U.S. Department of Education’s International Education Programs Service Workshop. Washington, DC. February 22-23, 2007.


Promoting advanced-level proficiency: 

The need to build on heritage background and intensive study experiences

Kimi Kondo-Brown

University of Hawaii at Manoa
Email:kondo@hawaii.edu
Context 

Recent language policy papers focusing on advanced-level learners advocate the need to build on heritage background and intensive language study experiences in order to achieve advanced- or professional-level proficiency. My presentation will discuss some of the relevant issues examined in recent empirical studies.

Issues 

1. Is advanced-level proficiency attainable among non-heritage learners (non-HLs) majoring in different languages other than English?  

2. Is advanced-level proficiency attainable for postsecondary non-HLs with somewhat intensive language study experiences?
3. What language learning backgrounds do advanced-level postsecondary heritage learners (HLs) and non-HLs have?
4. To what degree do HLs have a head-start at the beginning of a university foreign language program?

5. Are there differentiated needs between advanced-level HLs and non-HLs?

Findings
Table 1. Attained oral proficiency levels among foreign language majors at U.S. colleges (created based on Table 3 in Swender, 2003, p. 524).
	ACTFL OPI ratings
	Western European languages (French, German, Italian, Spanish)
	East-Asian and Slavic languages

(Chinese, Japanese, Russian)

	Superior
	12 (3%)
	0

	Advanced-High
	23 (5%)
	0

	Advanced-Mid
	91 (19%)
	0

	Advanced-Low
	99 (21%)
	4 (15%)

	Intermediate levels
	249 (52%)
	23 (85%)

	Novice levels
	0
	0

	Total  
	474 (100%)
	27 (100%)


Table 2. Attained reading proficiency levels among HLs and non-HLs in upper-level courses at UHM
	ACTFL reading proficiency scales
	Heritage  (n=26)
	Non-Heritage (n=14)

	Superior
	6  
	4

	Advanced 
	10
	2

	Intermediate 
	10
	8


Source: Kondo-Brown (In progress)
Table 3.  Comparison between HLs and non-HLs in Chinese language background
	
	Heritage  (n=26)
	Non-Heritage (n=14)

	1. Which Chinese language(s) do you have the strongest command?

	Mandarin
	16
	10

	Cantonese
	 9
	4

	Mandarin & Cantonese
	1
	

	2. Which system of Chinese character are you most familiar with?

	Traditional
	1
	11

	Simplified
	20
	0

	Both
	5
	3


Source: Kondo-Brown (In progress)

Table 4. Language learning background of NON-HERITAGE LEARNERS of Chinese
	ID
	Demonstrated 

Proficiency in 
reading 

Chinese
	Heritage background
	Formal instruction and visit to a Chinese speaking region 

	
	
	Both parents are Chinese1
	Live 5 yrs at earlier stage2
	Study abroad or intensive training3
	Recently visited  (no study) 4
	 College FL class5
	 Heritage 

School6
	 High school

FL

Class7
	Major8

	2
	Superior
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y

	5
	Superior
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y

	36
	Superior
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	37
	Superior
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y

	9
	Advanced
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	15
	Advanced
	N/A
	N/A
	Y
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	14
	Intermediate-High
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	21
	Intermediate-High
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	12
	Intermediate 
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	33
	Intermediate
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	17
	Intermediate
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	1
	Intermediate-Low
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	 7
	Intermediatee- Low
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	38
	Intermediate-Low
	N/A
	N/A
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	Y
	N


Source: Kondo-Brown (In progress).  
Eight background-check criteria used in the analyses shown in Tables 4 & 5
1. Both parents are speakers of Chinese.

2. The student lived in a Chinese-speaking region at an early stage of his/her life (before graduating from an elementary school) for at least five consecutive years.

3. The student had studied Chinese in one of the following intensive study settings: (a) at a university in a Chinese-speaking region for one year or longer, or (b) in a highly intensive language training for two years or longer in the U.S (e.g., DLI).

4. The student had recently visited a Chinese-speaking region as a non-student for a month or longer.

5. The student had studied Chinese in non-intensive college FL classroom settings in the U.S. for two years or longer.

6. The student had studied Chinese at a heritage school for five years or longer.

7. The student had studied Chinese in non-intensive high school FL classroom settings in the U.S. for two years or longer.
The student is a Chinese major.

8. Table 5. Language learning background of HERITAGE LEARNERS of Chinese
	ID
	Demonstrated 

Proficiency in reading 

Chinese
	Heritage background
	Formal instruction and visit to a Chinese speaking region 

	
	
	Both parents are Chinese
	Live 5 yrs at earlier stage
	Study abroad or intensive training
	Recently visited (no study)
	 College FL class
	 Heritage 

school
	 High school

FL

class
	Major

	23
	Superior
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	28
	Superior
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N

	30
	Superior
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N

	31
	Superior
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N

	34
	Superior
	Y
	N 
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N

	35
	Superior
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	25
	Advanced-plus
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N

	29
	Advanced-puls
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N

	6
	Advanced
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	13
	Advanced
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	16
	Advanced
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	18
	Advanced
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	20
	Advanced
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N
	N

	24
	Advanced
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N

	32
	Advanced
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N

	39
	Advanced
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	Y
	N
	N

	3
	Intermediate-high
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	26
	Intermediate-high
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	8
	Intermediate-high
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	4
	Intermediate
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N

	10
	Intermediate
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	Y
	N

	11
	Intermediate
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	Y

	19
	Intermediate
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y
	Y

	22
	Intermediate
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	N

	27
	Intermediate
	Y
	N
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	Y
	N

	40
	Intermediate
	Y
	N
	N
	Y
	Y
	N
	N
	N


Source: Kondo-Brown (In progress)

Table 6.  Four groups of students of Japanese (Adapted from Kondo-Brown, 2005, p. 565)
	Group 
	Description

	Heritage language (HL) group  (n=30)
	The JHL Parent group
	Born in the US or Japan, at least one Japanese-speaking parent.

	Heritage identity (HI) group (n=113)
	The JHL Grandparent group(n=47)
	Born in the US, no Japanese-speaking parent, at least one Japan-born grandparent, never lived in Japan.

	
	The JHL Descent group

(n=66)   
	Born in the US, Japanese descent (with Japanese family name) with no Japanese-speaking parent or grandparent, never lived in Japan.

	Non-Heritage Language (non-HL) group (n=42)
	The JFL Group
	US-born students that do not belong to any group above, no Japanese-speaking relatives, self-claimed non-Japanese heritage background.


Figure 1. Distributions of total placement test scores by group 

(Adapted from Kondo-Brown, 2005, p.568)
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Figure 2. Means of self-ratings by group
(Adapted from Kondo-Brown, 2005, p. 572)
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Figure 3.  The score distribution of the essay test by group (Adapted from Kondo-Brown, 2004, p.15) 
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Table 7. Parental, instructional, living-abroad background of students who received the highest possible essay test scores, i.e., 90 points or higher (out of 100 points)
	ID 
	Japanese parents?
	gender 
	Formal instruction in Japanese
	lived in JPN
	Placement
	content
	organization
	vocabulary
	Language use
	mechanics
	Essay total

	 276
	Both
	F
	6 yrs (high sch [1], college [5])
	5
	95 
	20 
	20 
	20 
	20 
	20 
	99 

	14
	Both
	F
	2 yrs (high schl)
	0
	97 
	19 
	19 
	19 
	19 
	19 
	96 

	9
	Both
	F
	4 yrs (high schl)
	0
	84 
	20 
	19 
	19 
	19 
	18 
	95 

	1048
	Both
	F
	11 yrs (Japanese supplementary sch 
	1
	96 
	19 
	19 
	18 
	18 
	18 
	94 

	7
	Both
	F
	3 yrs (heritage sch [2], high sch [1])
	6
	98 
	19 
	18 
	19 
	19 
	19 
	93 

	704
	Neither
	M
	2.5 yrs (high sch [2], college [0.5])
	0
	88 
	19 
	18 
	19 
	18 
	19 
	92 

	450
	Both
	F
	6 yrs (heritage sch)
	0
	93 
	18 
	18 
	19 
	18 
	18 
	91 

	732
	Neither
	F
	13 yrs (high sch  [6], heritage sch  [7])
	0
	79 
	19 
	19 
	18 
	18 
	17 
	91 


Note: “Placement” indicates the total multiple-choice placement test scores in percentages

Table 8. Participants in Rubio’s (2003) study
	Group
	Description
	ACTFL OPI ratings

	The Heritage Group (H) (n=5)
	Born in the U.S. to Spanish-speaking families
	Advanced-High  (all)

	The Missionary Group (M) (n=5)
	Mormon missionaries with a 2-year mission in a Spanish-speaking country
	Advanced-High (3)

Advanced-Mid (3)

	The Classroom group (C) (n=6)
	Learned Spanish mainly in classroom settings. Very little living abroad experience (less than 4 months).
	Advanced-High (1)

Advanced-Mid (3)

Advanced-Low (2)


Table 9.  Summary of findings from Rubio’s (2003) study (created based on Tables 4 and 5 in Rubio, 2003, pp. 551-552)
	Fluency and complexity measures
	Results of t-tests  

	Fluency measures1
	

	-Words per minute
	H  > M  > C

	-Mean length of Utterance
	H  > C,  H = M,  M = C

	-Lexical diversity
	H = M = C

	-Unfilled pauses
	H > M  = C

	-Filled pauses
	H = M = C

	Complexity of past narrations2
	

	-The ration between foreground & background clauses
	H = M = C

	-The use of evaluative devices
	H = M >  C


1 The participants’ oral fluency was determined using five measures: mean length of utterance, vocabulary diversity, speech rate measured by words per minute, percentage of unfilled pauses, and filled pauses. 

2The complexity of past narrations was measured by (a) calculating the ratio of narrative foreground clauses (main narrative events) to background clauses, and (b) counting the frequencies of evaluative devices (e.g., embedded comments, intensifiers).

Figure 4. Score distributions (in the form of bar carts) of ZERO PRONOUN and PREDICATE scores for three groups (Adapted from Kondo-Brown & Fukuda, in press)


 Major findings and recommendations
· Many Western European language majors without heritage background seem to be able to achieve advanced- or higher-level oral proficiency during their junior or senior years in college. Further research is recommended to find out who these students are (e.g., what their proficiency levels were upon entering the program) and identify factors that predict the attainment of high-level proficiency among Western European language majors. Such investigations seem lacking.

· Students of Russian without heritage background in non-intensive university FL programs do not seem to be able to achieve advanced-level proficiencies in four years. However, when intermediate-level students participate in a semester-long intensive immersion program, those who have strong grammatical foundations seem to be able to achieve advanced-level proficiencies. For Russian majors without heritage background, if their proficiency goal is to reach an advanced-level, at least a few years of form-focused instruction, which preferably will begin before entering college, as well as participation in a semester-long intensive language study program would seem to be required.

· Heritage learners of Chinese, especially those who had lived in a Chinese-speaking region for several years during an early stage of their lives, are clearly advantaged in learning how to read Chinese: Most of them demonstrate an advanced- or superior-level reading proficiency with hardly any formal instruction in Chinese. As for non-HLs of Chinese, participation in a long-term intensive language study program (at least a year-long) seems to be required if their study goal is to achieve an advanced- or superior-level reading proficiency. Future research should investigate if this recommendation can be applied to other skill areas and also to other East-Asian languages.

· Heritage learners entering into university FL programs seem to generally demonstrate higher levels of overall proficiency at the beginning of the program than non-HL learners. Productive performance tests such as essay writing seem to be effective placement procedures for identifying HLs and non-HLs of Japanese with the highest-level overall proficiency. Future research should investigate the efficacy of essay writing or other types of performance test as placement procedures in other languages.
· In planning for a multiple-track system of upper-level courses, simple separation of HLs and non-HLs may not work because of considerable intra-group differences in proficiency development within each of the HL and non-HL groups. The proficiency levels of HLs and non-HLs permitted to take advanced-level courses (simply because they earned sufficient college credits) should be re-assessed, and those who were evaluated as “true advanced learners” may need be separated from those who still perform at the intermediate levels. Without such operations, teachers in single-track advanced FL classes who teach all the students the same way using the same instructional materials may inevitably create a serious mismatch between learner ability and instructional difficulty for some of their students.
· Studies that attempt to identify differentiated needs between advanced-level HLs and non-HLs to date are largely small in scale, and the combination of a small n-size and potentially huge intra-group differences (with no consideration of statistical power) may result in falsely accepting null-hypotheses. Future research that carefully considers this issue is recommended.
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Appendix A. 
JAPANESE COMPOSITION SCORING SHEET [a modified version of Jacobs et al., 1981] (adapted from Kondo-Brown, 2002)
	SCORE
	LEVEL
	CRITERIA

	CONTENT  
	20-18   excellent to very good
	knowledgeable; substantive; thorough development of thesis; relevant to assigned topic

	
	17-14   good to average
	some knowledge of subject; adequate range; limited development of thesis; mostly relevant to topic, but lacks detail

	
	13-10   fair to poor
	limited knowledge of subject; little substance; inadequate development of topic

	
	9-7      very poor
	does not show knowledge of subject; non-substantive; not pertinent ; OR not enough to evaluate

	ORGANIZATION
	20-18   excellent to very good
	fluent expression; ideas clearly stated/supported; succinct; well-organized; logical sequencing; cohesive; consistent style 

	
	17-14   good to average
	somewhat choppy; loosely organized but main ideas stand out; limited support; logical but incomplete sequencing; inconsistent style

	
	13-10   fair to poor
	non-fluent; ideas confused or disconnected; lacks logical sequencing and development

	
	9-7      very poor
	does not communicate; no organization; OR not enough to evaluate

	VOCABULARY
	20-18   excellent to very good
	sophisticated range; effective word/idiom choice and usage; word form mastery; appropriate register

	
	17-14   good to average
	adequate range; occasional errors of word/idiom form, choice, usage but meaning not obscured

	
	13-10   fair to poor
	limited range; frequent errors of word/idiom form, choice, usage; meaning confused or obscured

	
	9-7      very poor
	essentially translation; little knowledge of Japanese vocabulary, idioms, word form; OR not enough to evaluate

	LANGUAGE USE
	20-18   excellent to very good
	effective complex constructions; few errors of agreement, tense, number, word order/function, pronouns, inflections, particles.

	
	17-14   good to average
	effective but simple constructions; minor problems in complex constructions; several errors of agreement, tense, number, word order/function, pronouns, inflections, particles

	
	13-10   fair to poor
	major problems in simple/complex constructions; frequent errors of negation, agreement, tense, number, word order/function, pronouns, inflections, particles; run-ons, deletions; meaning confused or obscured

	
	9-7      very poor
	virtually no mastery of sentence construction rules; dominated by errors; does not communicate; OR not enough to evaluate

	MECHANICS
	20-18   excellent to very good
	Kana and Kanji are well-formed and used appropriately; few errors of spelling, punctuation, paragraphing

	
	17-14   good to average
	occasional errors in the use of Kana and Kanji; occasional errors of spelling, punctuation, paragraphing but meaning not obscured; occasional use of English 

	
	13-10   fair to poor
	infrequent or no use of Kanji; frequent errors of spelling, punctuation, paragraphing; poor handwriting; meaning confused or obscured; frequent use of English  

	
	9-7       very poor
	no mastery of Kana; dominated by errors of spelling, punctuation, paragraphing; handwriting illegible; Or not enough to evaluate
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		Count		Count		Count		Count

		Week		Week		Week		Week

		Date		Date		Date		Date

		Introduce		Introduce		Introduce		Introduce

		Order		Order		Order		Order

		Directions		Directions		Directions		Directions

		Biographical info.		Biographical info.		Biographical info.		Biographical info.

		Life activities		Life activities		Life activities		Life activities

		Causal con.		Causal con.		Causal con.		Causal con.

		Polite con.		Polite con.		Polite con.		Polite con.

		Describe US edu.		Describe US edu.		Describe US edu.		Describe US edu.

		Support  position		Support  position		Support  position		Support  position



Non-Heritage Language (JFL) Group

Heritage Identity (JHL descent) Group

Heritage Identity (JHL Grandparent) Group

Heritage Language (JHL Parent) Group

Oral tasks

Average self-ratings

2.95

3
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3
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3
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1.24

1.21

1.28

2.1

1.1

1.09

1.13
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1.05
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data11

		parent

				Not at all/Great difficulty		Some difficulty		Quite easily

		State & support position		50		23.3		26.7		100		12						Non-Heritage Language (JFL) Group		Heritage Identity (JHL descent) Group		Heritage Identity (JHL Grandparent) Group		Heritage Language (JHL Parent) Group

		Describe edu. system w/ detail		40		26.7		33.3		100		11				Count		2.95		3		2.96		3		1		2.9833333333

		Sustain  conversation very politely		20		50		30		100		10				Week		2.62		2.77		2.6		3		2		2.7966666667

		Sustain conversation caually		10		36.7		53.3		100		9				Date		2.29		2.44		2.21		2.93		3		2.5533333333

		Describe major life activities		16.7		33.3		50		100		8				Introduce		2.36		2.3		2.32		2.87		4		2.51

		Give simple biographical info		6.7		23.3		70		100		7				Order		1.79		1.95		1.91		2.73		5		2.1566666667

		Give directions on the street		0		46.7		53.3		100		6				Directions		1.5		1.58		1.6		2.53		6		1.87

		Order a simple meal in a restaurant		0		26.7		73.3		100		5				Biographical info.		1.93		2.13		1.85		2.63		7		2.23

		Introduce myself in social sits		0		13.3		86.7		100		4				Life activities		1.48		1.59		1.4		2.33		8		1.8

		Give the current date		0		6.7		93.3		100		3				Causal con.		1.4		1.33		1.36		2.43		9		1.72

		Say the days of the week		0		0		100		100		2				Polite con.		1.24		1.21		1.28		2.1		10		1.5166666667

		Count to 10		0		0		100		100		1				Describe US edu.		1.1		1.09		1.13		1.93		11		1.3733333333

																Support  position		1.05		1.05		1.06		1.77		12		1.29
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