to have a basic understanding of English. To not have that 

basic knowledge and hide in the comfort of communities in which knowledge of 

English is not necessary is detrimental to the economic/social success of that person. 
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In short, if you don't know English in the U.S., you have little chance of rising above 

the lower rung of this society’s ladder. (AZ participant) 

English or Russian vs. English and Russian 

This theme of competition between two languages and the perception that one 

language can be advanced only at some cost to another is strongly present in USCOMP 

responses, absent in RUCOMP, and prevalent in the bilingual group. Even those bilingual 

participants who feel very strongly about maintaining Russian in their children (and by 

that I mean when the verbalized intent is backed up by systematic, persistent actions in 

order to strengthen Russian skills), and sometimes feel that using Russian in public is 

“abusing“  English. The parents are sending mixed signals to their children: they’re 

stressing the importance of Russian in words and actions, but at the same time, by their 

actions, they put it only second to English in importance and convey the perception that 

in some situations Russian is improper while English is always “the right choice”.  

When you speak to your kids, just addressing your kids, but you’re 
surrounded by other people who speak English, do you address your kids in Russian 
or in English? 

I used to always address them in Russian. But now I do half and half, they 
can always … so I don’t talk to them in another language surrounded by the people 
who don’t understand. 

Because? 
I think it’s impolite, it’s very rude. When they were little, I always spoke 

Russian because I wanted them to learn, I thought nobody would mind mother 
speaking to her kids in their native language, now when they’re old, I don’t want to 
be rude, so … (Raisa, MA bilingual) 

 

She perceives the general attitude as “it’s OK to speak your native language to 

your kids that they’re young, but once they’re older – use English”. The other participant 
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does not even feel comfortable using Russian with her very young daughter (who was 

under two years old at the time of the interview), and for her using Russian in front of 

“everybody” is crucial for language maintenance since her husband speaks English only 

and the dominant household language is English. 

Для меня это очень трудно, потому что я не хочу игнорировать , 
что я нахожусь постоянно в среде с американцами, да? Когда ты идешь 
например в какую-то группу и там американские мамы, я не хочу такое 
впечатление произвести, как будто я игнорирую их . В том же случае, 
если я не буду говорить по русски, мне негде с Идой общаться по-
русски, потому что дома я не хочу игнорировать мужа, на второй план 
его ставить, все родственники мужа говорят только по-английски , я 
тоже не хочу их игнорировать. То есть мне надо как-то настроить себя, 
что это нужно для Иды и не чувствовать себя виноватой, что ты 
говоришь по-русски со своим ребенком . А некоторые мамаши это не 
делают- им стыдно, что язык другой, у меня такого нету – мне не 
стыдно, а чисто из-за того, что кого-то обидеть./It’s very difficult for me 
because I don’t want to ignore that I’m constantly surrounded by Americans, 
right? When you’re going to some playgroup and there are American moms, I 
don’t want to make an impression that I ignore them. But if I don’t speak Russian, 
there’s no other place where I can speak Russian with Iden, because at home I 
don’t want to ignore my husband, put him second; all the relatives of my husband 
also speak English, so I also don’t want to ignore them. I just need to convince 
myself that it’s important for Iden and not to feel guilty that you speak Russian to 
your kid. Some moms don’t do it because they’re ashamed; I’m not like this – I’m 
not ashamed, I just don’t want to offend anybody. (Olga, AZ bilingual) 

 
 

According to Olga, even her husband thinks that she should use her Russian more, 

encouraging her to speak to their daughter in Russian at all times, asking her to record an 

answering machine message in Russian (which she declines thinking that it will draw too 

much attention to her speaking Russian): 
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I was embarrassed to deal with all these people wanting to know what it says. 

I just can’t deal with so much attention. I just want to be left alone sometimes.  

(Olga, AZ bilingual) 

According to Clyne, “even language shift can sometimes result from negative 

politeness — conflict avoidance through restraint (among other things) — in this case not 

speaking the community language to children in front of monolingual English speakers 

(including a monolingual parent), thereby limiting input in the language and sometimes 

creating an impression of inferiority of the language”(2003, p. 216). 

Using English in situations like this (in front of monolingual speakers when 

speaking to your children), in my opinion, is also a marker used to show that the parent 

himself is fluent in English and to assure that no negative connotations about “those 

people-who-came-here-but-can’t-speak-a-word-of-English” are evoked. Such conflicting 

attitude towards Russian (being proud that my children and I know Russian, but being 

cautious to use it in order not to offend anybody) is a reflection of the sentiments 

expressed by monolingual speakers, even by those who are supportive of bilingualism in 

theory: 

It is hard when there are pockets of people speaking their native tongue.  I 

always feel lost when I hear all of these other languages.  I wish I knew what was 

being said. (MA participant) 

Even those bilingual parents who strongly feel that bilingualism does not cause 

speech delays or disorders and is very beneficial for their children, are still concerned (it 
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might not be stated directly in the responses to the questions on advantages/disadvantages 

of bilingualism, but it is still voiced in other instances) about possible underdevelopment 

of their children’s English.  

Yes, and it’s still hard because he has problems, and I stopped pushing 
Russian for a while and the whole process went down, but we’ll probably return to 
it. When he has a vacation, he’ll have more time and then we’ll devote some of it to 
Russian again. During the week he has homework in English, we have to focus on it. 
… I think we were more concerned about his English, because, you know, (town 
name) schools are high-ranked – we lived in Cambridge and then we came here, and 
he was supposed to go to school there and he was tested for his English, he was 
excellent, and when we came to (town name) he suddenly became less proficient 
because the requirements are quite different. His vocabulary is not progressing as 
it’s in American kids because we don’t speak English at home, there is certain 
vocabulary that relates only to house – we don’t discuss it in English, kids, school – 
we don’t discuss it. Definitely, this talk – unless he could get it from TV, he doesn’t 
get it from us… And my husband, as soon as he started having problems with 
English – and I think it’s because he’s not a native English speaker – he wanted him 
to read more books in English. So my husband told me, “Leave him with Russian, 
try to push him with his English”. But it also depends on what time I have to work 
on his Russian. (Elena, MA bilingual) 

What does their son have to make out of his parents proclaimed desire to promote 

Russian, on one hand, and his father’s attitude that Russian can be pushed aside for 

awhile in order to “improve” English, on the other? I also need to mention that this 

“much needed” improvement was not suggested to them by the teachers; it was parents’ 

perception that they acted on. 

 The other AZ bilingual, Tatiana, recounted that she deliberately did not speak to 

her son much in Russian in order to make his adjustment to English “easier” (how easy 

can it be when the only familiar language is taken away from you? – it is not about 

“easing” children’s way into English, it is more about whether or not shock therapy can 

produce fast, but not easy results!) only to realize that she was not helping his English 
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much but also hurting his Russian. Now she is much more conscious of the fact that 

Russian can be lost – she tries to talk to her son only in Russian (though admitting that 

sometimes she slips into the mix of English and Russian), sends him to Russia for at least 

a month every year, he was even sent to the school in Russia for a while. Her son is 

eighteen now, his “life in English” started when he was seven. He can express himself in 

Russian in almost all everyday situations (but he has an accent), can read and write (with 

many mistakes). His stepfather, Jeff, speaks English only though understands a lot of 

Russian, his attitude towards Russian has never changed – he wants his son to maintain 

Russian because without Russian he will loose connection with many older generation 

family members living in Russia.  In spite of all that have been done, Tatiana feels that 

“we could have done more to keep his Russian, just to give him more chances to 

improve it”. 

Almost all the bilingual participants, at some point during our interactions, 

proudly mentioned that their kids’ English is native-like and nobody would suspect that 

English is their “second language” – nobody would suspect because English is not a 

second language anymore, which is great, if only it did not come at the cost of Russian. 

According to parents’ assessment, all the children (excluding only very young/pre-verbal) 

are dominant in English and much less sure of their Russian.  (As with many terms in the 

field of bilingual language acquisition, multiple definitions of “second/first language” are 

circulating. In my case, referring to first/second language I am usually referring not to the 

order of acquisition, but to dominance and frequency of use).Even though this fact is 

grieved over; the status quo is accepted. The grievances over the fact that children are 
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more proficient in English than in Russian are expressed in Russian only. It follows the 

overall pattern of the interviews and questionnaires when doubts, difficulties, and “grey” 

zones are predominantly discussed in Russian while English is used to paint less 

dimensional, black-and-white picture. 

Here’s one more example of parental anxiety about their children’s English: 

Потому что мне кажется, что могли бы быть проблемы, потому что мы 
не говорим по-английски. Но они могут читать и словарный запас , 
окружение: телевизор, компь.тер, друзья – мне все учителя говорят всегда, что 
они на высоком уровне./ I think that there are might be problems because we don’t 
speak English. But they can read to build their vocabulary; there are also friends, TV, 
computer – all the teachers tell me that their skills are at a very high level. (Raisa, MA 
bilingual) 

 

Note that Raisa said ”we don’t speak Russian” – in her interviews, associating 

being a non-native English speaker with not knowing English was not of a single 

occurrence. Even though she rated her English skills as a 9 (on the 10-point scale), seems 

to be well-adjusted and happy living in the United States with many Russian- and 

English-speaking friends and a job as math college instructor, unconsciously, she still 

thinks of herself as somebody who is  ”not speaking English”. “Not speaking English” or 

speaking with an accent was associated in other interviews and questionnaires with 

“depression”, “alienation”, “less trust” and desire to “put you in a box” (from native 

speakers), perception of you as “being stupid”. Even though all the participants view their 

English as “considerably” or “somewhat improved” compared to the time when they first 

came to the United States, they are still striving to get to this illusory point called “perfect 

English” (36.36%) and reduces their accent (36.36%). And we are talking about teachers, 

MIT scholars, nurses and engineers who function in English most of their time, read, 
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write and even publish in English (4 of them(36.36%) do))! In spite of all this they still 

view their English as “not good enough”. 

I think that the parents put so much effort into their children’s English (sometimes 

at the expense of Russian) because they are projecting their experiences onto their 

children: “We’re not native English speakers; it does make us feel 

uncomfortable/deficient sometimes, so we want you not to have such problems”. But 

their experience with Russian alone (their native language) is not enough to help them 

map out the best route to Russian proficiency for their children. 

Has anything changed in your language views? 

The bilingual parents were asked to compare there views on mastering a second 

language before and after coming to the United States. 36.36% in English and 27.27% in 

Russian stated that the reality of mastering a second language as an adult confirmed to 

their perceptions/expectations; 27.27% in English and 18.18% in Russian found it to be 

more difficult than they expected; for 27.27% in English and 45.45% in Russian it proved 

to be easier than they thought. As you can see, only a small percentage of the participants 

were not mentally prepared for the difficulties of acquiring a second language 

(27.27%/18.18%), the rest were either expecting what was to come or were pleasantly 

surprised by the lack of expected difficulties in mastering English. The situation, 

however, was not like that when it comes to predicting the route to maintaining Russian 

in their children. When comparing their perception before coming to the U.S of how easy 

it is to maintain Russian in children in the United States with the reality of it, the majority 
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of the parents stated that had had very optimistic views on how easy to maintain Russian 

and were not prepared for the difficulties they are experiencing now: 54.54 % of the 

bilinguals said that it proved to be more difficult than they expected ( and also, according 

to Sergey, ”more expensive”). 27.27% found it to be as difficult as expected. One 

participant found it as easy as expected: her daughter does not speak yet, and though I am 

not a fortune teller, I can predict that in several years her attitude is likely to change ( but 

I will also be the first one to rejoice if my prediction does not come true). 

Coming to the United States, the bilingual parents are prepared that mastering 

English might be a struggle; most of them are not prepared for how much of a struggle 

maintaining Russian would be. The reoccurring words associating with maintaining 

Russian in the children are “push”, “constant effort”, “make”, hard work”, and “hard”. 

For many parents maintaining their children’s Russian in the United States is “try-and-

error” experience – there’s no institutional help (the only help readily available from 

schools, according to the bilinguals in this study, is on how to improve English, and such 

advice is likely to involve ”push Russian aside” sentiment), and other parents agree only 

on their desire to maintain Russian, but are unsure of what techniques/routes would 

produce the effective and long-lasting results. That’s why it is such a common topic of 

conversations: the parents are looking for the magic pill, for something that would work 

for their children, something that can ensure that they “know Russian”. 
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But what does it mean to “know language”?  

All the study participants answered this question. A four-skill-paradigm (speak-

read-write-understand) comes to mind first, but those skills were not equally emphasized 

by the groups. Most participants offered several elements that knowing language consists 

of, in their opinion. The most important element is usually mentioned first. In the 

USCOMP and RUCOMP, the majority of the participants mentioned 

speaking/comprehension skills first (65.11% in the USCOMP; 56.25% in the RUCOMP). 

In the bilingual group the emphasis was shifting depending on the language the question 

was answered in: in English, the majority of answers containing at least one of four 

language skills mentioned speaking/comprehension first, in Russian, the majority of the 

answers mentioned reading/writing first. Speaking is the most frequently mentioned 

element of knowing language in the RUCOMP (75.00%), USCOMP (69.77 %), and 

English answers of the bilingual group ( 54.54%). In Russian answers of the bilingual 

group, writing surpassed speaking (63.63% mentioned writing compared to 54.54% of 

those who mentioned speaking) and reading was mentioned  as often as speaking 

(54.54%) compared to 45.45% of those who mentioned writing and 36.36% of those who 

mentioned reading in English. In RUCOMP, as well as in USCOMP, reading and writing 

were equally often mentioned (34.38% of RUCOMP and 34.88% of USCOMP). 

The fact that among the bilingual participants reading and writing are mentioned 

more often than among comparison groups’ participants can be explained by more 

emphasis on children’s reading/writing in Russian in primarily English-speaking 

environment as means of ensuring that the language would not be lost, on one hand, and 
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high value placed on literacy skills in English (when you have an accent that you cannot 

do much about, literacy and writing in particular enables you to express the same 

thoughts you can express in speaking sans accent sans negative stereotypes), on the other 

hand . 

In my interactions with the bilingual participants, it was often expressed that the 

written word is trusted much more than spoken word and seems more convincing and 

“scientific”. For example, Elena, after our two interviews, asked how the data collected 

from the interviews could possibly be analyzed and made into something research-worthy 

and believable. She said that, in her field of work, nutritional science, she would either 

trust numbers (for example, DNA computer analysis) or, if she has to trust somebody 

else’s words, it has to be in a written form (for example, anamnesis, day-by-day reports 

of food intake, etc). The written/printed word commands trust and exudes authority. 

As RUCOMP and USCOMP most frequently mentioned the skill they are very 

often weakest in(speaking/ being able to communicate) as learners of other language, the 

bilinguals most frequently mentioned writing since most of the kids in the bilingual 

families are weakest in writing (reading is the second weakest of the four language skills, 

according to the parents’ assessment), and most of the adult bilinguals mentioned that 

since they are rarely use their Russian writing skills, it is the area the deteriorates first: 

В связи с тем, что я мало читаю и пишу по русски, я стал замечать, что 

забываю правила постановки знаков препинания./ Because I don’t read and write 

much in Russian, I began to notice that I start forgetting punctuation rules. (Vlad, MA 

bilingual) 
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Я, естественно, не пишу давно на русском, вот. Поэтому я думаю 

естественно все это регрессирует./ Naturally, I haven’t written in Russian in ages. 

That’s why it’s only natural that this skill regresses. (Elena, MA bilingual) 

This “natural” phenomenon, once again was discussed in Russian only; in 

English, the answers to the question ” Do you think your Russian has changed since you 

came to the US?” were more general and less elaborate in details. 

In terms of “knowing language” there was one more noticeable difference 

between the RUCOMP and bilingual group responses, on one hand, and the USCOMP 

responses, on the other: while talking about the elements that together mean ”knowing 

language” the bilingual and RUCOMP participants very often used the adjective 

“свободно” (freely, easily, fluently) and quite a few specified the ability to think in this 

language as an indicator of knowing it. This very high set of standards , almost “all or 

nothing” approach to what knowing language means contrasts with the USCOMP 

responses that in several instances mentioned this all-skill fluency, but also emphasized 

that even achieving small tasks in target language means knowing it (such as being able 

to speak, but not to write; being able to communicate “even if it is at a basic level”; 

being able to understand and speak “somewhat adequately” when reading and writing 

might or might not be present; or to be able” to get around in another country”). Even 

though the question is very general does not specify whether it is concerned with native 

or non-native language knowledge and what constitutes it, it seems that all the 

respondents answered the question “keeping themselves in mind”: less demanding 

attitudes towards what knowing language means expressed by USCOMP would hardly be 
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applied to the immigrant bilinguals in the United States in terms of their English 

knowledge (simply imagine, “They can get around in the U.S. and have a very basic 

conversation – they know English”) , but can be applied to those in the U.S. who are 

learning second to English language. The bilingual participants expressed higher 

expectations probably brought from “the old country” where you have to know language 

very well or it does not count as “knowing language”; once again, those expressed 

standards seem to be applied to the participants themselves in terms of  what knowing 

English means and  to their children in terms of what knowing Russian means. Such high 

aspirations are admirable, but might be damaging – in spite of the fact that bilingual 

participants, in my opinion, are very successful in living in English, in their discourses, 

they often slip into referring to themselves as “not knowing English” or “being far from 

perfect” in English simply because their fluency is not native fluency. If I had to consider 

what effect such maximalist views might have on bilinguals’ children in their Russian 

maintenance, I would say that they provide useful counterbalance to minimalist views of 

USCOMP when even knowing several phrases in another language and ability to 

understand some of it is already considered great and enough; but they are also very 

likely destined for disappointment and frustration – it is very hard to maintain Russian in 

the U.S. environment, especially with accordance with such high standards.  

Katya, a MA bilingual participant, almost gave up on maintaining her son’s 

Russian – they still speak mostly Russian at home, but they don’t correct their son’s 

mistakes and accept the fact that very often when asked in Russian, he replies in English. 

She thinks that he is just not very gifted in languages – because her older daughter who 
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immigrated with them to Israel first (and is living there now) did not have any problems 

picking-up Hebrew and maintaining very articulate, non-accented Russian. Katya clearly 

does not take into account that her daughter came to Israel being much older than her son 

was when he came to the United States (12 years old vs. 4 year old). She also saw how 

easily her son lost Hebrew after coming to the United States, but still it did not alarm her 

enough to start using different methods or spending more time on her son’s Russian 

maintenance. In my opinion, it takes even more dedication and conviction that Russian is 

necessary for their children from the families where only one parent speaks Russian: 3 

participants came from such families. Tatiana is a story of relative success in spite of her 

“we could have done more” sentiment: her husband is a “патриот русского языка” 

(patriot of the Russian language) as well as a very patriotic American who never doubted 

that their son needs Russian; together they made sure that their son is immersed in 

Russian for at least a month every year. Her son speaks, reads (rarely), and writes (even 

more rarely) in Russian. The other participant, Olga (who refused her husband suggestion 

to add something in Russian to their answering machine message), was almost ready to 

give up on her four-year-old daughter’s Russian because she did understand but did not 

speak it. The turnaround point was their three-week visit to Olga’s relatives who spoke 

only Russian and had many Russian friends coming over (though they live in Germany): 

it triggered her daughter’s passive knowledge of Russian and she started speaking; Olga 

was elated. Such “miracles” are very often hoped for but not created by the bilingual 

parents: hopes that their children would take Russian in college (I find it unlikely that 

such “intervention” would have much effect on their knowledge of Russian); or that their 
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job would somehow be connected to Russia/Russian; or that someday they would go to 

Russia/Israel/Germany, and then… 

When the bilinguals were asked about their predictions about the language 

situation in their families in 5 years, the common consensus (with the exception of a one-

year-old’s mom who thinks that her daughter will know both languages equally well) was 

that non of their children would be “a balanced bilingual” (quite a fictitious term anyway) 

and that English would be their children’s dominant language. All the parents agreed that, 

does not matter what, their children would understand Russian very well; all of them 

would also speak at some level; reading would be very desirable, but 3 parents (27.27%) 

have doubts if it would occur; writing is mostly in doubt. Such “optimistic” projection 

comes from the middle-class bilinguals who are quite proficient in both languages; 

possess great jobs and have all those advantages to promote “elite bilingualism” that less 

fortunate (socially and economically) immigrant parents supposedly can’t. Do I need to 

say more? Once again, even though both English and Russian responses projected the 

same future outcomes, Russian responses were reserved for more details, hidden polemic, 

and doubts ( 6 out of 11 responses can be treated as such). 

In order to make at least these “optimistic” predictions come true, what needs to 

be done? What techniques are considered successful in second language learning? Are 

there differences in the views between the bilingual group and the comparison groups? 
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“Best practices” in second language learning 

Both the USCOMP and RUCOMP have very similar views on what is working in 

second language learning (the most frequently mentioned routes): immersion, languages 

classes, communication in TL, communication with native speakers. Immersion was 

mentioned most often in both groups, but in the USCOMP, immersion was mentioned 

much more often than classes (53.49% vs. 23.26%), in the RUCOMP, both immersion 

and language classes were mentioned equally often (28.13%). Also, the terms themselves 

were viewed differently in the comparison groups – immersion, according to the 

USCOMP, is the situation when you have to use TL only all the time, but it also can be 

the situation when TL use is required only in certain situations, or when TL can be used 

along with native language; the RUCOMP considers immersion only the situation when 

you live in TL environment and have to use TL all the time. As for language classes, 

USCOMP views college classes as quite effective in delivering second language skills 

(contrary to many participants’ personal experiences when they were taking language 

classes in college but have nothing to account for them), while the RUCOMP participants 

consider language classes effective only if they are long-term and small-sized. 

2 USCOMP participants (4.65%) did not have an opinion on what might be the 

best route to second language proficiency; one of them knows “some French”. 6 of 

RUCOMP participants (16.75%) did not have a recipe for success either – 3 out of these 

6 know happened to know another language very well. 
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As for the bilingual group, the responses differed depending on the language used 

though all the highest ranking in RUCOMP/USCOMP techniques also scored the highest 

among the bilingual participants. None of the bilingual participants selected “no opinion” 

as a response to the question. In English, the most frequently mentioned techniques were 

immersion (54.54%), reading and communication (36.36 % each), and language classes 

(27.27%); in Russian, they were language classes (45.45%), strong motivation, 

communication, and immersion (27.27% each). I think, the difference in the distribution 

and the introduction of new techniques in the most frequently mentioned ways to learn a 

second language (reading in English and strong motivation in Russian) might be 

explained by the fact that memories of different experiences were triggered by different 

languages –  it is likely that learning a second language in Russia/learning Russian 

experiences are triggered by Russian and learning a second language in the U.S./ learning 

English is more likely to be triggered by English. Such explanation, however, is only a 

hypothesis.   

In the course of my interactions with the bilingual participants I found (no great 

surprises here!) that the children most advanced in Russian are those whose parents not 

only want their children to know Russian, but also work on it consistently viewing it as 

their one more “job”, consistently enforcing rules promoting Russian at home and 

creating the situation when the children absolutely have to speak Russian. 

The bilingual participants were also asked to outline the Russian maintenance 

techniques they use with their children. The parents’ descriptions of Russian maintenance 

techniques were very accurate to what is actually practiced ( I  base  my judgment on the 



 171

observations). Not a single participant went completely counter to the “best practices” in 

second language learning they had articulated earlier in their interviews/questionnaires .(I 

don’t consider comparing second language “best practices” to Russian maintenance 

techniques in Russian-English bilingual children whose first acquired but also the 

weakest language is Russian comparing apples to pears (I’m supposed to say oranges in 

English), since even the parents from time to time refer to their children’s Russian as a 

second language). The most effective element that the parents felt helped them the most 

in learning a second language is always a cornerstone of Russian maintenance techniques 

the parents use with their children. However, some of the elements mentioned as “best 

practices” in second language learning were not incorporated into the maintenance 

strategies that the parents use with their children: for example, in the cases when “best 

practices” emphasized classes, not all the parents followed their own prescription. 

Looking at the relationship between the articulated SLA best practices and employed 

Russian maintenance practices, I can say that the parents who do incorporate all of their 

perceived “best practices” have more success in maintaining their children’s Russian 

(their children are more sure of their Russian and use it in a wider array of situations) 

than those who only partially follow the “best practices” articulated by them (does not 

matter what these practices are). I do say “the parents” but mostly it is mothers’ work to 

make sure that “the plan” on how to maintain Russian in the children is realized. All the 

fathers participated in the development of “the plan” but then rarely did much more that 

providing moral support and speaking to the children in Russian. Only one father from 

the families participated in the study (10 families) seems to be hands-on in terms of 
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schooling his children in Russian. As for the rest of the families, it was mothers who 

drove the children to and from the language classes, made sure that they read in Russian, 

planned trips to the countries where Russian is spoken. The fathers were more ideologists 

than practitioners in the matters of maintaining Russian.  

When the participants were discussing which language the children use more, 

English or Russian, the easily predicted consensus was English. However, 2 respondents 

did not provide the answer in both English and Russian (one was in the interview where 

we did not touch on the topic, the other was a mother of a preverbal child); among other 

nine respondents, 3 did not provide the answer in Russian (27.27%) while stating it in 

English. It seems like an “inevitable” decline of Russian is more comfortably discussed in 

English. 

In Russian, the bilinguals were more eloquent providing their views on 

bilingualism, offering observations that were not prompted by the questions and sharing 

personal experiences offering a glimpse into their private world (stories about a multitude 

of relatives and friends). As Tatiana explained, “I’m more inventive, creative in 

Russian, and I use more standard phrases in English” (this particular observation is in 

English, but it was prompted by my question). In English, they mostly restricted 

themselves to answering the questions. Yet, when I have analyzed the bilinguals’ 

responses to “standard questions” (those that all the bilinguals answered), most of them 

(according to word count) were more eloquently answered in English than in Russian. 

Why? I think that it is due to the fact that we all as bilinguals are proud of our 

accomplishments in English, so the wordiness of the English responses can be explained 
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by such pride and a desire to show off a bit. Why do you think my dissertation is so long? 

(Do you think it is not long enough? Really? It looks like a really long dissertation to 

me). The other explanation is that some of the topics might seem self-explanatory in 

Russian but not so in English. 

The questionnaires provided me only with the answers to the questions I asked; as 

for the interviews, the semi-structured format allowed for more initiative from the 

participants; and they provided me with very interesting insights on accents, amount of 

praise in English and Russian, their views on how code-switching works and how 

languages are stored and retrieved. These “monologues” initiated by the interviewees 

almost exclusively occurred in Russian. 

Constructing their answers, the interviewees consistently referred to different 

sources of information to support their responses depending on what language they used. 

In Russian, the interviewees very often used the examples of other people’s lives in order 

to support their ideas (I only look at the instances when such references were not 

specifically prompted by my questions), while in English, they constructed their answers 

primarily referring to their own thoughts and experiences avoiding involvement of 

“outside” opinions and experiences. The theory of self construals (Markus and Kitayama, 

1991) states that people use independent (that predominate in individualistic cultures) and 

interdependent (that predominate in collectivistic cultures) self construals. The theory 

describes the cultural goal of independence that “requires construing oneself as an 

individual whose behavior is organized and made meaningful primarily by reference to 

one’s own internal repertoire of thoughts, feelings, and action, rather than by reference to 



 174

the thoughts, feelings, and actions of others” (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 226). The 

theory also points out that “experiencing interdependence entails seeing oneself as part of 

an encompassing social relationship and recognizing that one’s behavior is determined, 

contingent on, and, to a large extent, organized by what the actor perceives to be the 

thoughts, feelings, and actions of other in the relationship” (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 

227). Emphasizing interdependent self construals predominates in Russian culture since it 

is primarily collectivistic. Russian-language interviews’ discourse patterns are closer to 

collectivism of Russian culture; while English-language interviews’ discourse patterns 

are closer to individualism of American culture. 

Here’s how the numbers of personal references not prompted by my questions 

were distributed in the interviews. 

Table 17. Unprompted personal references in bilinguals’ interviews. 

 
Number of personal 

references in English-
language interviews 

Number of personal 
references in Russian-
speaking interviews 

Raisa 2 3 
Olga 0 3 
Elena 4 11 

Tatiana 0 5 
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CONCLUSION: ROOM FULL OF ELEPHANTS 

Summary 

All the participants are or were at some point university or college students 

getting their degree in the United States (who had to know English well enough to pass 

the entrance exams as well as to function efficiently in English-speaking academic 

settings) or are professionals who have been in the country for at least five years (they 

have to function in English most of the time and their English has to be advanced). 

Finding Russian-speaking participants who were university/college students or 

professionals living and working in the U.S. for at least five years was an important 

element of a participant’s profile, since I wanted to interview individuals who had already 

reached relative proficiency in English enabling them to function in different language 

domains and, hence, being able to integrate to some extend into English-speaking 

communities, so their language views would be influenced not only by immigration pre 

se but by the process of active socialization among English-language speakers. Since I 

did not plan to administer any tests assessing participants’ proficiency in English, 

admittance to the university and ability to pass entrance exams or an ability to hold a 

demanding job in an English-speaking environment served as a baseline for the selection 

process. 

The participants belong to the middle class socially and economically. Their 

children are not considered to be “at risk” in terms of learning English or succeeding in 

school in the United States (the educators are worried about the lack of academic success 
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of the minority students who do not have such economic and social advantages). Since 

their English is good, the school does not care about the minority language anymore 

which might be a good thing – look at the heated debates about the bilingual education 

that, in my opinion, are so heated not only because there are different points of view and 

sets of the data to consider, but because money and politics are very much involved in the 

case very often making the priority not the best solution for the populations involved but 

gaining political capital discussing the issue, proving the point or making the case 

(whatever the point or the case might be). But even though schools have very little to do 

directly with the maintenance of Russian, the school’s indirect attitude towards 

bilingualism in general and bilingual education in particular influences, in my opinion, 

the opinions that are thought to be appropriate to express and sometimes parental 

decision about the language maintenance or how to talk about it/view it. So do the 

attitudes of the general public. I am not saying that the language views and convictions of 

the bilingual parents are completely changed by the time they have been in the country 

long enough; but there is a change. The bilingual participants in the study (according to 

their responses to the questions directly targeting the topics or their remarks in our 

informal conversations) are all satisfied with their life in the United States and are not 

thinking about returning to Russia/Ukraine although for some of them it was an option at 

some point (according to their answers). The United States is the country where they 

intend to live and raise their children, so they have to plan accordingly – adapt to the new 

environment the best they can and accommodate the new society without loosing their 

convictions.  
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This study primarily deals with “what’s preached”; I only had an opportunity to 

directly observe “what’s being done” with the bilingual group, but had to rely on words 

only for the comparison groups (USCOMP and RUCOMP). I’m fully aware that very 

often there is a rift between what people say and what people do; however, for the 

purposes of the presents study “what’s being said” provides a snapshot of what is 

commonly believed and considered to be appropriate to articulate about languages.  

Such “conventional wisdoms” are unexamined statements that are convenient, 

comfortable, and comforting, but not necessary true. According to Galbraith (1958), 

putting truth and convenience together results in the concept of the conventional wisdom, 

something that best promotes self-interest, self-esteem and well-being and helps avoid 

“dislocation in life“. Let’s see what is comfortable and comforting to the participants. 

The bilingual participants came from the background where second language 

learning was highly valued and worth putting money and effort into acquiring (judging 

by the outcomes in second language learning of the U.S.-based Russian bilinguals and the 

RUCOMP participants). Learning language, according to them, is not limited to learning 

“a bit” of it, usually the goal is long-term and should result in “knowing language” ( 

being reasonably fluent in all four skill areas). On the other hand, judging by the 

outcomes of second language learning in the USCOMP (U.S. comparison group) 

respondents, second language learning is not that important for the U.S. residents and 

even “a bit” of it is considered enough. There are a very low percentage of the USCOMP 

participants who consider themselves relatively fluent in another language (more than 

twice lower than the percentage among the RUCOMP (Russian/Ukrainian comparison 
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group) participants and the bilinguals before their coming to the United States). 

RUCOMP also has a noticeably higher percentage of the participants whose children 

study second language consistently and achieve high proficiency in spite of the fact that 

the parents have considerably less money to spare than the U.S. participants. We have 

just looked at “what’s done/ what’s practiced” about second language learning (not much 

in the U.S. context); “what’s said” tells another story (and this story is similar for both 

RUCOMP and USCOMP): all the comparison groups expressed high levels of desire to 

learn another language and the desire for their children to learn another language (up to 

100% in some cases). So, at least in theory, bilingualism is considered to be good and 

desirable. But when the comparison groups’ participants were asked whether their desire 

would be realized, it was revealed that words don’t translate smoothly into actions – less 

than one-third of the USCOMP respondents and 37.50% of the RUCOMP respondents 

said that they would do something about it (“definitely” or “probably”). The RUCOMP 

participants do not seem much more active in realizing their wish to learn a second 

language that the USCOMP participants, but we should take into account that for many 

of them “one more language” is not a second language – it is a third or even fourth. 

As for the reasons for learning another language for the adults, the commonly and 

frequently mentioned orientations across the groups are instrumental ( for the career 

purposes, better communication and easier traveling); but the aesthetic (“I like it”) and  

ideological (“It’s good for you” or “It will come handy”) orientations are also very strong 

among  the RUCOMP  and bilingual participants;  the aesthetic orientation is also strong 

in the MA USCOMP participants. But while for the RUCOMP and bilinguals participants 
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the aesthetic and ideological motivations are not only believed in but also acted on, I am 

not sure if the aesthetic motivation alone is strong enough among the MA USCOMP 

participants to motivate their actions. As for the career-oriented motivation, which was 

one of the most frequently mentioned in the RUCOMP, USCOMP and bilinguals’ 

Russian responses, it also seems that among the USCOMP participants there is a bigger 

rift between “what’s said” and “what’s done”: while in the RUCOMP second language 

knowledge is thought to be essential for the career purposes and is also actively acquired 

and utilized for these purposes; in the USCOMP, even the participants who acknowledge 

that second language learning will be helpful in their career fields rarely acquire it, and 

those who acquired it feel that even if it is utilized, it is not valued enough or 

compensated for (providing the examples of translating for somebody and not being 

compensated for it). With the situation like this, the incentives for the USCOMP 

participants are not enough to motivate second language learning – no economic 

incentives; no social incentives (it does not seem that it is viewed as prestigious by the 

society in general); and as for moral incentives, even though it is acknowledged that 

second language learning is good, the moral satisfaction alone from learning a second 

language is not powerful enough to motivate such learning which is considered by all the 

participants to be long, relatively hard, and very effort-consuming (even more so for the 

adults than children). The bilingual participants mentioned the career motivation very 

frequently in Russian, but almost never in English (only one participant mentioned in his 

English responses): I do speculate that using different languages evokes different modes 

of thinking (frames) and different experiences: using a second language (English, for 
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example) for the career purposes in Russia/ Ukraine vs. using a second language 

(Russian, for example) for the career purposes in the United States; very likely vs. very 

unlikely. 

As for the reasons and motivations provided by the parents for their children’s 

second language learning, which is again pronounced as very desirable by almost all the 

participants in all groups, many parents in the USCOMP are guided by the notion that the 

society is changing (through globalization and immigration) and a second language might 

be needed by their children to adapt to such changes; the MA USCOMP parents once 

again expressed strong ideological orientation towards second language learning (SLL) 

that is absent among the AZ USCOMP parents and much weaker pragmatic motivation 

toward SLL that is quite strong in AZ USCOMP and RUCOMP. 

While USCOMP and RUCOMP displayed a mix of instrumental/pragmatic and 

ideological reasons for their children’s SLL among the most frequently mentioned, the 

bilingual participants (when talking about their children’s Russian) omitted the pragmatic 

orientation altogether emphasizing instead emotional (preserving family ties, learning 

about their roots/culture) and ideological orientations. It is safe to assume that before 

coming to the United States, the bilingual parents had the views similar to those of the 

RUCOMP participants when pragmatic/instrumental value of the SLL is acknowledged 

and considered to be vital for SLL motivation; however, living in the United States has 

changed these views undermining the instrumental/practical value of Russian (as a 

second language) in the U.S. context. 
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The bilingual participants were also asked about the general advantages of being 

bilingual/knowing Russian in the United States – the answers to this question almost 

completely eliminated these “touchy-feely” reasons for SLL prevalent in their responses 

to the previously discussed question. Instead, the answers strengthened the instrumental 

(career) and ideological (cognitive advantage) reasons and strongly introduced something 

that goes contrary to all that passionate parental conviction that their children need a 

second language (Russian, in our case) – “no advantages” (36.36% in English; 27.27% in 

Russian). Such is the power of context: it seems that when the same phenomenon, SLL, is 

viewed not in the private/family context but in the U.S. context, it is devalued 

dramatically. Some seemed too confused by the question to even answer: 27.27% of the 

respondents did not answer this question in Russian. Once again, it seemed to fit my 

hypothesis that since English triggers the memories of the experiences “lived in English” 

and the language views more commonly expressed in English and Russian triggers the 

memories of the experiences “lived in Russian” and the language views more commonly 

expressed in Russian; Russian question asked about bilingual advantages in the U.S. 

context evoked two conflicting sets of views making it easier not to answer than to 

reconcile. 

The shift from ideological to instrumental orientation in the answers about the 

advantages of bilingualism is also evident in USCOMP if we compare them to the 

answers about the reasons for children’s SLL: reasons such as “experience of another 

culture/point of view” and “reflection of the community” that were one of the most 

frequently mentioned for children’s SLL were substituted by ”travel” and “career”. Does 
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it mean that there is no value to bilingualism unless you can make money out of it or 

make yourself more comfortable while traveling? 

The RUCOMP participants did not follow the same route: when answering the 

questions about bilingual advantages, they acknowledged the importance of both 

pragmatic and less pragmatic orientations in determining why bilingualism is 

advantageous: along with providing wider career and communication opportunities, it 

gives you freedom and broader perspective. Such view, in my opinion, is more 

multifaceted and, thus, accurate in conceptualizing the advantages of such a complex 

phenomenon as bilingualism to the society in general. 

As for the USCOMP and bilingual group responses, they seem to illustrate the 

conflict between the views on “what is good for my children and my family” and “what is 

good for the society” in terms of bilingualism by portraying the society where 

bilingualism is only valued if it can provide some immediate, preferably monetary 

benefits but also noting that for an individual the benefits are more numerous and wider 

in orientation. Coming to terms that the society is not interested in what might be good 

for you as an individual (and recognized as such by the members of the society itself) 

illustrates that in terms of language ideologies there is a clear separation between the 

individual and the state. The Russian bilinguals seem to realize it from early on: minority 

language maintenance in their view is never a public, but always a private concern (“it’s 

all on the parents”). They don’t see this concern as relevant to the general public. They 

don’t see Russian as something that can be useful not only within an immediate family 

but also in a wider context by being a resource for the society in general. Even though the 
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United States as “the land of immigrants” could have become the multilingual states, it 

never happened, so all other-than-English languages are considered to be “their” 

languages while English is the only “our” language. With such attitude, why maintain 

something “theirs”? The RUCOMP and bilingual participants lived or are currently living 

(I talk about the comparison group participants) in the countries where quite a few 

languages are considered “ours” and viewed as a public resource and public concern. 

Changing this perception is not easy and requires some meaning negotiation and concept 

restructuring. 

The bilingual Russian participants come from the background similar to that of 

the RUCOMP participants in believing that second language is always good and the 

benefits of it are multifaceted; but they also have access to more monetary resources 

through their immigration that can be spend on language learning for their children; they 

also live in a perfect setting for language immersion.   Almost paradise! And yet, through 

the process of socializing they seem to acquire the new set of language beliefs that are in 

conflict with the previously used ”conventional wisdom”. Trying to reconcile these two 

the bilingual participants try to fit their bi- or multi-system of beliefs (both/and) about 

language in general and bilingualism in particular into the mono-system (either/or) that 

seemed to be more acceptable in the United States. Such reconciliation of two belief 

systems brought into plain view the conflicts between what is said and what is practiced 

and the trade-off choices that are now presented as compulsory rather than optional 

(strong English skills or strong Russian skills, advancement in life/career pr preserving 

culture and language). 
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In general the expressed attitude towards bilingualism among the bilingual 

participants (when talking, for example, about the “complications” of bilingualism such 

as language delays and language disorders or whether the world community is mostly 

bilingual or monolingual) is noticeably more cautious, doubtful and pessimistic than that 

expressed by both the USCOMP and RUCOMP participants. It is even more so in 

English responses of the bilinguals than in their Russian responses. Looking at 

Russian/Ukrainian comparison group’s responses and judging from my memories of how 

bilingualism was treated in Russia and Ukraine, it is hard to imagine that such cautious 

and pessimistic attitude towards bilingualism was bought form the native countries of the 

bilingual participants. On the other hand, the responses of the USCOMP participants do 

not indicate such attitude either. It might be explained once again by the rift between 

“what is preached” and “what is done”. 

The struggle of the bilingual participants to fit their bi-perceptions and practices 

(both/and) into the accepted, normative mono-system (either/or) is evident. Such efforts 

might result in cutting certain “deviations” that do not fit into the mono-system of beliefs 

and practices. The bi-system of the bilinguals is also characterized by conflicting 

attitudes towards certain phenomenona when first, the beliefs are articulated and then the 

facts are cited that contradict those beliefs (code switching, equal importance of Russian 

and English, being proud of Russian). Most often, such discrepancies are either not 

noticed, or noticed but not talked about by the bilinguals themselves (it is also the case 

for the USCOMP than certain conflicting attitudes can be perceived through the 

responses but are not directly discussed by the participants). If the participants do choose 
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to acknowledge these conflicts or their doubts either about expressed language beliefs or 

practices, they almost always do it in Russian. English is used to portray a less 

dimensional picture, many answers in English do sound as ad slogans glossing over 

“bumps” on the road. This might be explained by the fact that living and expressing 

themselves in English, the participants still struggle to achieve this full-fledged 

belonging, in Russian, they already belong, so expressing “unconventional” wisdoms is 

not going to damage their status. However, English responses of the bilinguals in most 

cases are wordier that the Russian ones: fewer facts and details, but more words. Why? 

The explanation I provide has to do with the fact that most bilinguals are very proud of 

their proficiency in English and would exercise it if the opportunity arises – establishing 

that they are indeed bilinguals who are confident in their two languages and not “those 

people don’t know English”. 

It should be noted that higher levels of education in parents are associated with 

stronger minority language literacy skills in children. Parental understanding of how vital 

literacy is for the minority language maintenance is supposed to prompt parents to spend  

more time on developing literacy skills in their children. However, the results of this 

study suggest that in some contexts the connection between parental education and 

children’s literacy skills is not that straightforward. The bilingual parents are emphasizing 

literacy as very important to “knowing language” and view the ability to read as 

insurance that the minority language will not be forgotten; yet, all parents rate literacy 

skills in Russian of their children as weakest (compared to speaking and understanding) 

and some specifically said that they simply don’t spend enough time on developing 
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literacy skills. I am still not sure how this conflict can be explained, but one of the 

possible explanations is the “division of labor” between school and home. School usually 

plays an important role in developing children’s literacy skills (such is the case in the 

United States for English and such is the case in Russia and Ukraine for Russian and 

English or Russian and Ukrainian or Russian, Ukrainian, and English); parents simply 

supplement school’s effort with family literacy practices. However, such “division” does 

not work in the context of Russian-English bilingual families in the United States: parents 

have to put much more effort and time into Russian literacy development of their children 

and not all of them were prepared to do so. Another explanation can lie in the perceived 

competition between two languages and the perception that one language can be 

advanced only at some cost to another. Such perceptions are strongly present in the 

USCOMP responses, absent in the RUCOMP, and prevalent in the bilingual group (even 

among the parents that stress equal importance of English and Russian). Spending too 

much time advancing Russian at home is viewed as somewhat harmful to children’s 

English even though such belief is not substantiated by parental and teachers’ (according 

to parents) assessments of their children’s English skills. All parents rated their children’s 

English skills much higher than their Russian skills; almost all the children of school age 

are “A” students (they rarely get “B”s), so it seems that advancing Russian skills a bit 

more now when the children are so proficient in English should not in any way “harm” 

English, but this view (that too much Russian can harm English) is still influencing 

parental decisions. Once again this “useful” language belief was most likely acquired in 
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the United States, since the RUCOMP responses do not indicate even a trace of such 

“permanent competition” belief. 

The bilingual parents associate hard and constant work with maintaining Russian 

in their children indicating that it’s hard work for both parents and children; that might 

clash with the general public’s perceptions of what is worth such hard effort and what is 

not. It seems to me that even among American middle-class investing time and money 

into bilingualism is neither prestigious nor widely practiced (so when I see the expression 

“elite bilingualism” that is supposedly associated with the middle class, I cannot see the 

link between the American middle class and the expression); so Russian-English 

bilingual children whose parents “make” them invest time in Russian still look like an out 

of place oddity among other middle-class children. I did not feel odd than my parents in 

Ukraine made me go to an English tutor and do my “extra” homework– quite a few 

children around me were doing the same. In addition, this extra “push” on parents’ part is 

view as normal in Russia and Ukraine: according to the World Values Survey, 90.5% of 

Russian and 88.7 % Ukrainian respondents consider “hard work” among one of the most 

important child qualities. In the United States, only 60.8% of the respondents think the 

same. In the light of these data, Russian bilingual parents might be viewed by the general 

public as unnecessary demanding/hard in terms of their children’s Russian, and such 

attitude is likely to have a carry-over effect on the bilingual children who would view 

their parents’ efforts as pointless. 

The parents express grievances over that fact that the children’s dominant 

language is English (those are expressed in Russian only) and Russian seems to lose its 
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ground; but it is viewed as an unavoidable development. Status quo is mostly accepted 

although the parents still struggle to maintain Russian. The World Values Survey 

portrays Russians and Ukrainians as more likely to accept that they often do not have 

much freedom of choice and control over their life than Americans: answering the 

question about how much freedom of choice and control in their life they have (1 – “none 

at all”; 10 – “a great deal” ) 9. 4% of Russians; 8.9% of Ukrainians, and only 0.4% of 

Americans selected 1; 8.3% of Russians, 9.1 % of Ukrainians; and 24.5 % of Americans 

selected 10. I am sure that such fatalism has reduced somewhat after living in the United 

States, but the effects of it are probably still present. 

Even though the views expressed by the USCOMP in terms of language diversity, 

bilingualism, and minority language maintenance are in general quite positive (but with 

two-fold responses and the traces of hidden polemic), I wonder what speaks louder to the 

bilingual participants in this case: words or actions? If everybody tells you that they think 

it is absolutely great to be uninhibited, disregard clothing and walk around naked, but at 

the same time you have never seen a single one of such “supporters” parading naked 

would your rather believe in the explicit message of the words or the implicit message of 

the actions? Most probably, you would understand that expressing such liberal views is 

appropriate, but you would delay revealing your “nudist” self for a while waiting for the 

moment when these attitudes would translate into tendencies (practices). 

It seems that in many instances, the bilingual participants have changed their 

language views moving away form the patterns expressed by the RUCOMP, but they did 

not attain the language views expressed by the USCOMP. For example, bilingualism and 
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its advantages are visualized by the bilingual participants distinctly different from both 

the USCOMP and RUCOMP. The bilingual participants seem to construct their own 

language ideology that is influenced by the previously acquired set of ideological beliefs, 

new set of ideological beliefs and new experiences of socialization in the United States. 

Such mix produces the ideology that harbors more conflicts that those expressed by the 

comparison groups. However, these conflicts are not discussed; the conflicting views are 

almost never brought together and juxtaposed. This situation suggested the title for the 

chapter: it seems that the participants navigate the room full of elephants without ever 

talking about them or questioning the strangeness of the situation, maneuvering carefully 

and gracefully around them instead. 

Research questions (and some answers) 

After such wordy summary of the key findings of the study, let me summarize 

them one more time, in short, in their relation to the research questions posed by this 

study.  

1. Do bilinguals conceptualize their language views differently in different 

languages?  

Though it cannot be said that the views expressed by the same bilinguals are 

completely different depending on the language they used, there are notable consistent 

differences in how these views are expressed. Across the languages, the parents voiced 

their satisfaction with life in the United States and a strong desire to maintain Russian in 

their children while helping them also to perform at their best in school in English 
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acknowledging that English, in spite of all efforts, is and will be their children’s dominant 

language. However, the Russian responses express more doubts about bilingualism and 

its future and its advantages in the context of the United States while English responses 

mostly avoid discussing such sad “truths” in detail and sometimes portray a more 

optimistic picture. Russian responses are reserved for expressing doubts, grievances and 

revealing more personal information while in English responses, the respondents try to 

avoid such pessimistic view. Depending on the language used, the responses also 

emphasize the importance of different things in regards to motivations and orientations in 

second language learning. 

The findings suggest that different languages trigger different frames of reference 

but more research with bigger samples should be done to tell for sure. 

2. Is there a direct connection between the language views articulated and family 

language practices?  

Not a single bilingual participant acted in terms of family language practices 

completely contrary to the language views being expressed in the questionnaires and 

interviews. Most likely parents who claim that they want their children to maintain 

Russian would do something to promote Russian maintenance, but it is unclear how 

much would be done. Some participants who expressed the desire to maintain Russian in 

their children only speak Russian at home accepting English responses from their 

children and not employing any other Russian maintenance activities. In this case, 

speaking Russian can hardly be qualified as “doing something” about Russian 

maintenance since there is no effort involved, and parents are only doing what is coming 
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naturally to them (speaking Russian). The expressed language views are not always 

smoothly translating into the actions and are displaying a pattern of conflicting attitudes 

and practices: such as expressed desire to develop two languages equally in their children 

versus using practices that undermine the importance of Russian; or expressing strong 

convictions that Russian is necessary for their children while also expressing doubts 

about usefulness and non-harmful nature of the same phenomenon (bilingualism). In 

other words, this study suggests that the attitudes are not fully translated into the 

tendencies (Smolicz, 1992) and cannot be used as a single predictor of family language 

practices. 

3. Have parents' motivations in learning English and views on the best working 

second language teaching methods/ techniques influenced their techniques/methods in 

maintaining their children's Russian? 

The data suggests that the parents do employ what they think helped them the 

most in second language learning; as for other techniques and practices viewed by the 

parents as helpful, not all of them are incorporated into Russian maintenance practices. 

However, it looks that the parents who incorporate all “the best practices” articulated by 

them reach greater success in promoting Russian skills in their children. 

4. Has immigration changed the participants’ perceptions of bilingualism and 

family language practices? Are their views on bilingualism and articulated language 

ideologies closer to those of the general population in the U.S. or Russia? 

The participants’ expressed views on language differ from both comparison 

groups in most of the instances. However, Russian responses of the bilingual participants 
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are usually closer to those of the RUCOMP, and English responses are closer to the 

USCOMP. Overall, the language ideologies expressed by the bilingual participants are 

the mix of previously and newly acquired language ideologies and, thus, exhibit more 

conflicts than those of the USCOMP and RUCOMP. 

Implications and suggestions for further research 

I want to talk how the results of this study can be used in schools – even though 

schools are “non-participants” in the process of minority-language maintenance, their 

impact can be seen in the bilingual parents’ responses. I am not sure which one of 

schools’ attitudes is more harmful – suggesting that the minority language in some way 

impairs English or total indifference and lack of acknowledgment for parental efforts. 

What parents do is often treated as “invisible work” and such attitude inhibits their effort 

and children’s enthusiasm for second language learning. Schools are seen as “The 

Authority” by most of the parents even though they might disagree with some of school-

projected attitudes or practices. Not even participating but acknowledging “invisible 

work” might be very helpful to bilingual families. 

As the study results suggest, if you want to get a more detailed report from a 

bilingual parent on language development, language struggles, and languages views 

within the family, talk to them in their native language. (How practical is this? – What is 

practical is usually what is regularly practiced. The status quo bias that will be defined 

later might prevent us form using unconventional techniques). The bilingual parents are 

proud of and very wordy in English, but they open up more while talking in Russian. 
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It would be interesting to know when the new ideology shaped by the new 

socializing experiences and new set of language norms starts to emerge. How long does it 

take to realize that many of conventional wisdoms you believed in most of your adult life 

seem counterintuitive to the general public in the new setting? Since I have worked with 

the bilingual participants who have spent at least five years in the United States, I did not 

have an opportunity to answer that question. And after at least five years, the new 

ideology seems to be formed – the responses of the bilingual participants were fairly 

similar. 

The trends outlined in this study need to be observed and confirmed using bigger 

samples (including bigger comparison groups as well). The bigger samples might also 

allow to figure out if there are regional differences in the ideologies of the participants. 

For example, it was clear that the MA USCOMP emphasizes aesthetic and ideological 

orientations in second language learning more than practical/instrumental orientations (as 

it was the case for the AZ USCOMP participants); it has also been shown that when 

talking about the advantages of bilingualism, the MA USCOMP employs a more global 

perspective, while the AZ USCOMP thinks about it using a more local/regional 

perspective. However, the small size of the bilingual group does not allow to make any 

conclusions if such regional differences in language ideologies affected the bilinguals’ 

ideology formation. The small size of the comparison groups requires a larger scale study 

to confirm the perceived differences. 

However, the implications of this study are not limited to “how to deal with 

bilingual parents”; they are wider implications – how to make sure that we use the 
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bilingual resources that we are handed on a silver platter. The study shows that there is a 

divide between understanding that bilingualism is beneficial at the individual level and 

understanding that it is also beneficial at the social level ( this divide is not very visible in 

the RUCOMP, but it is very pronounced in the USCOMP and especially in the bilingual 

group) : benefits of individual bilingualism are recognized and easily articulated 

presenting a multifaceted picture of the reasons why it is advantageous; social 

bilingualism, however, is viewed as something less beneficial, or at least something that 

provides less advantages. There is a visible shift in the language views among the 

bilingual participants for whom the value of individual bilingualism is still very high but 

the value of social bilingualism is diminishing.  

Thinking about the results of my study, I realized that many of the concepts have 

to do with economics: “conventional wisdom” (in the beginning of this chapter I used the 

definition of it by an economist, John Galbraith, who is believed by some to coin the 

term), “trust” (not as in “trust fund” but as in “trust between people”), even “framing”. 

Language itself is considered to be “capital” (some think of it as a part of “social capital”; 

others – as a part of “human capital”; yet others use the more specific term “linguistic 

capital”). But while there have been studies attempting to quantify the effects of social 

capital on growth, or social values on economic development, I could not find a single 

study there referring to language as capital was more than simply a metaphor. Yet, the 

study results show that second language learning and minority language maintenance are 

powerfully tied to ideological and economic factors. The studies on language and 

ideology have been done investigating different facets of this phenomenon; the studies on 
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language and economics are not so abundant. In order to explain what prompts certain 

actions the field of economics as well as the SLL field use the terms such as motivation 

and incentives. Observing how different incentives (economic, social, and moral) affect 

second language learning and minority language maintenance in different contexts might 

further our understanding on what motivates the  process, what inhibits it, and what has 

no effect. Such observations prompted me to look at bilingualism as a product on the 

market: What is its value? Who is willing to buy/sell? Is its price higher on certain 

markets and lower on the others? Why? Why is it valued in some societies more that in 

others? 

Two economic concepts seem to be useful when we think about the value of 

bilingualism in different societies: the status quo bias and endowment effect. The status 

quo bias was experimentally proven to exist and was observed in many fields. The 

endowment effect was found in some experiments but not in the others; so for now it is 

used as a theoretical rather than practical construct. The status quo bias is the bias people 

have towards status quo (we like the things to stay relatively the same choosing the 

default route in most cases without questioning this choice). The endowment effect is the 

bias towards what we already have versus what we do not posses: we tend to attribute 

higher value to the thing we have as opposed to the things we don’t own. 

Changing the attitudes towards bilingualism in the U.S. is not an easy task 

because monolingualism is viewed as a norm and is associated with high value (while 

non-transitional bilingualism is viewed as deviation and associated with lower value for 

non-native English speakers) but a necessary one (I’ll talk about the need for it later). 



 196

Expressed positive attitudes towards bilingualism among the general U.S. public might 

be a first step in this direction, the second step would be translating the attitudes into the 

actions. As the study suggests, for the U.S. population, there is a big divide between 

seeing the advantages of bilingualism in the individual/family context and seeing the 

advantages of it in the state contest. Translating the positives attitudes towards 

bilingualism at the individual level towards positive attitudes and actions towards 

bilingualism at the state level can be achieved with the help of incentives: as of now, 

social incentives are non-existent; economic incentives are often cited bu the study 

participants as something that might prompt second language learning, but economic 

incentives encouraging bilingualism are rarely established; moral incentives might be 

used but are not powerful enough, in my opinion, to prompt second language learning 

alone. “I’ll be doing a good thing” – is it going to be enough to make you spend a lot of 

time and very often money on something that might not get you any returns except moral 

satisfaction? Very unlikely. The combination of all these types of the incentives would be 

ideal for promoting bilingualism. 

But whether or not SLL yields many returns depends on how it is positioned in 

the society. Analyzing the responses of the present study, I can see that language cannot 

be classified as only social or human capital once and for all: what king of capital it is 

depends on the society and might change. For example, for the RUCOMP, second 

language knowledge is very much a part of human capital (such as skills and education) – 

it is rewarded, utilized, and is looked for by potential employer; on the other hand, in the 

United States, second language learning (with only some regional exceptions) is not 
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viewed as part of human capital and does not produce the visible gains other parts of 

human capital produce. There are a lot of studies on positive correlation between level of 

education and salary; but I have not come across the studies that investigate correlation 

between second language proficiency and salary; that might be one more direction of 

research needed to examine whether bilingualism leads to better carrier opportunities as it 

is firmly believed by the study comparison groups. Such studies are needed to prove that 

“language-as-capital” is not simply a convenient metaphor but a valid scientific concept 

that can be observed and quantified ( numbers, as the study participants mentioned, are 

something that seems to convince people more than words – even in the cases that are 

hard to quantify). Second language proficiency might also be viewed as symbolic capital, 

but once again, certain languages (or linguistic norms) might be a path to power and 

prestige; while others are not. Again, it all depends on the context. Language-as-social-

capital’s gains (many scholars see language as a part of social capital) also depend on the  

social context: “ the estimated returns to human capital and social capital are quite 

similar. In poorer countries, the returns to social capital even tend to exceed those of 

human capital. There is some evidence to suggest that in such settings social capital acts 

as a substitute for education” (Grootaert, 2003, p.15). Depending on the context, 

language can also be either “bridging social capital” that connects diverse groups or 

“bonding social capital” that connects homogeneous groups. Once again, the economic 

returns on these two types of social capital are different and very context-dependent.  

As the study suggests, bilingualism and second language learning cannot be 

discussed as universal, context-independent construals with a fixed set of connotations: 
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connotations as well as the attitudes and actions are socially dependent and should be 

viewed as such. It also leads to the question of how generalizable the studies conducted in 

different countries on attitudes and second language learning and minority language 

maintenance are. 

I have talked so much about the need for studies that consider second language  

learning from economic perspective because the study results show that economic 

incentives are very powerful in motivating actions. Even though the study participants 

associated second language learning with many non-economic gains as well (mostly at 

the individual level), but in order to change not only the second language attitudes but 

practices as well (at the social level), the economic gains associated with the phenomenon 

or very strong social gains should be present to prompt a more rapid positive change. 

The topic of my dissertation might be viewed by some as something similar to 

chamber music – lovely, interesting, but for the small audience. Why should “regular” 

Americans care about language views of Russian-speaking communities in the United 

States? How are these views as well as decisions about maintenance or non-maintenance 

of minority languages (Russian in my case) are relevant to them? I do think that it is 

relevant and the topic of my dissertation is not “chamber music” but has wider 

implications and importance for the society in general. I do think that linguistic diversity 

should be viewed as an asset to any society and these views should be shared by 

bilinguals and monolinguals alike. The study shows that the general population already 

acknowledges the positive value of bilingualism for the global and U.S. society (although 

they are much more specific on how bilingualism might be beneficial at a global level). 
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The United States has great linguistic resources thanks to the large influx of recent 

immigrants – I am not talking here about those who immigrated a long time ago (the 

majority of the U.S. population) because linguistic resources have an expiration date: if 

they are not passed to younger generations, they are gone. The problem is that the 

potential of these resources is often not recognized, linguistic diversity is often presented 

as the society divider rather than a tool to make society stronger and more flexible. I do 

understand that the idea of bringing people with different cultures and languages together 

is viewed as challenging to say the least, but we are not talking about the people who are 

divided across the linguistic border – they do have common language, English, which 

serves as a language of wider communication, but in addition, they use other languages as 

well; neither do we talk about the people who are divided, period – Americans, in spite of 

linguistic and cultural differences, are united by their desire to live in this country even 

though their reasons for that might differ and to improve it (the views on what constitutes 

the improvement might also be very different). The claim about usefulness of language 

diversity shouldn’t be viewed as unsubstantiated but passionate claim – knowledge of a 

second language can make business transactions more efficient time- and money wise; I 

also strongly believe that the access to information in different languages, namely ability 

to follow the news through the mass media in two languages gives a more objective 

picture of reality, frees one’s mind from ideology and stereotypical perceptions, and 

stimulates critical thinking; more information in general gives you more power ( it can be 

applied to business transactions as well); knowing another language helps establish trust 

with the speakers of that language, and, trust, economically speaking, leads to more 
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successful business in terms of greater cooperation and economic integration (Nevitte and 

Inglehart, 1995); ability to see the differences between two linguistic systems leads to 

understanding that not everything we normally practiced is viewed as a norm by other 

populations and cannot be imposed/or promoted as such. I do use many 

economic/pragmatic examples of how bilingualism is useful to the society in general just 

because too emotional reasoning from a person who has a vested interest in the matter is 

not going to sell (economics again); but I do think that aesthetic and sentimental reasons 

for learning and maintaining minority languages are equally important although they are 

not always viewed as such by the general public. 

With globalization, new political formations (the EU) that brought changes to 

how global market operates (some scholars (Petrov, 2006) connect the war in Iraq with 

Hussein’s proclamation to sell oil for euros and not U.S. dollars and conversion of his 

$10 billion reserve fund at the U.N. into Euro)), strengthening of other currencies (the 

Yen/Yuan and the Euro), and a negative shift in the world’s attitudes towards the United 

States, the shift towards a more bilingual society in the United States might be just the 

right thing to do at this time since bilingualism helps establish trust, make business 

transactions more swift and effective, and provides wider range of adaptability. How is 

this “global” prescription connected to the “chamber” topic of my dissertation? I do view 

the immigrants in the United States as a resource for the country, but this resource is not 

used fully – while many immigrants seem to transfer their professional skills adjusting 

them to the new reality, their linguistic skills are mostly not utilized and it seems like a 

terrible waste of resources that can benefit this country not only economically but also 
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image-wise (which in the end still ties to economics); it would also eliminate the conflicts 

between the appreciation for the country and regrets that living in the country almost 

requires loosing your language which severs  the ties between the generations. It is 

important to translate the recognized “goodness” of bilingualism at the individual/family 

level to the wider social level. 

In my opinion, the best route of action is to stop ignoring those “elephants” 

(bilingual or not, we all have them in our “language views room”), understand instead 

why they are in the room and why ignoring them seems to be “the most natural thing”. 

Maybe, after that acknowledgment we can find a way to use them. May I suggest a zoo? 

Or maybe a rehabilitation program with later release? Just kidding – I do not think it is so 

easy to get rid of them, and they are great for interior décor as long as they are not 

ignored. 
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APPENDIX A. BILINGUAL PARTICIPANTS’ PROFILES. 

Name/ gender 
Year of U.S. 

arrival  /reason 
for arrival 

Age at the 
time of 
arrival 

Additional 
languages 

Children's 
age 

Jane/ female  2002 /married 
a U.S. citizen 23 Ukrainian, 

Greek 1 

Masha/ female 1993/ refugee 21   13 and 8 

Tatiana/ female 2001/ /married 
a U.S. citizen 33   19 

Olga/ female 1998/ /married 
a U.S. citizen 25 German 4 

Klava/ female 1998/ job 
opportunities 35 French 10 and 6 

Sergey/ male 1998/ job 
opportunities 33 French 10 and 6 

Veronica/ female 
1998/ Green 
Card Lottery 

winner 
19 Ukrainian 1 

Katya/ female 
2001/ Green 
Card Lottery 

winner 
42 Hebrew 9 

Gena/ male 1997/ student 
visa 29   9 and 1 

Raisa/  female 1990/ refugee 32   13 and 9 

Elena/ female 
1999/ work 

related 
relocation 

27 Hebrew, 
French 9 and 1 
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APPENDIX B. U.S. COMPARISON GROUP’S QUESTIONNAIRE 

Try to provide detailed answers. For multiple choice questions, underline the right 

answer or use a bold font. If you haven’t found an acceptable answer among those 

provided, add your answer. I am not looking for “universal truths” or “facts”, 

neither am I interested in politically correct answers. I want your honest opinions. 

Go with your gut feeling when answering these questions. If your spouse is also 

participating in this experiment, try not to discuss your answers with each other. 

1. Is English your native language? 

2. I am ______ years old. 

3. Male         Female 

4. Do you know any other language besides English? If yes, how well do you know 

it (rate your speaking, reading/writing and oral comprehension)? 

5.  Do you have children? How old are they? 

6. Do your children know any other language besides English? If yes, how well do 

they know it (rate their speaking, writing, reading and comprehension)? 

7. What is the highest educational degree you have received/are currently pursuing? 

In what field? 

8. Did your parents know English? Any other language?  

9. In your opinion, what is the best age to start learning a second language? Why do 

you think so? 

10. Would you like to learn one more language? Why or why not?  
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11. If you answered “yes” to the previous question, what language would it be and 

why (what is your motivation)? Do you think you would really do something to 

learn one more language or would it remain just an intention/unrealized wish? 

12. Would you want your children to know any other language/s besides English? 

Why or why not? 

13. If you want your children to know other language/s, what language would it be 

and why?  

14. In your opinion, are there any disadvantages to being bilingual (being fluent in 

two languages)? What are they? 

15. In your opinion, are there any advantages to being bilingual? What are they? 

16. Do you agree that learning and hearing two or more languages in childhood is 

confusing and can cause language disorder or delay in language development? 

Strongly agree   

Somewhat agree   

Have no opinion   

Somewhat disagree   

Strongly disagree 

Other (explain)______________________________ 

17. Do you agree that immigrant parents who want their kids to learn their native 

language do not want to integrate into U.S. society?  

Strongly agree 

Somewhat agree 
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Have no opinion 

Somewhat disagree 

Strongly disagree 

Other (explain) ___________________________________________ 

18. Do you agree that a child who learns two languages won't feel at home in either of 

them and will always feel caught between two cultures?  

Strongly agree  

Somewhat agree 

Have no opinion 

Somewhat disagree 

Strongly disagree 

Other (explain) ___________________________________________ 

19. For you, what does it mean to “know a language”? 

20. What do you think works best for somebody who wants to master a second 

language? What techniques/learning strategies? 

21. In your opinion, how easy is it for a child to learn another language? 

a. Very easy 

b. Relatively easy 

c. Difficult 

d. Very difficult 

e. Other_____________________________ 
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22. How long does it take for a child to master another language (to be functional in 

reading, writing and speaking)? 

23. How long does it take for an adult to master another language (to be functional in 

reading, writing and speaking)? 

24. In your opinion, how easy is it for an adult to learn another language? 

a. Very easy 

b. Relatively easy 

c. Difficult 

d. Very difficult 

e. Other ___________________________________ 

25. Do you think most people in the U.S. are monolingual (fluent in one language) or 

bilingual (fluent in two languages)? 

a. Bilingual/multilingual 

b. monolingual 

c. 50/50 

26. What about the world in general: do you think the majority of world’s population 

is bilingual or monolingual? 

a. Bilingual/multilingual 

b. monolingual 

c. 50/50 

27. Do you think linguistic diversity is good for the United States? Why or why not? 
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28. What are the first concepts (names, events, etc) that come to mind when you hear 

words “Russian” and “Russia”? 

29. Recently, have you heard or seen anything in the mass media about Russia or/and 

Russians (it could have been factual or fictional; for example, you could have 

seen some fictional Russian character on a TV show)? What was it? 

30. What are the first concepts (words, names, events, etc) that come to mind when 

you hear words “American” and “USA”? 

 

31. In your opinion, how easy is it for an adult to acquire another language without an 

accent? 

a. Very easy 

b. Relatively easy 

c. Difficult 

d. Very difficult 

e. Other_____________________________ 

32. How do you identify yourself in terms of nationality, language, occupation, etc.? 

Use the terms that describe you the best. 

a) I am _______________________________________________ 

(American, an engineer, a student, mother, Jewish, Armenian, etc). 

b) Don’t have/use any readily available terms to identify myself. 

c) Other(explain)________________________________________________ 



 208

33. You can share your final thoughts on the subject. Use this space to elaborate on 

your answers or share anything about your language views and family literacy 

practices that was not covered and might be interesting/important for me to know. 
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APPENDIX C. RUSSIAN/UKRAINIAN COMPARISON GROUP’S 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

Постарайтесь подробно отвечать на вопросы. В тех вопросах, в которых 

варианты ответов уже предложены, подчеркните нужный ответ или выделите 

его жирным шрифтом. Если варианты ответов Вас не устраивают, добавьте 

тот ответ, который Вы считаете подходящим. Я не пытаюсь узнать, знакомы 

ли Вы с научными фактами по данной теме, меня интересует лишь Ваше 

честное мнение по данным вопросам. Руководствуйтесь Вашим инстинктом, 

когда даете ответы. Если Ваш муж/жена тоже участвует в эксперименте, 

постарайтесь не обсуждать с ним/ней Ваши ответы. 

1. Русский – Ваш родной язык?  Да  Нет 

2. Мне _________ лет. 

3. Ваш пол?     Мужской  Женский 

4. Знаете ли Вы еще какие-то языки помимо русского? Если да, то насколько 

хорошо Вы знаете их (оцените Ваши разговорные навыки, чтение и 

письмо)? 

5. Есть ли у Вас дети? Сколько им лет? 

6. Знают ли Ваши дети какие-либо языки помимо русского? Если да, 

насколько хорошо они их знают (оцените разговорные навыки, чтение и 

письмо)? 
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7. Какой наивысший уровень образования Вы получили/получаете? По какой 

специальности?   

8. Знали ли Ваши родители какой-либо язык помимо русского? 

9. По Вашему мнению, в каком возрасте лучше всего начать учить второй 

язык? Почему Вы так считаете? 

10. Вы бы хотели выучить еще какой-то язык? Почему? Почему нет? 

11. Если Вы ответили «да» на предыдущий вопрос, скажите, какой язык Вы 

хотели бы выучить и почему Вы бы хотели выучить именно его? Вы 

думаете, что Вы в самом деле предпримете какие-то шаги для реализации 

этого желания или же это так и останется нереализованной мечтой? 

12. Хотели ли бы Вы, чтобы Ваши дети знали еще какой-то язык? Почему? 

Почему нет? 

13. Если Вы хотите, чтобы Ваши дети знали другой язык, какой язык и почему 

именно этот язык? 

14. По Вашему мнению, есть ли какие-то неудобства, связанные со свободным 

владением двумя языками? Каковы они? 

15. Есть ли какие-то преимущества в свободном владении двумя языками? 

Каковы они? 

16. Согласны ли Вы с утверждением, что если ребенок с самого детсва слышит 

и учит два языка, это может привести к замедлению в развитии речи и 

отклонениям в речевом развитии? 

а. Полностью согласен/согласна 
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б. Отчасти согласна/согласен 

в. Не имею мнения по данному вопросу 

г. Отчасти несогласен/несогласна 

д. Категорически несогласна/несогласен 

е.. Иное (объясните) ______________________________ 

17. Согласны ли Вы c утверждением, что ребенок, знающий два языка, не будет 

себя чувствовать уверенно ни в одном из них и будет постоянно находиться 

между двух культур, не принадлежа по-настоящему ни к одной из них? 

а. Полностью согласен/согласна 

б. Отчасти согласна/согласен 

в. Не имею мнения по данному вопросу 

г. Отчасти несогласен/несогласна 

д. Категорически несогласна/несогласен 

е. Иное (объясните) _________________________ 

18. По Вашему мнению, что означает понятие «знать язык»? 

19. Какие методы, классы, по Вашему мнению, дают наиболее эффективные 

результаты при изучении второго/иностранного языка?  

20. Насколько легко, в Вашем представлении, выучить ребенку другой язык? 

 а. Очень легко 

б. Относительно легко/несложно  

в. Сложно 

г. Очень сложно 
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д. Иное (объясните)_____________________________ 

21. Сколько времени займет у ребенка изучение другого языка (чтобы достичь 

уровня, когда он может свободно писать,читьть и разговаривать на данном 

языке) ?  

22. Сколько времени займет у взрослого изучение другого языка (чтобы 

достичь уровня, когда он может свободно писать,читать и разговаривать на 

данном языке) ?  

23. В Вашем представлении, насколько легко выучить взрослому другой язык? 

 а. Очень легко 

б. Относительно легко/несложно  

в. Сложно 

г. Очень сложно 

д. Иное (объясните)_____________________________ 

24. По Вашему мнению, большинство людей в России/ на Украине 

(подчеркните страну, в которой проживаете) знают один язык или 

два/несколько?  

а. два/несколько 

б. один 

в. 50/50 (половина знает один язык, половина - два или больше) 

25. Как насчет мирового сообщества? Вы считаете, что большинство мирового 

населения знает один язык или два/несколько? 

а. два/несколько 
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б. один 

в. 50/50 (половина знает один язык, половина - два или больше) 

26. Какие первые слова, понятия приходят на ум, когда Вы слышите слова 

«русский» и «Россия» (не раздумывайте долго над ответом, пишите то, что 

первое прийдет на ум)? 

27. В последнее время Вы что-то видели или слышали в источниках массовой 

информации (телевидение, радио, газеты/журналы) об американцах и/или 

США? (Эта информация может быть подлинной или фиктивной – например, 

Вы недавно видели фильм, в котором есть вымышленный герой- 

американец – шериф, преступник, фермер и т.п. или же Вы смотрели 

новостную программу об упадке экономики в США). Что это была за 

информация? 

28. Какие первые слова, понятия приходят на ум, когда Вы слышите слова 

«американский», «американец» и «США» (не раздумывайте долго над 

ответом, пишите то, что первое прийдет на ум)? 

29. По Вашему мнению, насколько легко для взрослого человека выучить 

другой язык без акцента? 

а. Очень легко 

б.  Относительно легко/несложно 

в.  Трудно 

г. Очень трудно 

д. Иное (объясните)____________________________ 
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30. Кем вы себя считаете (по национальности, языку, профессии, по каким-то 

другим определяющим)? Включите те понятия, которые наиболее полно 

описывают Вас как личность. 

а) Я ______________________________________(украинец, грузин, архитектор, 

русский, мать двоих детей и т.д.) 

б) У меня нет никаких готовых терминов 

в) Иное (объясните)  

31. Вы можете внести свои дополнения и предложения – Вы можете 

предоставить больше информации по заданным вопросам или же 

поделиться своими мыслями на тему отношения к разным языкам и их 

изучения в общем (я могла не включить какие-то вопросы/темы, которые по 

Вашему мнению тоже важны и интересны).  
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APPENDIX D. BILINGUAL GROUP’S QUESTIONNAIRE 

Try to provide detailed answers. For multiple choice questions, underline the right 

answer or use a bold font. If you haven’t found an acceptable answer among those 

provided, add your answer. Some questions might be irrelevant to your situation: 

for example, if you don’t maintain Russian in your kids, skip all the questions about 

Russian maintenance in your children. If it’s a first survey you’re filling out (I 

haven’t sent you a Russian survey yet), please make sure to delete this survey after 

sending it to me and getting a confirmation that it’s received. To be able to rely on 

the results of this experiment I need to be sure that you are answering the Russian 

survey, which discusses similar topics, without comparing your answers with those 

provided for the English survey. If your spouse is also participating in this study, try 

not to discuss your answers with each other. 

1. When did you come to the US? Why did you decide to come to the U.S? What 

were the reasons for coming here? 

2. How old were you at that time? 

3. Were you married? / Did you have children at that time? How old are your 

children now? 

4. What is the highest educational degree you have received/are currently pursuing? 

Did you get this degree in the United States? In what field? 

5. Did you know English before coming to the US? Yes     No 

 How well did you know it before coming to the U.S.?  
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Very well        Satisfactory     Poorly 

6. How did you learn English (prior to coming to the U.S. as well as in the U.S.)? 

Did you take any classes or did you learn it by ear? Explain in detail. 

7. In your opinion, what does it mean to “know a language”? 

8. Looking back at your English learning experiences, what do you think works best 

for somebody who wants to master a second language? What techniques/learning 

strategies? 

9. What were your views on learning a second language prior to coming to the 

U.S.?(Did you think it would be easy/difficult, possible/impossible, didn’t think 

about it at all?) 

10. How do these views correspond to what actually happened? (Was it in fact 

easier/more difficult to learn English than you had imagined prior to coming to 

the U.S?) 

11. How satisfied are you with your life in the U.S.? 

a) Very satisfied 

b) Satisfied 

c) Somewhat unsatisfied 

d) Completely unsatisfied 

e) Other (explain)___________________________________ 

12. Prior to coming to the US, what were your views on maintaining Russian in your 

kids? Circle all the answers that apply. 

a) Did not think about it. 
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b) Wanted to maintain it in my kids 

c) Did not want to maintain it in my kids 

d) Thought that maintaining it would be easy enough  

e) Thought that maintaining it would be difficult 

f) Other (explain)__________________________ 

13. How do these views correspond to what actually happened? (Was it in fact 

easier/more difficult to maintain Russian than you had imagined prior to coming 

to the U.S? Did you follow through with your intentions? Have your views on 

maintaining Russian changed? 

14. If you are maintaining Russian in your kids or want to maintain it, what are your 

reasons for doing/wanting it?  

15. If you don’t want to maintain Russian in your kids, what are the reasons for this 

decision?  

16. What do you do, if anything, to encourage your children in their 

learning/maintaining Russian? Explain in detail.  

17. Do you correct your children’s Russian? If so, in what way? 

18. Do you feel confident enough about your English so you can help your children 

correct their mistakes in English? 

19. What was your main reason for learning English? Why is it important to know 

English? 
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20. Have you ever thought about returning back to Russia? (Either because you 

wanted to or because of the circumstances beyond your control such as visa 

problems, etc.) 

a) Never thought about it./ It was never an option. 

b) It was an option at some point. 

c) It still is an option. 

d) Other (explain) 

21. Are there any advantages to being bilingual/knowing Russian in the United 

States? 

22. Are there any disadvantages to being bilingual/knowing Russian in the United 

States? 

23. What do you think about your English today?  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

How would you describe you English now compared to the level of English you had 

prior to coming to the U.S.?  

It has a) considerably improved 

 b) somewhat improved 

 c) stayed at the same level 

 d) regressed 

 e) other (explain)____________________________________________________ 
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24. What are your spouse’s views on language situation in your family? What does 

s/he think about using English/Russian for you as a family and for your kids in 

particular? Are you in agreement with your spouse on these views? 

25. Do you think your Russian has changed since you came to the US? If so, in what 

way? 

26. How often do you use Russian?  

a) very often 

b) often 

c) not very often 

d) almost never 

e) never 

In what situations/contexts? (with friends, family, at work, playing sports, 

corresponding with friends, etc.) 

27. How often do you use English? 

a) very often 

b) often 

c) not very often 

d) almost never 

e) never 

 In what situations/contexts? 

28. Do you communicate more in English or Russian? 

29. How often do your children use Russian? 



 220

a) very often 

b) often 

c) not very often 

d) almost never 

e) never 

 For what purposes (in school, at home, to speak with us, to speak to their 

friends/siblings, to write letters, to read books, etc)? Explain in detail. 

30. How often do your children use English? 

a) very often 

b) often 

c) not very often 

d) almost never 

e) never 

 For what purposes? Explain in detail. 

31. In your opinion, do your children communicate more in English or Russian?  

32. Rate your children’s Russian skills. 

Speaking      Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Reading       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Writing       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Listening/understanding    Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

2nd child 

Speaking      Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 
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Reading       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Writing       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Listening/understanding    Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

 

33. Which (if any) language is your children’s dominant language? 

34. Rate your children’s English skills. 

Speaking      Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Reading       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Writing       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Listening/understanding    Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

2nd child 

Speaking      Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Reading       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Writing       Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

Listening/understanding    Non-existent   Poor   Satisfactory   Good   Very good 

 

35. If I meet you in 5 years, what do you think the situation will be for your kids in 

terms of English/Russian? Will they speak/read/write in both languages or will 

they be able to perform only some of the mentioned activities? Will one language 

be dominant? Will they know just one language? 

36. What language are you primarily using at home? 
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37. What language are you primarily using outside of home when speaking to your 

children (in school, grocery store, library, etc)? 

38.  Is there any practical reason for knowing/learning Russian in the U.S? 

39. How do you think bilingualism (being fluent in two languages) is viewed by 

general public in the U.S.? What is the general attitude towards bilinguals in the 

U.S.? 

40. What do you think of language mixing (using both languages in the same 

conversation, same sentence)? Is it a good practice or not? Why do you think so? 

41.  Do you switch from Russian to English (and vice versa) often in the same 

conversation, even same sentence? What about your children? 

42. Why do you think you switch? In what situations do you switch from one 

language to the other the most? What about your children? 

43. How do you identify yourself (in terms of nationality, language, occupation, etc.)?  

a) I am 

___________________________________________________(Russian, 

American, an engineer, a student, mother, Jewish, Armenian, etc). 

b) Don’t have/use any readily available terms to identify myself. 

c) Other(explain)________________________________________________ 

44. Do you think that your identity, the way you perceive yourself, has changed since 

you came to the U.S.? How exactly has it changed? If you had been asked about 

your identity prior to coming to the U.S., what would you have said? 

45. Do you have Russian-speaking friends in the U.S? 
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46. Do you have English-speaking friends in the U.S? 

47. Do you have more Russian- or English-speaking friends in the U.S.? 

48. Looking at the families with kids living in the USA with at least one Russian-

speaking parent, do you think that children in these families usually/as a rule 

know Russian or not? What about English? Why do you think it is so? 

49. How long does it take for an adult to master another language (to be functional in 

reading, writing and speaking)? 

50. How long does it take for a child to master another language (to be functional in 

reading, writing and speaking)? 

51. Do you agree that learning and hearing two or more languages in childhood is 

confusing and can cause language disorder or delay in language development? 

Strongly agree   

Somewhat agree   

Have no opinion   

Somewhat disagree   

Strongly disagree 

Other (explain)______________________________ 

52. Do you agree that a child who learns two languages won't feel at home in either of 

them and will always feel caught between two cultures?  

Strongly agree  

Somewhat agree 

Have no opinion 
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Somewhat disagree 

Strongly disagree 

Other (explain) ___________________________________________ 

53. Do you think most people in the U.S. are monolingual (fluent in one language) or 

bilingual (fluent in two languages)? 

a. Bilingual/multilingual 

b. monolingual 

c. 50/50 

54. What about the world in general: do you think the majority of world’s population 

is bilingual or monolingual? 

a. Bilingual/multilingual 

b. monolingual 

c. 50/50 

55. What are the first concepts (words, names, events, etc) that come to mind when 

you hear words “Russian” and “Russia”? 

56. What are the first concepts (words, names, events, etc) that come to mind when 

you hear words “American” and “USA”? 

57. You can share your final thoughts on the subject. Use this space to elaborate on 

your answers or share anything about your language views and family literacy 

practices that was not covered and might be interesting/important for me to know. 
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