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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore L1 versus L2 (or English-only versus 
Spanish-only) language use during play activities with their children from 
the perspective of the immigrant parent. Nine primarily Spanish-speaking 
parents of typically developing children 12–46 months of age were inter-
viewed after completing play activities with their children in English and 
in Spanish. To develop participant language proficiency profiles, descrip-
tive data were collected and analysed using clinical language tools. Data on 
participants’ perceptions of language were collected using semi-structured 
interviewing and analysed using thematic analysis procedures. Participant–
child forced language interaction data were collected during play activities 
and analysed using linguistic analysis software. One major theme (forced 
English as a barrier to authentic communication) and three subthemes (child 
did not understand parent, parent felt uncomfortable and code-switching) 
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were found based on their experiences. The results from this study show that 
these Spanish-speaking parents who are learning English feel more comfort-
able speaking to their children in their native language. The lack of comfort 
and proficiency in English had a negative impact on parents’ language output 
in quality and quantity which has implications for the children’s overall lan-
guage exposure. The information obtained from this study may be used to 
educate professionals working with Spanish-speaking parents that are learn-
ing a second language.

Keywords: second language learning, second language learner experiences, 
native language usage

Introduction

Children in immigrant families are the largest minority and fastest growing 
group of children in the United States (Toppelberg & Collins, 2010). Roughly 
20% of children in the United States speak a language other than English at 
home, with Spanish being the most spoken language (Kohnert et al., 2009). 
Many of these children are born to parents who were minimally exposed to 
English or began to learn English as adults once they immigrated to the United 
States. These children are exposed to their parents’ native language, in addition 
to the majority language needed to succeed in school (Stipek, 2001).

Bilingualism, a prevalent worldwide phenomenon, can be defined as the 
use of two or more languages (Grosjean, 2010). Bilingual language acqui-
sition has become the norm in many parts of the world and has led to the 
current belief that young children can effortlessly learn two or more languages 
(Petitto et al., 2001). While the literature supports bilingual language devel-
opment and the advantages an individual gains from being bilingual, past 
negative attitudes towards immigrants and the belief that intelligence was in 
part influenced by the language a person spoke, have led to continued wide-
spread belief in the United States that early bilingual exposure may negatively 
affect young children and their language acquisition. Academics claimed in 
the past that bilingualism caused mental retardation because there was a lack 
of brain ‘capacity’ to store two language systems (Vicol, 2019). This belief has 
caused many immigrant families to give up their native language and only 
speak to their children in English (Moore & Pérez-Méndez, 2006; Petitto et al., 
2001). However, it is seen in the literature that bilingualism potentially bene-
fits the speaker by providing them with the preservation of the native language 
and cultural ties, academic advantages, as well as better career opportunities 
(Mosty et al., 2013).



214  Spanish-speaking parents’ experiences

The fact that English is neither the parents’ native nor dominant language 
is a bigger cause for concern than the possibility of confusion in children’s 
bilingual language learning as seen in recent studies (Place & Hoff, 2011). 
The results of Place and Hoff ’s (2011) study demonstrate that not only is 
non-native input less useful to language acquisition than rich native input, 
but that it also interferes with their natural communication, taking away from 
the advantages of knowing and using their native language. While Lee et al. 
(2015) found that families believed that maintaining their native language (L1) 
is important, there is still very little is known about the perspectives of primar-
ily Spanish-speaking immigrant parents and raising their children bilingually 
in the United States. To fill this gap in the literature, this study aims to explore 
parent language use in English only and Spanish only play activities with their 
children, from the perspective of the immigrant parent.

Language competence
Language competence in one language is not a stable construct but rather a 
fluctuating, dynamic, multidomain entity composed of competences in specific 
domains of language development (Toppelberg & Collins, 2010). This includes 
the sound system (phonology), principles that govern word order and word 
formation (syntax and morphology), and vocabulary and meaning (lexicon 
and semantics), which all interact with pragmatic language use (Toppelberg & 
Collins, 2010). It is often agreed upon that the outcomes of second language 
(L2) acquisition and proficiency are affected by variables such as aptitude, atti-
tude, motivation, age of acquisition, time spent learning new language and 
context of learning (Albarracin et al., 2019). 

Studies that examine factors related to adult L2 success have found age of 
acquisition (AoA) to be the strongest predictor of ultimate attainment and 
it negatively correlates with L2 proficiency (Birdsong, 2006). AoA is said 
to be the age at which learners are immersed in the L2 context and deeply 
involved in it (Birdsong, 2006). The age at L2 acquisition is an important 
factor in the speech perception of L2 acquisition because if the L2 is learned 
later in life when the L1 categories have been established, the L2 phonemes 
in turn can be assimilated and highly similar to L1 sounds, creating accented 
speech (Archila-Suerte et al., 2015). Research examining overall degree of 
foreign accent in the L2 have also revealed strong effects of age (Flege et al., 
1995). Flege and colleagues (1995) state that if the L2 learning begins before 
age seven, it can be spoken without a detectable accent; however, if learned 
beyond seven years of age, the degree of perceived accent increases with age. 
The results of the few existing empirical studies examining the effect of age 
across various linguistic domains agree that the AoA inhibits phonological 
outcomes more than morphosyntactic outcomes (Flege et al., 1999b). As it 
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relates to this study, foreign accent may have implications for confidence in 
language use in parent–child interactions. 

Morphosyntax and pronunciation are the two areas of language most 
commonly investigated; morphosyntactic errors and the degree of judged 
non-native accent were shown to increase with advanced age of acquisition 
(Birdsong, 2006). In a study conducted by Flege and colleagues (1999a), they 
found that Italian speakers who arrived in the United States at a younger age 
produced L2 vowels and consonants more accurately than those who arrived 
later in life. Higher rates of nativelikeness in morphosyntax are associated with 
certain L1–L2 pairings, along with increased L2 use (Flege et al., 1999b). When 
it comes to pronunciation, native speakers judge learners with high levels of L2 
practice, high motivation to sound like a native, and L2 phonetic training to 
sound the most native-like (Birdsong, 2006).

Quality of language input 
According to Vygotsky (1978), language is the most potent tool that culture 
provides for children. He believed it mediates their social cognitive develop-
ment, and that it is the channel by which they may organize and shape their 
thoughts (Vygotsky, 1978). Language is also the instrument by which adults 
transmit information to children (Menashe & Atzaba-Poria, 2016). Children’s 
early language exposure lays the foundation for their language develop-
ment (Hoff et al., 2019). Parental language input plays an important role in 
their child’s language acquisition, cognitive development, emotional skills, 
conscience development, moral understanding and development of brain 
structures (Menashe & Atzaba-Poria, 2016). The linguistic input children 
are exposed to is an important environmental factor that causes differences 
in their development (Hart & Risley, 1992). Both the quantity and quality of 
parental language input play a large role in language learning. Input quantity 
is the amount of parental language exposure available to a child, while input 
quality refers to the type of parental language exposure available to the child 
(Unsworth et al., 2019). The majority of studies on bilingual experiences focus 
on the quantity of language input as increased amounts of exposure gener-
ally lead to faster language learning; however, the quality of language input 
also plays a considerable role in the language outcomes of bilingual children 
(Unsworth et al., 2019). Considering that half of the population of the world is 
currently bilingual, analysing the impact of language input on language acqui-
sition is very important (Grosjean, 2010). 

The quality of input is dependent upon various factors such as the richness 
of the input, the context and the variety in the source of this input (Unsworth 
et al., 2019). The use of a varied vocabulary, complex and varied syntax, 
and decontextualized speech have also been found to be positive predictors 
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of children’s language growth (Moore & Pérez-Méndez, 2006). Quality fea-
tures also include social pragmatic features such as maternal responsiveness, 
mutual engagement, joint attention, and turn-taking between adult and child 
(Zimmerman et al., 2009). Vocabulary size is the most reliably observed dif-
ference between native speakers and non-native speakers. Many of the predic-
tors of children’s lexical and grammatical development depend on the size of 
the vocabulary the speaker uses (Bialystok, 2009). In a longitudinal investiga-
tion of the role of quantity and quality in child-directed speech in vocabulary 
development, Rowe (2012) found that by the third year of life, lexical diversity 
in the parent’s input was a stronger predictor of their children’s later vocabu-
lary abilities than the quantity of words in the parent’s input.

Whether the source of input is from a native or non-native speaker of that 
language affects the quality of input as well (Fernald, 2006). Although studies 
have established that being exposed to two languages does not cause confusion 
or learning delays, it was once believed that when exposed to two languages, 
children would develop a single fused system to process both languages 
(Volterra & Taeschner, 1978; Genesee, 2015). Due to this outdated belief, some 
professionals in the United States continue to advise parents to pick one lan-
guage and advocate for English only interactions (Hoff & Core, 2015). These 
professionals are also failing to take into account the fact that differences in 
proficiency among non-native parents are also related to the language out-
comes of their children (Chondrogianni & Marinis, 2011). 

Studies on the relation between source of input and the benefit of that input 
on child language reinforce the idea that input from non-native speakers, espe-
cially those with less proficiency in the language, is less supportive for language 
growth than that of native speakers (Buac et al., 2014; Place & Hoff, 2011). A 
study on the effect of maternal language on bilingual children’s vocabulary 
and emergent literacy development in kindergarten found that maternal usage 
of Spanish at home did not have a negative effect on their children’s English 
vocabulary and, therefore, recommend that educators refrain from instructing 
Spanish-speaking mothers to speak only English to their children, especially 
when they have minimal English proficiency (Hammer et al., 2009). A study 
of immigrant families living in an English-speaking Canadian province found 
that the parent’s use of their L2 (English) at home was not a predictor of the 
children’s English skill; however, the children’s exposure to English outside 
of the home through friends and organized activities was a more significant 
predictor. These findings further suggest that there is a limited value in the 
input provided by parents who are not highly proficient in the target language, 
perhaps due to a lack in richness and diversity in their vocabulary in their 
second language (Hoff & Core, 2015).
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Advantages of native language usage
Teaching children their parents’ native language can be advantageous because 
language is a considerable part of one’s cultural identity and it leads to the 
maintenance of their cultural heritage. Children in immigrant families who 
can speak their parents’ native language have better familial relationships 
and stronger ethnic identities than those who cannot (Oh & Fuligni, 2010). 
Positive familial relationships and strong ethnic identities are positively corre-
lated to many desired outcomes such as high academic achievement (Tseng & 
Fuligni, 2000). Parents in a focus group study also mentioned that they believe 
language and culture are intertwined and their children maintaining their L1 
was an important way to stay close to their cultural roots and with the older 
members of their family (Lee et al., 2015). 

Parents may more positively impact their children’s language development 
by providing cognitively stimulating input of higher quality in their native 
language compared to their L2 (Hoff & Core, 2015). These parents may also 
help their children acquire school-related skills through their native language 
because there is evidence that higher-order language comprehension and liter-
acy skills appear to transfer from one language to another. For instance, children 
who can read well in Spanish, tend to also read well in English (Goldenberg et 
al., 2011). This is also supported by findings in a study conducted by Babatsouili 
and Nicoladis (2018) following a Greek–English bilingual child to test the role 
of input and usage frequency in the English possessive pronouns and ’s. Their 
findings suggest that the child’s English possessives were acquired accurately 
because she had already acquired possessives in Greek.

In a study in which parents were interviewed to explore their perspectives 
on their children’s home language and bilingual development, the parents 
believed that if their children possessed good language skills in the home lan-
guage, they would be better prepared to learn a second language (Mosty et 
al., 2013). Over half of these parents also felt that learning the home language 
would increase their child’s general cognitive development. These beliefs are 
supported by Cummins (2001) who stated that children who come to school 
with a solid foundation in the home language develop stronger literacy skills 
in their school language. The amount of formal home language support a 
child receives was found to be the most significant predictor of L2 attainment 
(Thomas & Collier, 2002). The results from these studies indicate that when 
children have a strong base in their parent’s native language, this aids them in 
acquiring a more solid foundation in their second language.
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Bilingualism myths
There is rapidly growing interest regarding bilingual acquisition because there 
is increased awareness of how common it is in children (Genesee, 2015). Basic 
research on bilingual development reveals various conclusions that can be 
used to inform professionals, especially those working with children from 
bilingual environments that differ from the common misconceptions many 
adults have (Hoff & Core, 2015). Some professionals were once concerned that 
simultaneous language acquisition stretched the infant’s ability to acquire lan-
guage and they would be unable to differentiate between the two languages if 
parents used both languages at home (Genesee, 2015). 

It is often mistakenly believed that exposure to two languages may inter-
fere with the rate of development of both languages for young language learn-
ers; however, it is possible for bilingual children to exhibit the same rate of 
grammatical development as children learning only one language (Moore & 
Pérez-Méndez, 2006). Even children who are strongly dominant in one lan-
guage are very likely to perform within a normal range of variation for mono-
lingual children (Hoff & Core, 2015). Strong dominance may be exhibited in 
one language through the ability to produce longer utterances, a more diverse 
vocabulary, and speak with fewer pauses and hesitations. This however is 
closely related to the amount of input received and not a lack of ability (Moore 
& Pérez-Méndez, 2006). Bilingualism does not slow language growth if out-
comes are measured appropriately; Pearson and colleagues (1993) found that 
when a bilingual child’s vocabulary in each language is combined, only count-
ing translation equivalents once, this conceptual vocabulary is similar in size 
to that of monolinguals (Pearson et al., 1993). For monolingual children, word 
frequency and syntactic complexity in the speech that they hear influences 
their language skills. The same can be said for bilingual children; however, 
for bilingual children in bilingual environments, the language exposure varies 
more across contexts (Carbajal & Peperkamp, 2019).

Bilingual development is a complex topic to study, mainly because there are 
so many different experiences that depend on each person’s language environ-
ment. Researchers have commented that every bilingual has their own unique 
patterns of language experiences and abilities. The two languages may be sep-
arated in their experience, or frequently heard within the same sentences or 
conversations (Place & Hoff, 2011). There is also little to no research regarding 
the feelings and attitudes of parents who are learning English as a second lan-
guage as adults and are forced to communicate with their children in this new 
language, which can play a significant role in parents’ satisfaction with con-
versations with their children. Therefore, this qualitative study aims to explore 
forced non-native parent language use during play activities with their chil-
dren, from the perspective of the immigrant parent.
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Methods

Research design
A qualitative research paradigm was adopted to explore immigrant partici-
pants’ experiences in the context of forced language play activities with their 
children. To develop participant language proficiency profiles, descriptive data 
were collected and analysed using clinical language tools. Data on participants’ 
perceptions of language were collected using semi-structured interview-
ing, while participant–child forced language interaction data were collected 
during play activities. Thematic analysis procedures (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
were employed in the examination of the interview transcripts. Linguistic 
analysis software was used to generate descriptive statistics on the play activity 
transcripts.

Recruitment
Before this study took place, institutional review board approval was obtained 
from the research team’s university. The call for participants was announced 
through word-of-mouth in the South Florida community as well as through 
posts on Facebook.

Screening procedures
Interested parents emailed the research team and were then screened for inclu-
sionary and exclusionary criteria. Inclusion criteria required the parents to: be 
18 years or older, have a typically developing child between the ages of 12–46 
months of age, and be primary Spanish speakers with ‘novice high’ to ‘advanced 
low’ English oral proficiency levels as indicated by the American Council on 
the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 
2015; Appendix A) and as determined by the research team through inclu-
sion questions. This was required in order to ensure that the parent had suf-
ficient English to participate in the English-only portion of this study. Upon 
determining that inclusion criteria were met, the first session was scheduled 
at the participants’ convenience, where written consent was obtained. At this 
point in time, participants were assigned a participant identification number 
to protect their identities throughout the entirety of this study.

Data collection
Data collection was conducted across three sessions in the families’ homes. 
During the first session, participants’ English and Spanish language pro-
ficiency was measured using select subsections of the Woodcock-Muñoz 
Language Survey-Revised (WMLS-R) (Woodcock et al., 2010), which included 
the following subtests: Picture Vocabulary, Verbal Analogies, Letter-Word 
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Identification, Understanding Directions and Passage Comprehension. The 
WMLS-R is used to assess individuals from 2 to 90 years old. The subtests 
yield Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) scores for Oral 
Language, Listening and Reading. As stated by the WMLS-R report, the oral 
language score measures listening and speaking in the tested language, includ-
ing language development and verbal reasoning. Listening measures listening 
ability, comprehension and linguistic competency. Reading measures letter 
and word identification skills and the ability to comprehend written passages 
while reading. CALP scores range from Level 1 (negligible) to Level 6 (very 
advanced). The information collected from this procedure was used to develop 
participant language proficiency profiles that would be synthesized with the 
interview and play activity data. The intake forms included their participant 
ID, and primary caregiver information such as country of origin, languages 
spoken, time spent learning English, educational level, occupation, as well as 
the same information for the child’s second caregiver. During this first session, 
a pre-session interview (Appendix B) was also conducted in Spanish wherein 
each parent was asked a variety of open-ended questions surrounding their 
perceptions of the Spanish and English language usage as well as their thoughts 
and opinions on some experiences. 

Sessions two and three, held on two separate days, consisted of parent–
child play activities, as well as a post-session semi-structured interview con-
ducted in Spanish regarding their experiences following both play samples 
(Appendix C). Both sessions, which each entailed two play activities (one in 
each language), were video recorded. During the parent–child play activity, 
the parent played with their child for two 15-minute intervals, wherein the 
parent was instructed to speak only Spanish in one interval, and only English 
in the other. Parents were able to play with any of the toys that they had in their 
home and were instructed to play with their child as they normally would. 
The only constraint during play was to maintain the specified language for 
each activity, that was randomly selected by the research team prior to the 
start of the activity. For the session 3 play activities, the order of languages was 
reversed, relative to the session 2 order each for 15-minute intervals to give the 
parent the opportunity to begin at least one session in the language they felt 
most comfortable in. The play format was selected because play offers an ideal 
opportunity for parents to fully engage with their children (Ginsburg, 2007). 
When children interact with adults in a playful manner, it leads to greater 
language usage and language facilitation (Zigler & Bishop-Joseph, 2009). Play 
enhances children’s development by incorporating many social and cognitive 
elements necessary for language learning (Ginsburg, 2007). A post-session 
semi-structured interview was conducted on both days regarding parents’ 
perceptions of their language usage as well as their experiences during these 
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Table 1. Participant demographics. OL = oral language; L = listening; R = reading.

Participant Age Country of  
origin

Child’s  
age

WMLS-R  
English  
scores

WMLS-R  
Spanish  
scores

ACTFL levels

1 31 Venezuela 3;4 OL: 3.5 
L:4.5
R: 5

OL:4
L:5
R:6

Advanced Low

2 32 Venezuela 1;11 OL: 3.5
L :4.5
R:4

OL:4.5
L: 5
R: 5

Advanced Low

3 42 Venezuela 1;3 OL:1
L:2
R:2

OL: 3
L: 4.5
R: 5

Novice High 

4 42 Mexico 3;6 OL: 3
L: 4
R: 3

OL: 3.5
L: 4.5
R: 4.5

Intermediate 
High 

5 34 Colombia 3;5 OL: 3
L:3.5
R: 3

OL :4.5
L: 4
R: 5

Intermediate 
High 

6 33 Venezuela 1;5 OL:3
L:4
R: 4.5

OL:4
L:4
R:5

Intermediate 
High

7 39 Venezuela 1;6 OL: 2
L: 4
R: 3

OL: 4
L: 5
R: 6

Intermediate 
Mid

8 45 Venezuela 1;6 OL:1
L: 3
R: 2

OL: 4
L: 4 
R: 5

Novice High

9 32 Mexico 2;5 OL: 4
L: 5 
R: 4

OL: 5
L: 5 
R :5

Advanced Low

forced English-only and Spanish-only play activities. In preparation for anal-
ysis, the pre- and post-session interview audio recordings were transcribed 
in Spanish, resulting in the production of one interview transcript for each 
parent.

Participants
A sample of nine native Spanish-speaking immigrant adults who were learn-
ing English and were parents of typically developing children within the ages 
of 12–46 months participated in this study. The following demographic table 
includes their participant number, age, country of origin, child’s age, WMLS-R 
scores in both English and Spanish, and ACTFL level.
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Data analysis
Responses to pre-session questions, which were primarily non-narrative in 
nature, were reviewed by the research team. Data from two questions about 
the value participants place on language modelling and exposure (i.e. Describe 
how important you feel speaking your stronger language is for your child; Describe 
how important you feel maintaining Spanish is for your child) were quantified 
for the purposes of this manuscript. Data from the remaining questions were 
not included as they generated responses that related to contexts outside of 
their child’s language learning.

All play activities in Spanish and English were transcribed according to 
SALT transcription guidelines in preparation for linguistic analysis using 
SALT software. Variables analysed included total number of utterances, total 
number of words, and total number of different words spoken by each indi-
vidual in each of the play activities. Instances of parent code-switching were 
identified and calculated across all play activity transcripts.

The audio recordings of the pre- and post-session interviews, which were 
conducted in Spanish, were transcribed in preparation for analysis. Thematic 
analysis procedures were used to identify, analyse, organize, describe and 
report themes found in the post-session data (Nowell et al., 2017). The six 
phases of data analysis described by Braun and Clarke (2006) were followed. 
This included an in-depth review of the data, coding, categorizing codes to 
form preliminary groups, ensuring that the groups’ content gave rise to the 
same semantic meaning respectively, and translating the data from Spanish to 
English.

Reliability
Reliability of themes extracted from the interview data was attained by con-
ducting an interrater reliability check. After two members of the research team 
collaborated to conduct thematic analysis, the third research team member 
received the grouped quotes without the theme and subtheme labels. The third 
researcher then generated their own themes which were compared with the 
initial themes to check for consistency across the two analyses. Agreement 
was achieved at 75%, wherein the team had to come to a consensus regarding 
one of the groupings. As an additional reliability measure, results from the 
thematic analysis were triangulated with interactional data collected during 
the four play activities. In doing so, the participants’ perceptions were corrob-
orated with their actual linguistic output (number of utterances, number of 
words, number of different words, number of code-switching incidences) in 
each language.
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Results

Analysis of participants’ responses to the pre-session question ‘Describe how 
important you feel speaking your stronger language is for your child’ revealed 
that all participants (n = 9) felt it was important to provide language models for 
their child in their stronger language. Similarly, in response to the pre-session 
question ‘Describe how important you feel maintaining Spanish is for your 
child’, all participants (n = 9) stated that maintenance of the Spanish language 
was of importance to them. Four of the nine participants went on to expand 
on their responses and specifically mentioned that they believe it is important 
for their child to maintain their native language in order for them to maintain 
family ties and be able to communicate with family members who only speak 
Spanish, to be able to fully immerse themselves in their culture, and for job 
purposes. Additionally, two participants reported only speaking Spanish to 
their children because they know they will be exposed to English as they grow 
older.

Throughout the pre-session interview, derivatives of the words ‘comfort-
able’ (e.g. ‘good’, ‘normal’, ‘natural’) and ‘uncomfortable’ (e.g. ‘anxious’, ‘bad’, 
‘unnatural’) frequently appeared. Participants often discussed whether they 
felt comfortable or uncomfortable speaking each language in different situ-
ations. Five participants (P3, P5, P6, P7, P8) mentioned feelings of discom-
fort or not feeling comfortable enough speaking English for various reasons 
including not being familiar with certain phrases or not using it as much. 
All nine participants described themselves as feeling ‘good’ and ‘comfortable’ 
when speaking Spanish as it is their dominant language.

SALT transcripts were analysed to find the total number of utterances, total 
number of words, and total number of different words spoken by each individ-
ual in each of the play activities. Averages were found for each language and 
can be found in Table 2. P1, P3, P5, P6, P7, P8 and P9, all had a higher total 
utterance average in Spanish than in English while P2 and P4 had a higher 
average in English. P3, P5, P6, P7, P8 and P9, all had a higher total number 
of words average in Spanish than in English while P1, P2 and P4 had a higher 
average in English than Spanish. Finally, all participants with the exception of 
P4, had a higher average of the number of different words in Spanish than in 
English.

SALT transcripts and the video recordings of the play samples were also 
analysed and re-watched to find instances of the parent code-switching. The 
average number of times the parent code-switched in each language can be 
found on Table 3. P1, P2 and P3 were found to have code-switched more fre-
quently in the English play samples than in the Spanish play samples. P4, P5, 
P6, P8 and P9 code-switched more frequently in the Spanish play samples than 
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in the English play samples. P7 did not code-switch throughout play samples 
in either language. 

Thematic analysis of the participants’ responses to open-ended questions in 
the post-session interview about both the English and Spanish play activities 
gave rise to the major theme forced English as a barrier to authentic commu-
nication and three subthemes: (i) child did not understand parent, (ii) parent 
felt uncomfortable and (iii) code-switching. Responses of four participants con-
tributed to the emergence of first subtheme child did not understand parent. 
Other barriers experienced led to the second subtheme parent felt uncomfort-
able where six participants mentioned feeling strange and/or uncomfortable 
during the English-only portion of the study. They expressed feeling unnat-
ural, feeling limited in what they were able to say, and that the interactions 
lacked the fluidity they would like to have in conversation. Finally, for the third 
subtheme, Code-switching, three participants mentioned moments where 
Spanish words emerged when they were in the English-only portion of the 
study. Additionally, all participants mentioned that they felt more comfortable 
and were more natural during Spanish-only play activities as it is how they 
usually interact with their children. 

Multiple quotes from single participants contributed to a single subtheme. 
Thus, the number of quotes (n = 29) is greater than the number of participants 
(n = 9) in Table 2. Patterns related to participant language proficiency and 
feelings expressed during interviews were not identified. 

We discuss these three subthemes in more detail in the following section.

Discussion

In this study, data were collected using pre-session (session 1) and post-session 
(sessions 2 and 3) semi-structured interviews which included open-ended 
questions to generate narrative responses on the experiences primarily Spanish 
speaking immigrant parents who are raising their children bilingually in the 

Table 3. Parent code-switching (CS) average.

Participant Parent CS English sample Parent CS Spanish sample

P1 4.0 3.0
P2 3.0 2.5
P3 11.0 1.0
P4 0.5 6.0
P5 5.5 10.0
P6 5.5 11.5
P7 0.0 0.0
P8 0.5 2.5
P9 0.5 4.0 
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Table 4. Major theme: forced English as a barrier to authentic communication.

Subthemes n Participant quotes

i. Child did not 
understand parent

9 ‘I feel that she does not understand me because I never speak to her 
in English. I felt she was not understanding me, and I had the urge to 
speak to her in Spanish. I feel that in Spanish it is more natural.’ [P1]
‘I was a bit frustrated in English because I saw she was not 
understanding what I was telling her.’ [P2]
‘The English part was complicated because she was not 
understanding me, and she was responding to me in Spanish 
so sometimes words in Spanish slipped out because we are not 
accustomed to communicating in English.’ [P5]
‘Of course, during the English part, it was a bit interesting because I 
noticed that [child] did not understand me but it was cool.’ [P6]
‘In English [child] definitely did not maintain the same level of 
attention because she did not understand me, so she would look at 
me with a strange face. For her it was something unfamiliar.’ [P6]

ii. Parent felt 
uncomfortable

6 ‘I felt a bit restricted in English in saying other things because it is not 
what I naturally always do with them.’ [P1]
‘Eh it made me feel a bit uncomfortable in the English part because 
it is not natural. I am always with my daughters and the predominant 
language is Spanish, so some of the fluency is lost. The English was a 
bit forced and there was no connection between us two.’ [P2]
‘In English when I tried to tell her things and they would not come out 
fluently, I had to think about it, and I would doubt whether I was using 
the verb tense correctly’ [P6]
‘Doing the activity in English made it more difficult to communicate 
with [child].’ [P7]
‘Well when you contrast the two languages, it is frustrating to know 
that you cannot communicate in the same way or in a way that is 
more efficient with respect to the non-dominant language. Your head 
hurts because you are predisposed because your mind has to work in 
another language. It is uncomfortable when you are so limited in one 
language to expand on.’ [P8]
‘It was strange for me to talk only in English with her.’ [P9]

iii. Code-switching 4 ‘I had to remember that I could only speak English, sometimes I would 
switch to Spanish.’ [P2]
‘Sometimes when we were in English [section] obviously sometimes 
things would come out. She told me ‘the pig’ (in Spanish) and I told her 
‘yes that one’ (in Spanish) so sometimes things would come out.’ [P5]
‘Yes, sometimes suddenly Spanish came out.’ [P6]

United States. Pre-session interview data revealed that all participants strongly 
believed that it was ‘very important’ that their child speaks their native lan-
guage for cultural, familial and job purposes. As P4 described:

For me it is very important that my daughter speak Spanish for many reasons. 
Number one, because I am Mexican and I continue to travel to Mexico and for 
me it is important that she understands my family, and when my mom comes to 
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visit, my mom understands English but she does not speak it, therefore it is the 
only way they would be able to communicate.

Similarly, P9 stated:

For me, it is extremely important that my daughter is exposed to Spanish all of 
the time. That she can communicate with her grandparents correctly, in Mexico, 
if we go on vacation, she won’t be lost without recognizing the language. For the 
cultural part it is very important to me.

These findings are similar to those in the literature on parental perceptions 
of bilingualism where it was found that parents believed that language and 
culture are intertwined and maintaining the family’s L1 was an important way 
to stay close to their cultural roots as well as with the older members of their 
family (Lee et al., 2015). Research also indicates that children from immigrant 
families who maintained their parent’s native language had better familial rela-
tionships and stronger ethnic identities than those who did not (Oh & Fuligni, 
2010). Additionally, strong family relationships and ethnic identities were also 
found to be positively correlated with high academic achievement (Tseng & 
Fuligni, 2000). Therefore, the instincts and desires of the participants in the 
current study, as they relate to native language use, have merit.

Others such as P5 stated:

It is extremely important that she speak Spanish because I know that in the 
future it will give her advantages as to jobs and work opportunities, and even 
her studies. Also, to socialize with other people when she is traveling and 
learning other cultures. For many things it will give her advantages over other 
people.

In the same vein, P3 mentioned ‘100% [important] because it is necessary to 
have two languages to be able to communicate with family and for her job.’ 
These quotes are comparable to the literature where a study found that several 
parents believed that being bilingual would provide their children with better 
opportunities in life, such as better jobs (Lee et al., 2015). 

All of the participants reported feeling very comfortable speaking Spanish 
in the pre-session interview because it is their ‘mother tongue’; however, only 
three reported feeling comfortable speaking English. For instance, P3 stated 
‘It makes me a bit uncomfortable to know just a few phrases to be able to 
communicate well with other people.’ P6 stated that since she speaks Spanish 
more frequently, she gets ‘scared’ and ‘anxious’ about not being able to com-
municate well when she has to speak English. The feelings of discomfort due to 
being limited in what they can express and how they communicate in English 
shared by these participants may be due to their lack of proficiency in English 
as evidenced by their English language proficiency scores on the WMLS-R and 
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ACTFL (see Table 1). Because these participants learned English as a second 
language at varying ages, it is possible this has affected their ultimate attain-
ment of the L2 and their confidence in their ability to speak the language. 
The lack of English proficiency coupled with the subsequent negative feelings 
about lacking proficiency impacted speech output for five of the participants 
during the forced English play activity. As revealed in the SALT analysis of 
play activity transcripts, participants had higher overall averages of utterances, 
words, and different words in Spanish in comparison to English (Table 2). 

Aside from incurring a decrease in speech output during the forced English 
play activities, participants also perceived communication barriers in general 
when communicating with their child during the English activity. In their 
post-session interview responses, many parents commented on how strange 
and difficult the English activity was for them which gave rise to the first sub-
theme, child did not understand parent. This perceived lack of understanding 
led to feelings of frustration wherein P2 stated, ‘I was a bit frustrated in English 
because I saw she was not understanding what I was telling her.’ P6 described 
feeling that she had to try to get her child’s attention in another way because it 
was clear she was not understanding what she was trying to tell her. 

The second subtheme supporting the major theme of barriers in English was 
parent felt uncomfortable. The majority of the participants expressed feeling 
uncomfortable, strange and limited in what they were able to say and express 
to their children during the forced English portion of the study. P2 stated that 
the English section was ‘uncomfortable’, ‘not natural’, ‘a bit forced’, ‘there was 
no connection between us two’ and that some of the fluency was lost. Similarly, 
P6 also questioned her verb usage during her English-only play activities and 
stated, ‘In English when I tried to tell her things and they would not come 
out fluently, I had to think about it, and I would doubt whether I was using 
the verb tense correctly.’ She mentioned that she noticed she does not know 
how to use ‘phrasal verbs’ as well in English, which made it difficult to give 
her daughter instructions while they were playing. P8 mentioned that it was 
frustrating not being able to ‘communicate in the same way or in a way that 
was more efficient in respect to the non-dominant language’. The difficulty in 
communicating in English may again be tied to the parents’ proficiency levels 
and the age that they learned this second language. The existence of a ‘critical 
period’ for learning a second language and achieving a high proficiency may 
be used to explain the difficulties these English-learning parents are experi-
encing when only using English to communicate (Bialystok & Miller, 1999). 
All nine participants felt the Spanish-only portion was easier, more natural, 
and made them feel more comfortable because it more closely resembles their 
natural play style and what they are accustomed to. This can be seen by their 
word count, for instance P1 had a higher average number of total utterances 
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and number of different words in Spanish. P1 also stated that Spanish was 
‘more natural and spontaneous than English’ because she knows more chil-
dren’s songs in Spanish. Even P2, who had a higher number of total utterances 
average in English, states that the Spanish activity felt more ‘habitual’ while 
the English activity felt ‘forced and there was no connection between us two’. 
P4 had higher averages in English overall but when asked which language was 
easier to complete the activity in, she answered that the Spanish activity was 
easier for her. 

The third subtheme was code-switching. Three of the parents mentioned 
that they noticed they ‘accidentally’ code-switched during the English-only 
play activities. As seen in the literature, code-switching may occur for different 
reasons and in various ways (Bail et al., 2014). Code-switching may be influ-
enced by factors such as the speaker’s age, linguistic background and their role 
in the conversation (Cheng & Butler, 1989). The fact that these participants are 
interacting with their children, whom they are used to speaking to in Spanish 
only, may have been what caused them to code-switch. Code-switching can 
also occur due to proficiency-related factors such as lexical gaps that are 
filled by borrowing words from the dominant language when interacting in 
the weaker language (Montanari et al., 2019). Code-switching allows for the 
speaker to precisely express their intended meaning and bypass lexical gaps 
(Green & Wei, 2014). Interestingly, only three participants (P1, P2, P3) had 
more incidences of code-switching on average during their forced English 
play activities than during the Spanish play activities (Table 3). Based on the 
literature regarding proficiency-based code-switching, it does not come as a 
surprise that P3, whose ACTFL English proficiency level is ‘Novice High’, pre-
sented with the highest average of code-switching incidences in English. P1 
and P2, on the other hand, both had ‘Advanced Low’ ACTFL English profi-
ciency ratings; however, their average incidences for code-switching in English 
differed from those in Spanish by 1 and 0.5 incidences respectively.

Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to learn more about the experiences of 
Spanish-speaking immigrant parents who are learning English, after forced 
English-only and Spanish-only interactions with their children. This was done 
to simulate what their interactions would be like if they followed the advice 
of speaking English only with their children as opposed to speaking in their 
native language. Participants were asked many questions about their language 
usage, their feelings, thoughts and opinions. The results from this study show 
that these Spanish-speaking immigrant parents who are learning English feel 
more comfortable speaking to their children in their native language, which 
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is also the language that they are more proficient in. Even participants who 
mentioned that they feel comfortable speaking English and had correspond-
ing high WLMS-R scores, later discussed feelings of discomfort and feeling 
limited and unnatural during the English-only section of the study in their 
post-session interviews. Most of the participants emphasize the point that 
because they only speak Spanish with their child, when they were speaking to 
them in English only, their child was not understanding them. 

After being forced to speak one language only, during the post-session 
interviews, participants discussed having difficulty expressing themselves in 
English the way they would be able to in Spanish. While the parents knew 
that they were expected to use only one language throughout each play activ-
ity, three parents mentioned having ‘accidentally’ code-switched during their 
English-only play activities in which they were told they should only speak 
English. When looking at the participant’s feelings and comments regarding 
their experiences, it was clear that forcing parents to speak to their child in 
their non-native language only, whether they are comfortable speaking it or 
not, caused strains in their interactions. In this case it may be because the 
majority of participants in this study are accustomed to speaking to their child 
in their native language only.

Limitations and implications

There is little to no research on Spanish-speaking immigrant parents who are 
learning English as a second language and their feelings regarding speaking 
to their children in their non-native language. More research should be con-
ducted in this area to extinguish and further explore the many bilingual myths 
and paradoxes. This study was limited in size and therefore, the results cannot 
be easily generalized. If this study were to be replicated, it is suggested that 
the interview questions be structured differently. For example, an observation 
we encountered during this study was that after playing with their children 
during the play activities in their non-native language, many of the parents 
were tired or frustrated and answered quickly to regain control of their chil-
dren and complete the session. It is possible that restructuring the way the play 
activities were conducted and asking more thought provoking questions may 
have elicited longer and more thorough responses.

The information obtained from this study may be used to educate profes-
sionals working with Spanish-speaking immigrant parents that are learning 
a second language. The data collected and literature found demonstrates that 
it is not necessarily better for children or their parents to force themselves 
to use their non-native English skills to communicate with their children but 
rather that using the language in which they are more proficient in and have 
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richer vocabulary skills in would lead to greater benefits in both their famil-
ial relationships and language growth. From the interviews, it is clear that in 
this study, the forced interactions in their non-native language made parents 
feel uncomfortable and limited. It impeded on the nature and fluidity of their 
interactions which could potentially be detrimental to their relationships. It is 
important for professionals to be aware of this information to better educate 
and provide appropriate guidance to these families. This study may also be 
used as a model to be replicated with children on the autism spectrum, hard of 
hearing, or any other population of interest to further investigate the impact 
of immigrant parents using their non-native usage language to communicate 
with their children.
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Appendix A: Levels of English proficiency
The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Proficiency Guide-
lines describes oral proficiency levels as follows. The shaded area represents the English oral 
proficiency levels parents needed to be included in the study.

ACTFL level Language functions Examples of who is likely to func-
tion at this level

Distinguished Ability to tailor language to specific 
audience, persuade, negotiate. Deal 
with nuance and subtlety.

Highly articulate, professionally 
specialized native speakers.
Language learners with extended 
(17 years) and current professional 
and/or educational experience in the 
target culture.

Superior Discuss topics extensively, support 
opinions, hypothesize. Deal with 
linguistically unfamiliar situations.

Well-educated native speakers.
Educated language learners with 
extended professional and/or 
educational experience in the target 
language environment.

Advanced 
High

Narrate and describe in past, 
present, and future. Deal effectively 
with an unanticipated complication.

Language learners with graduate 
degrees in language or a related area 
and extended educational experience 
in target environment.

Advanced 
Mid

Heritage speakers, informal learners, 
non-academic learners who have 
significant contact with language.
Undergraduate majors with 
year-long study in the target 
language culture.

Advanced 
Low

Undergraduate language majors.

Intermediate 
High

Create with language, initiate, 
maintain, and bring to a close 
simple conversations by asking and 
responding to simple questions.

Language learners following 6–8 year 
sequences of study (e.g. AP) or 4–6 
semester college sequences.

Intermediate 
Mid

Intermediate 
Low

Language learners following 4-year 
high school sequence or 2-semester 
college sequence.
Language learners following an 
immersion language program in 
Grades K–6.

Novice High Communicate minimally with 
formulaic and rote utterances, lists, 
and phrases.

Language learners following 
content-based language program in 
Grades K–6.

Novice Mid Language learners following 2 years 
of high school language study.Novice Low
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Appendix B: Pre-activity questions
Rate how well you feel you speak English.
How balanced a bilingual do you think you are?
How often do you need to speak English? Spanish?
What language(s) did you go to school?
Describe your formal schooling in English? Spanish? Explain how comfortable you are 
speaking each language.
Family (adults/siblings/children) • Work (adults/children) • Social settings
How often do you speak in each of the above situations?
Describe how important you feel speaking your stronger language is for your child? 
Describe how important you feel maintaining Spanish is for your child?
How do you feel when people switch languages in conversation (code-switching)? How do 
you feel about people who code-switch?
How do you feel about your code-switching?
Have you ever been told you need to only speak English to your child? If so:
By whom?
In what situation(s)?
By what types of people?
How would you feel if you were told you could only speak English in your current life? How 
would it impact your work? Social life? Family life?
How would you feel if you were told you could only speak Spanish in your current life? How 
would it impact your work? Social life? Family life?
What language would you pick?
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Appendix C: Post-activity questions
How did this activity make you feel?
How did the two languages differ in this activity?
Which language felt easier?
Describe any stress you may have felt during this activity.
Was it uncomfortable for you to have to speak in only one language?
Is it easier to speak in one language versus another language with certain people? With 
children?
Is there anything else you would like to ask about this activity?


