
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

To keep the United States economically competitive in a rapidly changing world, business 

leaders are calling for employment candidates who can work efficiently in a globalized context 

with both language skills and cross-cultural dispositions critical to the economic success of the 

country. These language proficiency skills and cross-cultural dispositions are fostered by dual-

language immersion programs; yet the benefits of a bilingual education for young adults had not 

been explored to date to concisely understand what leveragability they gain.  This mixed-

methods research study with a sample of 38 young adults sought to answer the question: "What 

did it matter?" to explore how alumni of two San Francisco Bay Area dual language immersion 

programs describe the advantages they have as bilingual speakers of English and Mandarin. 

Results shows that most participants (75%) did not leverage their Mandarin skills during job 

interviews even though the majority of them are pursuing or planning on careers in business. 

After a substantial amount of time studying Mandarin in their lives, 82% of the non-heritage 

population were not using Mandarin at all in their workplaces and 3 respondents use Mandarin 

around 10-30% of the time. Implications are strong for research to explore where the journey to 

preparing biliterate young adults is broken down, and recommendations are given for universities 



to work with multinational companies to foster the capacity of alumni in specialized programs 

and internships. As only 7% of university students in the U.S take a world language course, it is 

imperative that research examines how the skills and dispositional capacity of our bilingual 

youth are unguided by the time they arrive in the job market; just when the economy needs them 

the most.  

Keywords: executive functioning, heritage and non-heritage language learning, global 

competency 
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Introduction: The purpose of this study was to understand how adult alumni of bilingual 
programs evaluate the legacy and benefits of this particular type of education.  
 
Problem of Practice: Although bountiful research exists on the benefits of having a bilingual 
brain; higher academic scores, stronger executive functioning, and delayed onset of Alzheimer’s 
Disease, there is scant research to describe how these benefits impact the lives of bilingual 
speakers after they have become adults.   
 
Research Method: This was a mixed-methods study. A quantitative survey was distributed to 
alumni of well-established Mandarin immersion schools in the Bay Area of California to explore 
their lived experiences and attitudes. Further trends then emerged after a series of qualitative 
interviews.  
 
Summary of Findings: Contrary to the hypothesis, most alumni in this study were not using 
their Mandarin skills in any applicable way in their employment fields nor did they leverage their 
language proficiencies to find a job. These alumni possessed a cultural competency and 
perspective taking aligned with world readiness standards.  
 
Limitation(s) of Study: The study focused on alumni who attended independent schools and 
only in the Bay Area of California.  
 
Implications/Significance of Study: The study found that the majority of the language alumni 
are not using their Mandarin skills for employment, as the education system in the United States 
does not offer the bilingual student a consistent path to maintain their bilingualism after middle 
school. Further research is required to explore educational models, domestically and 
internationally, that can lead to the adoption of programs that produce fully biliterate and cross-
culturally competent students upon college graduation. This is imperative for the United States to 
maintain their edge in a globalized economy.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Lack of Insight in the Legacy of Dual-Language Learning 

The U.S. Census Bureau wanted U.S. residents to know they can respond to the 2020 

once a-decade population count in the language they speak at home (United States Census 

Bureau, 2020). These Census invitations were designed to ease the participation for the speakers 

of 12 non-English languages. If it were a question of only numbers describing how many 

different languages are spoken in American homes, the United States would appear to be a 

multicultural and multilingual nation, home to more than 350 languages with 169 of these 

distinct languages being Native North American Languages (United States Census Bureau, 

2015). This year’s multilingual Census surveys will reach over 99% of U.S. residents in their 

own language.  

Statistics do not refute this linguistic diversity. What is less embraced in data is how few 

U.S. high school and university graduates from respective programs are measurably bilingual 

despite this impressive number of non-English languages spoken at home. The sole exception is 

the state of Utah, which is slowly rolling out a mandated dual-language curriculum for every 

student. However, students nationwide typically learn how to be literate at school in one 

language, English. Given the surge in research supporting both the benefits of having a bilingual 

brain, and the rising concern American youth are ill prepared for their futures, more and more 

stakeholders are looking with concern at the realities of implementing bilingual programs in this 

country.  

A key part of this rising concern, as repeatedly indicated by the Asia Society, is being 

able to speak another language helps prepare our youth to seize the opportunities of tomorrow 

amidst the complexity of globalization (American Academy of Arts & Sciences, 2017; Boix-

Mansilla & Jackson, 2015). Many educators, multinational employers, scientists, healthcare 
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workers, and government agencies agree being able to communicate in a world language other 

than English is a key skill to be strategically positioned in this global era and to maintain, from 

an economic perspective, international competitiveness (Daniel et al., 2014; Hunter, 2004). 

Furthermore, study after study has revealed bilingualism has lifetime benefits on cognitive 

processing (Bialystok & Martin, 2004; Carlson & Meltzoff, 2008; Prior & Macwhinney, 2010). 

This mixed-methods study, guided by a quantitative database, described the perspectives 

of an unusual group of people who enrolled in dual-language programs at some point in their 

early childhood, elementary or middle school years and who were currently over 18 years of age. 

The perspectives they shared were intended to inform our understanding of how having bilingual 

speaking skills may have mattered in their lives. Specifically, they were students who studied 

Mandarin in an immersion setting. The literature review revealed there has not been any research 

defining how this population of individuals might see Mandarin strategically shaping their future 

lives, as an investment would, amidst the unmistakable backdrop of globalization.  

For some of these students, there was no obvious reason for them to have done so. They 

were categorized as nonheritage language learners (NHLLs) as they had no ethnic, racial, or 

cultural tie to the language that would take an adult 2,200 hours to reach basic proficiency. The 

lived experiences of both Chinese and non-Chinese who have attended or graduated from 

immersion programs at middle school have the potential to develop an understanding of what 

employment aspirations or sense of world readiness they possess, yet their lived experience and 

motivations are nonexistent in current literature. 

Statement of Problem 

To date, there has not been any formal quantitative or qualitative evaluation of how 

alumni from Mandarin immersion schools leverage or evaluate the impact of having attended an 

immersion school. How do these students feel this skill has or can be leveraged in the future, if at 
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all? Has it made a difference to their lives in measurable ways? Do they feel they can relate to 

Chinese people or other diverse audiences better? It was also unclear if these students understood 

the rising influence of China on the world economic arena and the potential to use their language 

skills toward job placement. Alternatively, if they were answering the call to action from 

government agencies, institutions of higher learning, and multinational employers for greater 

21st century preparedness. Across many sectors, organizations such as the Asia Society (2017), 

P21-Partnership for 21st Century Learning (2018), and the FBI (2012) are expressing concern 

American students are not prepared to meet the demands of their futures in an ever-connected 

economic environment.  

With more well publicized recent research, it also has not been clear whether these 

alumni are aware and motivated by the coverage on the benefits of dual-language learning such 

as stronger executive functioning, and less memory loss in old age (Bialystok, 1999; Bialystok & 

Viswanathan, 2009; Wodniecka et al., 2010).  

Although a mixed-methods research project, this study encompassed a population which 

not been studied before using primarily quantitative research. Some of this study’s participants 

were defined as nonheritage learners as they have no ancestral or racial link to the target 

language (Hornberger & Wang, 2008). This dissertation also describes how the literature has yet 

to connect the idea of 21st century preparedness to this growing population of Mandarin 

speakers, as it would to other critical world languages such as Russian or Arabic. This is an 

attributable and interesting skill to explore of any 21st citizen who has successfully become 

biliterate in two languages.  

There is also potential significance to leading designers of global competency 

frameworks, such as P21-Partnership for 21st Century Living (2018) and others concerned with a 

new set of 21st century learning standards as they continue to reshape the profile of a globally 
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competent student. In the United States’ English dominated culture, native English students who 

manage to become second language proficient might be redefining the profile of the globally 

competent student without being aware of their own actions. These students have followed 

through on a time-consuming initiative that would have required commitment and self-agency to 

maintain bilingualism beyond the attendance of the immersion schools participating in this study.  

Research Questions 

The researcher has narrowed down the research questions to three. As the experience of 

alumni from Mandarin immersion programs have yet to be explored, there is a myriad of 

potential questions used to guide impact. However, the three final questions were: 

• How do alumni of established schools evaluate the impact of having attended a dual-

language Mandarin immersion program? 

• How do the voices of alumni differ across decades? 

• Do the voices of heritage and nonheritage alumni of Mandarin immersion schools 

evaluate the legacy of this experience in different ways? 

Research Rationale 

Nelson Mandela said, “If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his 

hand. If you talk to him in his language, that goes to his heart” (Asmal et al., 2003). Beyond 

goodwill and handshakes, this research study is based on the hypothesis alumni have been able to 

leverage their Mandarin Chinese to have greater strategic placement in the job market as they 

move into their professional lives and have been able to leverage their language abilities beyond 

just employability. The hypothesis states they are sensing that they are in possession of critical 

21st century skills, and by acquiring Mandarin as a language proficiency tool, they are expanding 

their promise of future success in an international climate. China is expected to surpass the 

economy of the United States in the next 20 years (Scott & Sam, 2016), and this study projected 
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that these alumni have planned for this. Even with the growing solid understanding of the 

benefits of being a bilingual speaker, these alumni remain an extremely small minority in the 

United States. U.S. schools are becoming more focused on global awareness; however, as 

indicated by educational institutes like the Asia Society (Boix-Mansilla & Jackson, 2015), they 

are concerned not enough American students are able to function effectively in this new global 

arena.  

English remains the official world language of the United Nations, the World Trade 

Organization, the International Criminal Court, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and the 

European Union (Abbott et al., 2014). English will continue to be a resource, the lingua franca, 

of importance across many international sectors. However, there is substantial research that 

supports the fact students can be biliterate in two languages without any loss to English literacy. 

According to The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (American Council 

on the Teaching of Foreign Languages [ACTFL], 2015), only 18.5% of U.S. K-12 public school 

students study a foreign language in any capacity. In 2019, only 7.5% of university students were 

enrolled in the study of a world language (Stein-Smith, 2019). As of 2006, the most recent year 

for which data is available, the overwhelming majority of U.S. adults who reported they spoke a 

language other than English, including 37 million Spanish speakers and 2.9 million Chinese 

speakers, acquired that language at home and not through school (United States Census Bureau, 

2015). It is typical for other countries to teach two or three languages throughout the school life 

of a student.  The literature review explores the correlation between these educational systems 

and the academic achievement of its students.  

These statistics imply our schools are not offering close to the breadth of opportunities to 

become a bilingual individual as other progressive countries are, and this might affect the ability 

of American students to be internationally competitive in a tightly connected world. Canada has 
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twice the number of students enrolled in foreign language study according to the Center for 

Applied Linguistics (2011). As a profound wake up call, the British Council (2015) reported 

there are now 1.5 billion people around the world learning English as their second, third, or 

fourth language. According to McFarland et al., 2018, Americans still do not reach the literacy 

rates of other nations such as Japan and Finland in a comparison of native languages. In the case 

of the U.S., this would be English. This signifies in Finland; Finnish students are more proficient 

in Finnish than students from the United States are at English. Likewise, Japanese students are 

reaching greater degrees of literacy in Japanese than U.S. residing students are at English. The 

literature review further explores how languages are evaluated in terms of difficultly. It suffices 

to mention English remains one of the easiest languages to learn in the entire world.  

When the conversation about bilingual education began to take shape in the United States 

roughly 25 years ago, it had very simple vocabulary that mostly described Spanish speaking 

populations and issues of equity in schools by keeping a native language honored (Rumberger & 

Gándara, 2004). Despite decades of this controversy (Hamayan & Genesee, 2013), the multiple 

benefits language learning and bilingualism afford both individuals and society has emerged 

repeatedly, and immersion programs are now more widespread. This is due largely in part to 

research supporting the academic, cognitive, and social benefits, and to the potential payoffs to 

the brain much later in life, such as fewer incidences of Alzheimer’s in bilingual speakers 

(Bialystok et al., 2004; Luo et al., 2013). Immersion programs now aim to enroll both heritage 

learners, students with some cultural or ethnic ties to the language, and nonheritage learners, 

students without any relationship with the language (Hornberger & Wang, 2008). The trend in 

dual-language immersion has continued in the last 10 years in the United States with a greater 

emphasis on what the Foreign Service Institute (U.S. Department of State, 2018) regard as 

critical world languages.  
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More specifically, critical world language study in schools is on the rise in elementary 

program (Goldberg et al., 2015; Mitchell, 2015; Senesac, 2002). For the purpose of this study, 

the U.S. State Department’s list of critical world languages is adopted (U.S. Department of State, 

2018), and as of 3 years ago, this list now includes Mandarin, Arabic, Hindi, Egyptian, Farsi, and 

numerous other Central Asian tongues. Notably missing are Romance languages such as French 

and Spanish. The U.S. State Department describes Mandarin as being a level four language, 

which requires over 2,200 hours to gain proficiency (U.S. Dept. of State, 2018). This categorizes 

it as one of the hardest languages in the world to learn. It also leads to another phenomenon in 

the United States, of how students are electing to discontinue world language study, and how 

college and universities are permitting this to happen.  

This rise of world language study though is not reflected at the university level in the 

U.S. with only 7.5% of students taking a world language course (Stein-Smith, 2019). What was 

already a low percentage is declining, not increasing, as more and more universities discontinue 

world language studies. This raises huge questions on how as a nation we value second language 

learning post middle school. Other nations around the world, in Asia and Europe specifically, not 

just require second, or third language study, but it is nearly ubiquitous in schools through the 

education of a student from preschool to undergraduate. There is some proliferation of Mandarin 

schools in the United States, but not at the levels seen in other countries.  

The current rise of Mandarin immersion programs in the U.S, in elementary schools and 

middle schools, coincides with the rapid growth of the Chinese economy, which is expected to 

surpass the United States by the year 2030 (Scott & Sam, 2016). This research study also aims to 

reveal any inherent connections between the choice of Mandarin specifically for our participants, 

and the growing rise of China as a political and economic superpower on the world stage 

(O’Connell et al., 2007).  
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Projections predict half of the population of the United States will be people of color by 

the year 2050 (Colby & Ortman, 2015) and over 75% of that population will speak a language 

other than English at home. The U.S. Census released in 2011 stated there were 2.9 million 

people speaking Mandarin in the United States, which is a 360% increase from statistics in 1980 

(United States Census Bureau, 2013). There are over 200,000 students currently studying 

Mandarin in U.S. Public Schools, and President Obama called for 1 million speakers by the end 

of this decade (US-China Strong Foundation, 2018). In previous years, being able to speak a 

critical world language such as Mandarin most likely meant you would be living overseas or 

working for U.S. government departments focused on international relations and diplomacy. 

These tides have shifted with a more urgent need to develop Mandarin-speaking skills to 

represent the interests of the U.S. across government, healthcare and business. Yet, this is now 

viewed as a skill to be leveraged in this country’s borders with the rise in immigration from 

Chinese speaking populations and the magnitude of U.S. based companies doing business with 

China, such as Microsoft, Starbucks and Coca-Cola.  

Across multiple sectors, the usefulness of being able to communicate across audiences 

that are more diverse is valued as a new commodity in the context of globalization. According to 

the U.S. Census Bureau, less than 20% of the total population speaks a language besides English, 

and only a small cohort of this population speaks a second language well enough to use it 

effectively in their everyday lives (U.S. Census, 2015). The Gallup poll, in reducing the 

percentage of new immigrants and other heritage language speakers from that 20%, places the 

number of actual bilingual speakers closer to 10%. According to the Gallup research (Nardelli, 

2014; Stein-Smith, 2016) in Europe, over half of the population can speak another language, 

28% can speak three languages, and 11% can hold a conversation in four languages. The United 
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States is not holding student expectations to such high standards, even to our neighboring 

nations’ languages of Spanish and French.  

As a first world nation, despite growing immigration, the U.S. is largely monolingual, 

and there is little impetus to change this as a national expectation. What compels the study of a 

second language, as much as higher academic scores, is what it does in terms of fine-tuning 

executive functioning skills. These highly valued processes such as paying attention, 

organization, critical thinking, and adaptability are strengthened by learning a second language at 

an early age. Research does not outwardly claim having a bilingual brain means a person is 

smarter, but it does continually prove it impacts the processes linked to higher intelligences, 

achievement, and executive functioning (Carlson & Meltzoff, 2008; Marian et al., 2013; 

Genesee, 2000). Despite the increasing quantity of supportive research, policy and programs are 

slow to trust and initiate dual-language problems. This study focused on alumni who have 

managed to achieve Mandarin proficiency. They were in a position to deepen our understanding 

of what value this holds. To answer the “What did it matter?” question, the question needed to be 

asked.  

The findings of this study are significant due to the impact on two distinct stakeholders. 

The first stakeholder are schools that remain unsure of the advantages of adopting a Mandarin 

dual-language curriculum. Alumni who describe ways they see the experience as a positive one 

in their lives, and by pairing this with current research outlining academic benefits, teachers and 

administrators can understand why the investment might be perceived as worth it. The second 

stakeholders are multinational employers, government and learned institutions who are calling 

for schools to produce students who can engage more effectively on the world stage and help the 

United States in maintaining a competitive edge. These people might be able to use this research 

to support their claim in ways they never could before.  
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Major Research Constructs 

The goal of the literature review is to relate some complicated, and partially unrelated, 

constructs around the journey of a Mandarin immersion learner. Beginning with definitions of 

21st century preparedness developed from different organizations, the review also looks at recent 

critical research in dual-language learning, methodology, and benefits across a wide spectrum of 

cognitive and social sciences. Lastly, it is imperative to include research on the study of 

Mandarin language itself and the rising power of China on the world stage.  

These constructs do not seem to be naturally inclusive of each other. However, from the 

perspective of understanding the experience of this study’s alumni, these constructs help to guide 

understanding their preparedness in the world, the experiences they likely had to be Mandarin 

speakers, the awareness of the benefits they might have gained, and how they have continued 

their Mandarin language journey after middle school. The literature review explores the 

following constructs:  

• Heritage vs. Nonheritage Language Learner 

• Preparedness for the Future 

o Preparedness as defined in Education 

o Preparedness as defined in Business 

o Preparedness as defined in U.S. Government  

• Research on Dual-Language Learning 

o Types of Programs 

o Impact of Dual-Language Immersion 

§ Academic Benefits 

§ Cognitive Benefits 

§ Social Benefits 
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§ Aging Benefits 

• Mandarin Language  

o Critical-Needs Language 

o Advances in Mandarin Language in the United States 

Theory of Action/Conceptual Framework 

Lev Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism changed the way educators look at the 

process of learning and forms the conceptual framework for this research study. The social 

constructivist theory proposes learning is a complex process, not a product, and culture and 

language are an essential part of this process (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). This study looked 

closely at the dynamic experience of immersion in a second language that frames the student as 

an active learner, continually adapting to and growing in their learning environment through the 

careful guidance of others, known as Most Knowledgeable Others. According to Wertsch (2009) 

in his review of social constructivism, educators and peers play a critical role in this and the 

ability to use and understand language forms the foundation of any child’s conceptual ecology.  

According to Vygotsky, language is the “psychological tool” (Wertsch, 2009) that 

impacts most learning functions. For students in a Mandarin immersion program, deciphering 

and internalizing a second language is the key to their success. As a foreshadow, one interviewee 

stated during their qualitative interview: 

I think about when I was in PreK or Kindergarten and you walk into the Chinese 

classroom and you don’t have any idea of what’s on the walls or what the hell is 

happening, and the teacher stands up and you are all crowded around on the rug and the 

teacher says haidz zuo xia (Please sit down), and people start to sit down around you, and 

then the next day when she says haidz zuo xia  and you know what she means. So there is 
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this flexibility that you have to your environment and adapting and that has served me so 

well.  

This researcher elaborates on this later in this dissertation. However, the clear adaptability and 

learning represented by Participant B through social methods is the circulatory system of the 

social constructivist framework. In a classroom environment with varying degrees of 

proficiency, the social constructs are in place for every student to find their most knowledgeable 

other.  

Overview of Methodology 

This research employed a mixed methodology design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011),  

which is described as a sequential explanatory methodology with a quantitative portion in the 

form of a distributed survey, which is followed by a qualitative one (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). The qualitative follow-up served as the method to deepen understanding, to shine 

clarifying light on the quantitative results, and to confirm the trends that showed up in the data 

analysis from the survey.  

The sequential exploratory methodology designed for this study allowed the researcher to 

cast an initial net during the quantitative phase and to allow trends and areas of meaning to 

surface for analysis. This methodology also provided enough leverage to compare data across 

home languages. Primarily, a mixed-method research study enabled enough coverage to pull into 

focus the voices of an undocumented population. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

The combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods allowed critical trends to 

emerge from the data. With the survey response of 38 participants, applied generalizations will 

be somewhat appropriate to a wider population of both heritage and nonheritage students based 

on years attended and the home language of the participants. An inherent limiting factor is the 
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basic understanding it can be challenging to get people to fill out surveys, even with subject 

matter related to their lives. The Heads of both School were willing to follow up with a nudge to 

encourage participation, but the survey return rates were dismal. According to one researcher 

(Frohlich, 2002), the non-responders themselves may be exhibiting a type of bias through their 

nonresponse. These non-responders could have shone light on a differing point of view on the 

advantages of the Mandarin immersion legacy.  

Both participating schools are in California within 100 miles of each other. They are both 

schools with early childhood to 8th grade programs so this study does not include residents of 

other states. This could have brought a shift in perspectives as California is known to be a liberal 

and democratic state with many languages spoken by its immigrant populations. Responses 

would likely have had more variety if they included more states from different regions of the 

country. Mandarin bilingual programs are proliferating in Minnesota, for example, and the 

voices of those alumni could have expressed a different point of view than the alumni of 

International School of the Peninsula (ISTP). International School of the Peninsula alumni 

attended school within five miles of Stanford University, where the number of PhD holders is 

third in the United States (Bell & Paton, n.d). 

Another limiting factor is both participating schools are independent not-for-profits with 

hefty tuition charges. This study employed no method to ascertain the socioeconomic status of its 

participants. It is a safe assumption only a fragment of these students would have been attending 

under a tuition assistance program. They have likely attended Chinese American International 

School (CAIS) or International School of the Peninsula (ISTP) because their parents could afford 

to pay what is now an average tuition cost of 31,000 dollars. This limits the perspective 

participants might have had if they had attended a public school with a more diverse population 

of races, languages and socioeconomic means.  
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Another inherent limitation was the inability to define a nonheritage language learner 

(NHLL) more precisely. The adopted definition (Hornberger & Wang, 2008) still leaves much 

room for interpretation. There may be students not easily classified by the survey who have no 

racial or cultural connection to Mandarin, but may have lived in a Mandarin speaking country, 

for example. Or, there may be students adopted from China who felt more motivated to learn 

Mandarin as part of self-discovery. Although the survey asked questions that categorized how 

the participants learned Mandarin and their racial/ethnic background, it was impossible to 

prevent the participants from providing inaccurate information about themselves. In addition to 

translating languages to create further accessibility to the current U.S. Census Survey, researcher 

Aspinall (2018) brings up the salient point that beyond language, the mixed race/ethnicity 

population is increasing in the United States and in the United Kingdom which raises a new set 

of challenges to accurately capture and categorize the race and ethnicity of its citizens.  

Another delimiting factor was the two schools themselves, although prestigious and well 

established, might have offered very different curriculums and standards in their dual-language 

programs. This could have led to a differentiation in attitudes and perspectives alumni might gain 

when they evaluate their language experience from their current place in life. Many variables 

influence the way individuals perceive their school experience in hindsight; school culture, 

socioemotional health of the individual, personal reasons, and expectations of different teachers 

to name just a few. There were many variables that prove to be uncontrollable in this research, as 

they involved the lived experience of humans in complex learning situations according to the 

social constructivist theory.  

A delimiting factor of classic force majeure proportions was the COVID-19 circumstance 

of spring 2020, which has driven most of the U.S. population, out of workplaces, out of 

classrooms and into shelters in place. This has undoubtedly altered behaviors such as the 
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inclination or willingness to participate in a research study. The impact of COVID -19 on timing 

was very hard to measure but to consider.  

Researcher’s Background 

For the purpose of transparency, as this is framed as a mixed methods study with strong 

quantitative depth, my background as a researcher and my experience with dual-language 

learning is briefly explained. I grew up in a family that served a life dedicated to the Foreign 

Service, under the U.S. State Department. My father served as a civil servant in a field that 

carried prestige and required an intense understanding of politics. I have lived in China two 

times, Hong Kong three times, and Taiwan once. I began to learn Mandarin as a child back in 

1975 when Chairman Mao was still a living and powerful leader. In 2006, I opened and ran an 

early childhood center in Shanghai for 9 years, which was a dual-language Mandarin/English 

program. Most recently, I opened the International Friends School in Bellevue, Washington. This 

school improves upon past models with a committed 80% Mandarin language immersion during 

the school day for students, many of whom begin their language journey at 3 years old.  

My own motivation for learning Mandarin is simple; I was frequently the minority in a 

country in which it was the majority language. What compels me about this study is the potential 

to develop a better understanding of what other NHLLs might be doing with their Mandarin 

skills. As a believer and facilitator of dual-language learning, I plan to keep my own bias in 

check by self-editing my own perspective and let the exploratory nature of the conversation be 

the basis for the research. My own range of experiences, and the current value Mandarin holds in 

my life, will not be discussed as an impartial researcher. The interviews were recorded and then 

transcribed, and responses were reviewed by an external reviewer to check for bias.  
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Key Terms 

• Bilingual – Using or able to use two languages especially with equal fluency (Merriam-

Webster, n.d). 

• Dual-Language Learning – A methodology in which native speakers of the target 

language are mixed into a classroom with nonnative speakers of the native language 

(Genesee, 2004). 

• Executive functioning – A single phenomenon that includes the efficiency and 

effectiveness with which people acquire knowledge and problem solve across different 

areas including attention, emotional regulation, goal setting and organization (Goldstein 

& Naglieri, 2014). 

• Two-Way Immersion – Another way to describe dual-language learning in which both 

native and nonnative speakers of the target language are mixed together in a classroom 

(Genesee & Gándara, 1999). 

• Heritage Language Learner (HLL) - Heritage language learners are individuals with 

familial or ancestral ties to a language other than English (Hornberger & Wang, 2008). 

• Nonheritage Language Learner (NHLL) – Nonheritage language learners are individuals 

with no familial or ancestral ties to a language other than English (Hornberger & Wang, 

2008) 

• World Language vs. Foreign Language – There is no literature confirming the term 

World Language is replacing the term Foreign Language. However, the terms are notably 

mostly interchangeable. For the purpose of this research study, the researcher has adopted 

the term World Language. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The literature reflects how this nation remains mired in debate about the best way to 

educate the growing number of English language learners (ELLs) who continue to enter U.S. 

schools (Umansky et al., 2016) and best methods for improving academic achievement for all 

children. In 2015, one in five school-age children in the United States today spoke a language 

other than English at home and another 50% of this population does not meet the criteria for 

English language proficiency (Camarota & Zeigler, 2015). Camarota and Zeigler (2015) further 

stated a record 63.2 million U.S. residents (native-born, legal immigrants, and illegal 

immigrants) speak a language other than English at home. This number has increased 16.2 

million since 2000 (Camarota & Zeigler, 2015). Of these shifting demographics between 2010 

and 2014, the number of U.S. residents speaking Spanish at home increased by 331,000, 

followed closely by Mandarin, and then Arabic and Tagalog.  

Other research shows the United States will soon have no obvious ethnic or racial 

majority. In their report Demographic Growth of People of Color, the Center for American 

Progress (2015) foreshadows by the year 2044, the majority of the American population will be 

people of color with the fastest growing populations being Latinos and Asians. All of the data 

speaks to this new world where white populations are no longer the most dominant in the U.S. 

and stakeholders in education are trying to figure out how to educate, with equitable and best 

practices, a different population of students.  

Demographics are shifting; the world is becoming more connected. Yet research shows 

attitudes and antipathy toward bilingual education are slow to change. Over the last 25 years, this 

reluctance has been expressed in the views of social commentators and prominent U.S. 

politicians. President Reagan, in 1981, said bilingual education is “absolutely wrong and against 
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American concepts” (Cummins & Hornberger, 2008, p. 14). Former Speaker of the House of 

Representatives Newt Gingrich declared bilingual education to be “stunningly destructive” 

(Cummins & Hornberger, 2008, p. 14) to the fabric of American civilization, English is the 

nation’s only official language, and all schools will continue to reflect this. In the 12 years since 

Representative Gingrich made those assertions, the United States Census Bureau (2018) predicts 

by the year 2060 children who are two or more races are expected to more than double. 

Alternative voices began to oppose the prevalence of this thinking propagated by 

televised advocates such as Representative Gingrich. An article scarcely acknowledged in 

current literature was written in 1984 by Richard Ruiz, who made the strong claim only by 

achieving support from the dominant English-speaking majority in America to generate biliterate 

and bicultural students, will we manage to succeed in creating a greater social cohesion. Simply 

stated, Ruiz proposed monolingual white people need to support linguistic diversity in schools. 

Until policy makers are able to match the quickly changing demographics in this nation with the 

research described in this literature review outlines the advantages to being a bilingual speaker, 

our resource planning and policy development are still generating largely monolingual and 

limited bilingual students (Baker, 2011; Lindholm-Leary, 2001). Practices of monolingual 

education programs transition students who speak other languages besides English to English 

only programs as soon as possible. This speaks to the decades old sentiment assimilation is the 

preferred way (O’Connor & Zeichner, 2011) to bring new cultures into U.S. soil and into a 

common culture through language (Baker et al., 2016). The schools included in this research 

study were early sparks in the movement of bilingual education, representing a counter-

revolution to the concept of assimilation.  

The alumni included in this study were growing up in interesting times, and they made a 

compelling choice by mastering any second language, especially Mandarin. Like much of the 
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United States, California has had substantial changes to demographics where many Americans 

who are native English speakers are increasingly attending schools with many students who are 

ELLs. They might just be the disruption Ruíz (1984) was pointing out. In both CAIS and ISTP, 

roughly half of the populations are NHLLs whose families made the conscious choice and 

commitment either to maintain a heritage language or to learn fluency in a new one. Until the 

data are analyzed, Mandarin might be a third language.  

Asking about the career aspirations and general attitudes of alumni to learn one of the 

world’s most challenging languages was a relatively straightforward process. To acquire a 

deeper understanding that informed and illuminated their motivations was more of a challenge. 

The constructs explored in this literature review aim to frame some important understandings 

from multiple influences disparate areas of research. As an illustration, the linguistic base of 

Mandarin and the increasing influence of China as a world economy do not have an evident 

connection to the cognitive benefits of learning a second language. Nor does dual-language 

methodology lend itself to thinking about how the business world chimes in on the subject of 

preparedness. Yet, this study braids together these separate research fields.  This literature review 

has three distinct constructs, beginning with the skills education, business, and what government 

stakeholders assert they need for the 21st century.  

The alumni who contributed their voices to this research study are entering into a job 

market markedly different from their parents. The world has become more interconnected, 

information based, and globalized.  The literature review chronicles the aspirations of 

preparedness for a 21st century student from recent research in the fields of education, business, 

and politics, to gain an appreciation of Mandarin language, and the growing influence of the 

country that claims it as a native language.  This literature review also looks at both the language 

of Mandarin Chinese and the recent categorization of Mandarin as a critical-needs language.  



 20 

The following is a snapshot of what the literature says now, but the trends and language 

demands are shifting like tectonic plates. The area of greatest seismic activity is the national 

conversation and concern that U.S. students are not being prepared adequately for their futures. 

The implications of this reaches like tremors into the world of politics, economics, and business 

with critics claiming the fault lines are in our education system.  

Heritage Language Learners and Nonheritage Language Learners 

The greatest challenge in identifying HLLs and NHLLs anywhere in the world is 

deciding how to describe this population With the rise of mixed-race children who may hear 

multiple languages, and children who live in countries where a nonnative language dominates, 

the task of defining the heritage learner grows more complex (Hornberger & Wang, 2008; Lee, 

2005). The blurring demarcation between heritage and nonheritage speakers is indicative of 

globalization and of students growing up in multicultural families and communities.  

 The need to categorize races and ethnicities remains an important practice for data 

collection, and a definition commonly used in research comes from Guadalupe Valdés (2001) at 

Stanford University who uses her definition of (HLLs) countless times, including as a central 

definition of “heritage language learner” in Heritage Languages in America: Preserving a 

National Resource (Peyton et al., 2001). Of particular relevance to U.S. schools with their high 

level of native Spanish speakers, Valdes’ Spanish language development context offers a 

definition with two distinct parts. First, heritage speakers are individuals who have historical or 

personal connection to a language such as an endangered indigenous language or immigrant 

language not normally taught in school. According to Valdés (2001), they are also individuals 

who are in a classroom with the opportunity to study both English and this language.  
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 In contrast to Valdés’ definition described as being linguistically oriented (Hornberger & 

Wang, 2008), Fishman (1989, 2001) categorizes HLLs specifically based on their sociohistorical 

context in the United States: 

• Indigenous languages spoken by Native American tribes existed before the arrival 

of European settlers; many of these languages are now endangered; 

• Colonial languages such as French, German, Italian, or Spanish, which earlier 

European settlers brought; and 

• Immigrant languages such as Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, 

Cambodian, or Korean came along with more recent influxes of immigrants.  

Fishman’s inclusion of members of indigenous communities in America (e.g., Navajo, 

Hawaiian, Arapaho) would be classified as HLLs if they are studying their native language in a 

school setting (e.g., Navajo children studying Navajo language). In such settings, the focus of 

instruction might be on maintaining both the heritage culture, which is rapidly becoming more 

endangered, and on native language study (Fishman, 2001). To discuss the rights of HLLs in 

America and to explore the argument that schools should be responsible for protecting both 

native culture and language, is to tread into issues of equity far beyond the scope of this research 

study. Fishman’s definition is inclusive of a wider historical context and offers to the field of 

science an opportunity to explore powerful narratives from the perspectives of indigenous and 

immigrant populations. However, others do not adopt his definition in the field, such as 

Hornberger and Wang (2008) as they assert it does not take into consideration the 

sociopsychological struggles of the heritage language population beyond their ancestral context. 

For the purposes of this research, this researcher adopted Hornberger’s ecological view of 

HLL identity. Out of all the definitions commonly used, the brevity of her definition suited the 

needs of this study. Hornberger views “HLLs as individuals with familial or ancestral ties to a 
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language other than English, who exert their agency in determining if they are HLLs of that 

language” (Hornberger & Wang, 2008, p. 3). This infers the consideration of an individual as an 

HLL of any age with some cultural ties to a language other than English (for example, having a 

grandmother from Thailand), because he or she identified with another culture or language 

system. Research exploring the relationships between one’s level of identification with a heritage 

language and the individual’s self-agency in maintaining language does not exist.  

There is no definition of NHLLs specifically, so little choice is given except to adopt the 

negative version of Hornberger’s definition and define NHLLs as individuals with no familial or 

ancestral ties to a language other than English (Hornberger & Wang, 2008). Just as there are 

many types of HLLs who do not belong in Hornberger’s definition, there will be populations of 

NHLLs that do not fit the adjusted descriptor used this research study. One such example is of 

Families with Children from China (FCC, 2018), the fastest growing phenomenon in adoption 

for interracial couples (Hornberger & Wang, 2008). A potential NHLL would be a child adopted 

from China. In the year 2000, there were over 23,000 such adoptions to families in the United 

States, Canada, and the United Kingdom (FCC, 2018). This is an example where the work of 

classifying students as either heritage or nonheritage becomes challenging. If the adopted 

children had no exposure to Mandarin after adoption, then they could conceivably be labeled 

HLLs once they started studying Mandarin, but are not bringing any other advantages to ease the 

challenges of becoming a Mandarin proficient person.  

Other examples of blurred lines between NHLL and HLL are children raised overseas 

who study or absorb a language simply by hearing it spoken in their communities during the 

course of their lives. With the rise of mixed-race marriages in the United States (Qian & Lichter, 

2011) a practice known as exogamy, there is a greater increase of children raised in households 

that balance two or more languages. In this bilingual or multilingual home environment, it is 
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more and more challenging to define which language serves the purpose of being the heritage 

language. This study aimed to create clear understandings and to elucidate how alumni viewed 

their own heritage by asking discrete questions about race/ethnicity, the amount of Mandarin 

spoken at home, and how they gained language proficiency.  

Literature on Nonheritage Language Learners 

There has not been a single study, qualitative or quantitative, in recent scholarly journals 

that focuses on NHLLs as this study has. There is also a scant proportion of studies that looks at 

the mix of HLLs and NHLLs combined in college classroom settings. One in particular looked at 

the anxiety levels Mainland Chinese students feel in U.S. classes (Xiao, & Wang, 2014) This has 

warrant as a qualitative study and speaks to the potential relationship between xenophobia, lack 

of perspective taking and exclusion from students who do not speak Mandarin. This research 

pursued this line of thinking by looking at the races/ethnicities present in social groups of 

alumni, who are NHLL and to explore whether language does break down barriers.  

For another example of the steady lack of research on NHLL and HLL’s, an irrelevant 

study was one from 2005 where 530 college students enrolled in 11 less commonly taught 

languages, including Arabic and Chinese, identified themselves as being HLLs or NHLLs (Lee, 

2005). This research suggested the descriptors offered by the definitions do not account for the 

variability and the complexity of learner characteristics. Some of these students struggled with 

having to define themselves either way, which led Lee to propose the two categories might not 

be mutually exclusive. This has already been inferred through early difficulties (Hornberger & 

Wang, 2008) to avoid the blurry lines between NHLL and HLLs and came up as well in this 

study’s participants. Most likely in this study, they will not be familiar with the terms heritage 

and nonheritage learner, which is why these descriptors are not being included. As the world 
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becomes more genetically mixed, the terms HLL and NHLL are not long for this world. Races 

and ethnicities are becoming harder to categorize. 

Typically, studies about NHLLs and HLLs in school explore the dynamics of the 

combined classroom setting. Husseinali (n.d.) explored the perception of 57 NHLLs and HLLs at 

a university with five different proficiency levels of Arabic, and their perceptions of each other 

and the dynamics of the mixed classroom setting. The findings showed the students did not feel 

strongly either way about participating in a mixed classroom. They were able to define some 

hindrances and benefits to learning together, but overall these findings were not significant. In 

yet another study of mixed classrooms at the college level, both groups felt their performances in 

a combined setting were enhanced when there was more inclusion of cultural practices to 

encourage collaboration (Lawton & Logio, 2009). It helped the NHLLs feel more connection to 

the second language and HLLs felt more pride in learning about their own distinct heritage. 

These understandings are useful to this study only as much as they help to establish the setting of 

the dual-language classroom that ideally blend together two language groups. Emerging from 

this study are the impressions of alumni who describe a positive learning atmosphere created by 

both language groups and a culture of collaboration between them.   

 More relevant to the purposes of this research study is a study by Xiao (2006) who 

compared the Mandarin language development of HLLs and NHLLs in various proficiency skills 

at the college level. Xiao statistically found significant differences between the two groups only 

in the areas of grammar, listening, and speaking. She concluded HLLs oral exposure to their 

home language in a home setting does not necessarily lead them to acquire reading and writing 

skills more quickly than their peers without such advantages. Relevant to this study, Xiao’s data 

raises the interesting point of whether HLLs studying Mandarin possess a distinct academic 

advantage at all, and how this data would look among other language groups. Xiao’s study also 
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bolsters the understanding Mandarin language is a very complex language to read and write, far 

surpassing a time commitment English would require.  

One area of research particularly salient to this study is the perception HLLs might have 

with identity issues, which is not a factor for full non-Asian races NHLLs (Peyton et al., 2001). 

Krashen (2000) describes this conundrum as, “Heritage language speakers are in a no-win 

situation in foreign language classes. If they do well, it is expected. If heritage language speakers 

do not do well in foreign language classes, the experience is especially painful” (p. 441). Dr. Jeff 

Bissell (personal communication, May 10, 2017), the Head of School of CAIS, a participating 

school in this study, expressed similar thinking this way: “If a Chinese student fails to speak 

great Chinese, it is perceived as a loss but if non-Chinese kids speak Chinese it is seen as a 

magnificent accomplishment.” As Bissell implied, free from familial or societal expectations, 

NHLLs might feel a tangible sense of pride and accomplishment for having mastered a second 

language proficiency, taken into consideration during the preparation of the survey. When once 

asked how many HLL or NHLL students CAIS enrolls in recent years, his response was, “it’s too 

hard to tell, they are now a little bit of a lot of things.” This speaks again to the clear obstacles on 

trying to label students strictly by HLL or NHLL delineations.  

Preparedness for the Future 

The term “globalization” hit popular mainstream culture over 10 years ago with Jonathan 

Friedman’s (2005) groundbreaking book, The World is Flat. He described the emerging 

conceptual apparatus of globalization and political, economic and cultural engagement beyond 

the nation-state framework (Friedman, 2005). His new framework compelled nations to look at 

the dynamics involved in an ever-more connected world through trade, immigration, politics, and 

technology. This conceptual apparatus has redefined the contours of how organizations across 

sectors are preparing a work force for this emerging landscape guided by new vocabulary: global 
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citizen, world citizen, and 21st Century Skills. Educators in particular focus more than ever on 

sharpening their plurifocal vision so they can see the challenges for students now in their lives, 

but also how these challenges may look in their futures as the world steadily marches toward a 

staggering 10 billion people (Borlaug, 2002). The measures involved in preparing our nation’s 

youth has always been a priority and mandate for the U.S. education system. But the fast and 

massive rise of a globalized world civilization has left many in the field of education pondering 

what the most important skills are if there is to be imminent change to a globalized job market 

(Varma, 2006). The impact of learning Mandarin in an immersion program PK-8th Grade never 

correlated with this sense of readiness or skill set. The first research question of this study gains 

insight into how alumni of established schools evaluate the impact of having attended a dual-

language Mandarin program and whether this directly translates into some sense of 

“preparedness.” 

What has emerged from this new discussion is a developed set of skill and dispositions 

often referred to as “21st Century skills,” or interchangeably, Global Competencies and World 

Citizenship (Callahan & Gandara, 2014; P21-Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2018; 

Suárez-Orozco, 2007). Various government agencies, advocacy groups, educators, and business 

leaders have acknowledged there is a “growing urgency to create, evaluate and expand new 

models of education better synchronized with the realities of today’s globally linked economies 

and societies (Holden, 2012). Of these various agencies, many have put forth different 

definitions of global competency, and these definitions continue to evolve in organizations. This 

section of the literature explores the breadth of frameworks describing the concept of 

preparedness for a 21st century world. In Friedman’s brave new world that was a best-seller in 

2005 he describes the need, across sectors and organizations, for the great need to prepare 
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students for work in a more levelled playing field where Americans do not possess some first 

world advantage.  

Preparedness in Education  

Professional teaching organizations are reshaping curricula around a series of standards 

and competencies that establish updated and more relevant performance outcomes for students in 

an attempt to meet this urgency defined by Friedman among many others (Hunter, 2004; 

Saavedra & Opfer, 2012). Specialized professional associations developed frameworks for 21st 

century professional skills as a response to globalization and the rapidly changing demands of 

the work force. Given the impact of migration across nation states and borders, a shifting 

political climate in the United States and the economic rise of China and East Asia, the creation 

of 21st Century Skills is a direct response to an understanding that standards and benchmarks 

must remain adaptive. Although this section of the literature review will show educational 

organizations with developed new guidelines for 21st Century skills have largely consistent 

descriptors, each organization has a different emphasis in the overarching skillset of global 

competencies.  

The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 2018) 

collaborated on a set of World-Readiness Standards and recently reimagined their goal areas of 

20 years ago. ACTFL is considered the Specialized Professional Association (SPA) that guides 

standards and assessments in World Languages teacher preparation programs throughout the 

United States, in conjunction with State and National Departments of Education and the Council 

for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP). The ACTFL World Readiness Standards 

consist of five goal areas: Communication, Culture, Connections, Comparisons, and 

Communities. Under the category of communication, ACTFL’s first goal area states it is 

essential students can “communicate effectively in more than one language to function in a 
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variety of situations and for multiple purposes” (ACTFL, 2018, p. 1). As the primary emphasis 

of ACTFL is on increasing world language literacy in the United States, it is no great surprise 

language development is being promoted as a key component to being world ready. However, 

ACTFL recognizes and emphasizes communication is much more complex than just speaking a 

language. Their five goal areas established an “inextricable link between communication and 

culture” (ACTFL, 2018, p. 1) which is applied in making comparisons, connections and critical 

understandings and these applied competencies better develop students to be part of global 

communities (ACTFL, 2018). 

Elementary and Middle School Programs 

The proficiency standards developed by ACTFL put speakers of a language other than 

English on a continuum from novice to superior. These guidelines presented the levels of 

proficiency as ranges, and described what an individual can and cannot do with language at each 

level, regardless of where, when, or how the language was acquired. Together these levels 

formed a hierarchy in which each level subsumes all lower levels. The Guidelines are not based 

on any particular theory, pedagogical method, or educational curriculum (ACTFL, 2018). 

Since 2013, 40 states have adopted the World-Readiness Standards as part of their 

language education programs, mostly for the purpose of accreditation (ACTFL, 2018). This 

demonstrates a growing momentum to have a trusted vision and framework in place that aims to 

support new standards of global citizenry for students attending U.S. schools. It also supports 

ACTFL’s recognition adaptability is critical to the success of any framework.  

Likewise, the Asia Society was one of the early developers of the notion of global 

competency in education (Boix-Mansilla & Jackson, 2015). Their call to action for 21st century 

preparedness sets forth the need for students to be able to investigate the world around them, 

weigh perspectives, communicate across diverse audiences, and take action similar to the 
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ACTFL standards. In this context, communication also refers to being able to express ideas in 

more than one language (Boix-Mansilla & Jackson, 2015). However, the primary focus of their 

global competency framework is “preparing our students to participate fully in today’s and 

tomorrow’s world demands we nurture their global competence which herein is defined as the 

capacity and disposition to understand and act on issues of global significance” (p. 5). What is 

more subjective in schools that offer world language immersion programs is how much 

instructional time is devoted to understanding issues of global substance outside of second 

language literacy. There is no data available connecting heightened global competency with the 

acquisition of a world language besides English. The participants in this research study may be 

able to describe an inherent connection with this.  

The Asia Society (2020) developed a set of global competencies that were articulated into 

a program methodology called the International School Studies Network, which over 30 schools 

in the United States adopted. Although ISSN schools do not require a dual-language curriculum, 

the Asia Society strongly supports students learning how to communicate with other people who 

are culturally, ethnically, and racially different from themselves (Asia Society, 2020). Again, 

there is no current research describing a correlation between second language acquisition and a 

strengthening of the agile communication skills the Asia Society describes.  

 The last big player, although still one of many, in the field to promote and expand 

bilingualism is The Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21-Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning, 2018), a coalition of business, education, and government organizations. It lists 

communication as a critical part of preparedness. The skill of being able to communicate 

effectively in diverse environments (P21-Partnership for 21st Century Living, 2018) is the 

rhetoric now heard across frameworks as the examples have provided and is an exemplar item 

for what is generally accepted now as the skills and knowledge students will need to succeed in 
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work and life. P21-Partnership for 21st Century Living (2018) stated, “It is only through 

knowing the language of others that we can truly understand how they view the world. And this 

is what makes the language student a 21st Century skilled learner (p. 1).”  

Not all organizations focusing on 21st century readiness and success in a globalized 

economy emphasize the ability to speak a second or third language strongly though. In the 

exploration of a list of schools P21-Partnership for 21st Century Living has chosen as their 

showcase programs to exemplify 21st Century learning, none of them had immersion programs 

for language study (P21-Partnership for 21st Century Living, 2018). Again, with a lack of 

measurable tools to evaluate global competency skills in students and links to language learning, 

there has existed only conjecture on what should belong in frameworks and what should not. 

More recently, a standardized exam could change methodologies for exploring the potential 

correlation between second language acquisition and stronger global competency skills.  

The thrust to adapt frameworks to meet changing times recently gained more momentum 

with the announcement of an altered worldwide-administered test that already tenderizes 

America’s ego every three years. For the first time in 2018, this worldwide exam assessed global 

competency. Consistently, the United States has scored behind most advanced nations on the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), which is developed by the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The PISA exam conducts 

testing that evaluates the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students all over the world. This 

age group is specifically chosen as it represents the “cumulative outcomes of education and 

learning at a point at which most children still enroll in formal education: the age of 15” (OECD, 

2019, p. 4). The 15-year-olds in the PISA sample must also enroll in an educational institution at 

Grade 7 or higher (OECD, 2019). This excerpt describes further the results of the PISA 2018 

exam that now places China firmly in the top rankings:  
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Among its many findings, our PISA 2018 assessment shows that 15-year-old students in 

the four provinces/municipalities of China that participated in the study – Beijing, 

Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang – outperformed by a large margin their peers from all of 

the other 78 participating education systems, in mathematics and science. Moreover, the 

10% most disadvantaged students in these four jurisdictions also showed better reading 

skills than those of the average student in OECD countries, and skills similar to the 10% 

most advantaged students in some of these countries. True, these four provinces/ 

municipalities in eastern China are far from representing China as a whole, but the size of 

each of them compares to that of a typical OECD country, and their combined 

populations amount to over 180 million. What makes their achievement even more 

remarkable is that the level of income of these four Chinese regions is well below the 

OECD average. The quality of their schools today will feed into the strength of their 

economies tomorrow. (OECD, 2019) 

Some are skeptical of how China’s normative scores on the PISA 2018 showed 

substantial improvement across the subject areas of science in math compared to 3 years ago 

(Loveless, 2019). In science alone, China’s students scored 72 points higher than they did in 

2015. Brookings’ contributor Loveless points out China is allowed to pick its locations and the 

participating provinces from China’s Eastern coast that are wealthy, and the massive migrant and 

rural population are not included in these results (Loveless, 2019). It is unclear from the research 

whether all participating countries are permitted the same geographical preferences when it 

comes to designated testing sites.  

The Asia Society partnered with the OECD to provide a definition that undergirds a new 

assessment of a student’s global competence that was a new addition to the PISA 2018 

examination. A unique subsection of the 2018 exam measured a student’s ability to examine 
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“contemporary issues of local, global and intercultural significance and live in multicultural 

societies” (OECD, 2018). There is no mention of being able to speak another language outside of 

what can be inferred from, “communicate ideas effectively with diverse audiences by engaging 

in open, appropriate, and effective interactions across cultures” (OECD, 2018, p. 12). The results 

of the Global Competency addition to the exam will be released in 2020. A potential correlation 

that could warrant further research is China implemented English learning as a core curricular 

subject since 2003. According to Qi (2016) this highlights the importance of English in both 

primary school education and society and China’s highly adaptive curriculums.  

Countries that consistently perform in the top six on the PISA standardized exam, across 

the subjects of reading, math and science, are China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, and 

Finland. They all have long developed bilingual education as the backbone for developing 

student skills suited for a globalized world. In the case of many of these countries, such as 

Finland, the expectation is every student will speak the two national languages of Finnish and 

Swedish, and English (Bergroth, 2016) and this commitment was supported through the 

university experience. Singapore attributes its high performing education system in large part to 

its mandated bilingual education policy (Dixon, 2005). The United States does not mandate the 

proficient acquisition of other languages as part of our national or state framework. The only 

exception is Utah. According to Pascopella (2013), the Utah Senate passed the International 

Initiatives (Senate Bill 41) in 2008, creating funding for Utah schools to begin Dual Language 

Immersion programs in Chinese, French, and Spanish (Pascopella, 2013). Other U.S. states are 

following suit but are much slower to pass new directives. There remain many roadblocks and no 

clear path toward a commitment in the adoption of world readiness standards.  

The world readiness standards for the United States have been slow to include additional 

benchmarks language proficiencies by certain grades as the United States has remained an 
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English language dominated country with continued ample opposition to dual-language 

programs. The English-only movement has resurfaced or stayed strong in many parts of the 

country with Arizona going to vote in 2020 on whether to repeal Proposition 203 that banned 

language study for languages other than English (Wright, 2005). This is referred to as a “nativist 

agenda” and advocates languages other than English impede the development of a healthy U.S. 

society (Pac, 2012). Since the formation of the United States, nativism has been present in U.S. 

political thinking (Alejo, 2018) but clearly shows its bias when it comes to passing propositions 

to allow critical world languages to hold a stronger place in curriculums. It is no coincidence the 

first and second Mandarin immersion schools in the country were independent schools. CAIS, 

which opened in 1981, was a participating school with this research study.  

Educators and other educational organizations continually challenge the position of 

English Only stating by moving away from monolingualism, we are moving toward the 

reshaping of standards that can help students thrive on a global stage and seize more 

opportunities in the future. The Center for Applied Linguistics (2020) is another organization 

determined to rewrite the global competency code for America stating, “Given that the United 

States is functioning in an increasingly global economy as an agent in rich linguistic and cultural 

exchange, increasing the capacity of Americans to communicate via languages other than 

English becomes a legitimate necessity” (Ryan, 2013, p. 2). This point is salient to this research 

study as the correlation between language study and agency to leverage it as participating 

members of a global economy is explored. In particular, how the participants were able to 

maintain their level of Mandarin language given access to continue language study at the 

university level could be unavailable or restricted. A substantial loss of 651 world language 

college programs between 2013 and 2016 was reported by the Modern Language Association’s 

report (Looney & Lusin, 2016). Libera Arts Colleges must champion the important work of 
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language advocacy if the great work of immersion programs nationwide truly can reach fruition. 

U.S. elementary schools, high schools and colleges do not provide a clear journey for students to 

continue their Mandarin language skills at their level. The Findings section of this dissertation 

examines this. 

A look at the demographic changes in America in the last 50 years anchors the movement 

of educational frameworks toward global competency frameworks and the study of a second 

language. Back in 1965, Whites made up 85% of the U.S. population (Pew Research Center, 

2015). Since then, a dramatic increase in immigration accounts for 55% of U.S. population 

growth from 193 million to the 324 million it is today. The United States Census Bureau (2018) 

predicts that by 2050 the population will reach 428 million with less than half of the U.S. 

population being White, and close to 50% speaking a language other than English at home. The 

racial and linguistic transformation of the United States is clear through data like this.  

While most global or 21st century frameworks are developed around the concept of 

Americans being better prepared for their futures and better positioned to compete in future job 

markets, CAL raises concerns that if 60 million people in the U.S. today already speak a 

language other than English at home, the maintenance of these heritage languages is a critical 

resource to capitalize upon (Ryan, 2013). If the strong advocates for the correlation between 

language immersion and greater employability are right, it would offer, in effect, a homegrown 

solution to keeping students globally ready and highly employable. In addition, as the U.S. is 

ranked once again in the mid-to mid-low rankings on the PISA 2018 triennial, a pressing need to 

improve U.S. education standards arises once again as Departments of Educations rethink current 

standards. As Niazov (2020) says in her article Run over by the globe “Academic achievement in 

the U.S. educational system is declining both on internal measures as well as on international 

comparative assessments” (p. 3). 
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The researcher aimed to reveal, in part, why some understanding of these 21st century 

frameworks may have inspired the motivations of our participants to maintain their Mandarin 

language skills even if it is not a language spoken at home. Despite the advances in reforming 

curriculums, organizations such as the Committee for Economic Development that include the 

improvement of education and healthcare as primary aims, raise concerns that this education 

reform movement has resulted in measures, such as No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 

2001).  They have raised expectations for student performance to high stakes testing and left 

little room to devote to other subjects such as world languages, geography and world cultures. 

Comparatively, either way you look at the study of world languages in our schools, there is no 

general mandate across the nation to boost our multilingual capacity. Across Europe, students 

typically begin studying their first foreign language as a required school subject between the ages 

of 6 and 9. In over 30 European countries, it is mandatory to study a second language for at least 

one year and ongoing study is compulsory in more than 20 European countries (Devlin, 2019). 

Devlin (2019) also reveals in her Pew Research report on average, 92% of all Europeans are 

studying a second language at school. If our participants had managed to reach high levels of 

Mandarin proficiency after high school, they have demonstrated a degree of self-agency to make 

this possible, as statistics in the United States do not match up to those of Europe.  

There are new organizations in the United States that are committed to instilling greater 

bilingual pride by offering a medal if you graduate high school as a bilingual individual. The 

students need to pass the College Board AP exam with a score of 3 or higher, or the International 

Baccalaureate examination with a score of 4 or higher or completing 4 years of high courses in a 

world language (State Seal of Biliteracy, 2020). Their goal is to inspire bilingualism by 

recognizing the value of language diversity and to prepare students with 21st century skills (State 

Seal of Biliteracy, 2020). It potentially offers a clear method to acknowledge the hard work of 
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the students along their trajectory towards bilingualism. Yet, there is no consistent form since it 

is adopted only by district by district, school by school. The alumni in this research study were 

not recipients of this award, as it was not given at their high schools. 

University Level Study 

Despite the encouraging benchmarks designed by leading 21st century framework 

developers, there remains a steep decline in the study of, or the continuation of, a world 

language. As only 20% of students are studying a world language in K-12 schools nationwide, 

this represents a significant change in statistics. A significant enrollment change is then reflected 

at the university level with 7.5% of college students enrolled in a world language course at the 

university level (Stein-Smith, 2019). Universities such as Wisconsin at Stevens Point announced 

plans to cut French, German and Spanish in effort to reduce costs (Flaherty, 2018). Similarly, 

state schools such as the University of Wyoming changed Liberal Arts requirements so that 

world language classes are no longer prerequisites (Jones, 2014). In fact, it wholly eliminated in 

2015 global awareness, foreign language and diversity studies from its required undergraduate 

curriculum (Jones, 2014).  

Researcher Stein-Smith (2019) found that the that colleges lost 651 foreign language 

programs from 2013 to 2016. This represents a substantial decrease from the years of 2009-2013, 

where higher education lost one world language program (MLA, 2018 CITE). Stein-Smith stated 

that the reasons “for the trend include the lingering effects of the Great Recession, declining 

enrollment and more colleges dropping world language classes.” Single courses are still common 

for world language study, but entire departments have been cut. This research offered important 

information to understanding why alumni may not have pursued Mandarin as aggressively or 

consistently as they could have at university. The following section illuminates how the 

frameworks described in education are playing out directly in the world of business with more 
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and more companies calling for graduates from college with language and other global 

competency skills to help the U.S. workforce thrive in the era of globalization 

Preparedness in Business  

Similar to education, the business community has also invested in developing a globally 

minded workforce and has been describing this need for well over a decade. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics contributor Zandi (2016) stated that any comparative advantage the U.S will have is 

going to come down to its workers.  He further asserted that the U.S. needs to nurture the best 

and brightest in our own educational system and attract similar individuals from other countries 

to expatriate.  

Ten years ago, researchers like Suarez-Orozco predicted what the Asia Society is saying 

now—fluency in more than one language and deeper global awareness is no longer an option, 

but rather a prerequisite for career advancement (Suárez-Orozco & Sattin, 2007). The United 

States has a business presence reaching from the Middle East to Australia and the rising concern, 

which did not exist 25 years ago, is that business managers need people with a cultural 

intelligence who can move nimbly across diverse audiences in multinational situations. This 

focus on cross-cultural competency to work productively with people from other cultures often 

explicitly references communication skills to improve and deepen the relationship between 

individuals in a business context. In a 2014 report conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit 

(EIU), which polled 479 senior executives, employers are looking for job candidates who can 

work cross-culturally and have the communication skills to strengthen these relationships across 

borders (Daniel et al., 2014). This 2014 research study was an extension of the 2003 Daniel and 

Kedia study and provided comparative data from the same survey a decade ago. The primary 

research questions addressed in the most recent survey are: do U.S. executives believe 

international skills are important for the employees they hire? If so, what types of international 
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knowledge are needed and at what level? Daniel et al. (2014) found companies were calling for a 

more highly skilled workforce better prepared for globalization. It was the same call to action 

raising the same concerns across studies in the last 10 years; however, the growing economy of 

China is creating greater interest and need on the success of bilateral trade and business between 

the U.S. and China. The Wall Street Journal (Lewis et al., 2020) reported the U.S. China Trade 

war over the last 2 years “upended commerce worldwide, slamming the brakes on global trade 

growth” (para. 1) with a measurable decline in global trade growth from 6% in 2017 to 1% in 

2019. The nebulous nature of the U.S. and China commerce relationship is felt the world over. 

Forty-five percent of the companies ranked Asia of great importance to their current 

international activities in the 2014 survey, and over 59% rated Asia to be of great importance in 

the future (Daniel, et al., 2014). As the participants of this research study have some exposure to 

Mandarin language learning, the researcher explored the correlations between their motivations 

to be Mandarin speakers and their aspirations to work in a China related business.  

The 2014 U.S. Business Needs for Employees with International Expertise survey broke 

down the frequently over-generalized terminology into more discrete areas of where skills are 

perceived to be lacking. As a longitudinal study, it could identify clear changes (Daniel et al., 

2014) across 11 years. The survey results reflected shifts in data in two critical areas:  

• The number of respondents saying employees failed to anticipate the needs of 

international customers increasing from 13% in 2003 to 22% in 2014.  

• The number of respondents who said employees failed to understand changes in 

regulations and policies toward American companies increased from 4% in 2003 to 18% 

in 2014.  

This need was largely mirrored in a statement by the American Chamber of Commerce (2017) 

stating, “America cannot have a growing economy or lift the wages and incomes of our citizens 
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unless we continue to reach beyond our borders and sell products, produce, and services to the 

95% of the world’s population that lives outside the United States." Multinational bottling giant 

Coca-Cola reported earnings of 37.3 billion in 2020, an increase of 9%, which were sales just 

from their China market. Coca-Cola was the first U.S. business to reopen in China after Sino-

American relations were normalized in 1978. This growth, despite the world pandemic of 2020, 

indicates a commercial relationship transforms hard hitting global events. Many multinational 

companies have developed lengthy training program to support high performance from 

employees in international markets. According to a recent examination of Coca-Cola 

international strategy (Tunaiji, 2019), few applicants had the skills, language or cross-cultural 

perspectives to be successful employees in these critical world markets.  

In reality, universities preparing students for this new globalized 21st century world need 

to have a better grasp on what industries, governments, skill corporations, and multinationals 

need from their workforce to synchronize these needs with their curriculum development. This is 

especially true given the rapidly changing global business environment, in which employers face 

a vast array of complex forces and competitive issues from growing economies elsewhere. These 

complex forces are also playing out in U.S. home states. Consumers have shifting needs, forcing 

companies to be savvy about ever-changing real estate and retail preferences based on age, race, 

and cultural preferences. Deloittle Insights finds 30% of all U.S. consumers are millennial with 

44% of them being non-white compared with only 25% of baby boomers classified as nonwhite 

(Lobaugh et al., 2019). Universities and colleges need to maintain a degree of adaptability with 

world standard frameworks.  

When the call to action for a generalized global competency is broken down into further 

descriptors, organizations such as the Joint National Committee for Languages (JNCL, 2015) tie 

together second language proficiency with success in the globalized business sector. JNCL refers 



 40 

to this as “linguistic capital” and describes both this and cultural human capital as two critical 

21st century skills employees need to function in diverse, multicultural teams. The JNCL also 

points out the business of language learning generates around 15 billion annually in the U.S. be it 

a professional service, a commodity, or a type of human capital. The participants in this research 

study may be looking at careers as language teachers which provides meaningful middle 

classwork work to over 200,000 Americans.  

Kurtz’s (2013) research also strengthens the findings that world language skills were 

among the most desirable skills needed in the workplace.  The highest pay levels at entry 

positions were given to those with Middle Eastern language skills for government jobs, and 

Asian language skills for business. Likewise, the U.S. Department of Education puts out a call to 

action to prepare U.S. students for their futures describing they will need to “perform at the 

highest academic levels and have the capacity to understand and interact with the world, 

including language skills and an appreciation for other countries and cultures” (U.S. Department 

of Education International Strategy 2012-16, 2012, p. 3). Most strong dual-language programs 

offer opportunities to explore the culture, traditions, geography, and politics of the target 

language. This study did not seek to measure our participants’ global competency, but rather 

their interest in maintaining Mandarin and its potentially tangible advantages. However, based on 

the job listings described, they would have high employability appeal.  

This direct call to action of possessing both global intelligence and language skills is 

showing up in job listings across business employee searches. The New American Economy 

(NAE), an organization consisting of government and business leaders promoting immigration 

reform, conducted research in 2017 showed the demand for bilingual education is rising. The 

NAE analyzed job postings from U.S. employers in 2010 and found 240,000 job advertisements 

aimed at bilingual employees. The figure more than doubled in 2015 to approximately 630,000 
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(NAE, 2017). The job descriptions state having bilingual skills, especially in Mandarin, Arabic, 

and Spanish, were skills to be leveraged in industries providing services involving a high degree 

of human interaction such as healthcare, banking, multinational food and beverage 

manufacturers, and tech companies (Not Lost in Translation, 2017) Some other key findings 

from the NAE (2017) research:  

• More than a third of the positions advertised by Bank of America in 2015 were for 

bilingual workers.  

• Fifteen of the 25 occupations (60%) with the highest demand for bilingual workers in 

2015 were open to individuals who have obtained less than a bachelor’s degree. 

These included jobs as tax preparers, customer service representatives, and medical 

assistants.  

• Looking at jobs considered to be higher paying and more prestigious—an academic 

stand-in for income level—the fastest growth in bilingual listings from 2010 to 2015 

called for jobs such as financial managers, editors, and industrial engineers. (NAE, 

2017)  

More recently, a 2018 survey by the Public Affairs office of ACTFL brings this emerging 

reality to light in unambiguous terms: “nine out of 10 U.S. Employers report a reliance on U.S. 

based employees with language skills other than English, with 32% reporting a high 

dependency” (ACTFL, 2019, p.3). The U.S. Foreign Service looks at the economic impact on the 

United States if we are unable to compete and produce individuals with the skillset to help them 

thrive in this new global market (Spence, 2011). It points out more and more developing 

countries are now reaching similar growth at 7% per annum or more, and the impact to take 

emerging economies on the global economy very seriously (Spence, 2011). The implication here 

is countries previously known as developing countries 20 years ago, such as China and India, are 
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becoming economic superpowers and leaders in the fields of technology and engineering 

(Spence, 2011). Economist Michael Spence (2011) makes the strongly articulated point to 

compete in the global economy, U.S. students will need to achieve much higher expertise in the 

field of science, math, and technology as these are critical 21st century skills, in addition to being 

able to speak a language other than English. Here again the idea of communication as described 

by ACTFL and the Asia Society resurfaces:  

Maintaining a high-skilled workforce is also a key component of a U.S. comparative 

advantage in the world economy. Shifts in organizational forms and the nature of 

employment relationships, brought about by new technologies and global competition, 

also favor such high-level cognitive skills as abstract reasoning, problem-solving, 

communication, and collaboration, attributes associated with so-called “knowledge 

work.” (Spence, 2011 p. 12) 

In the U.S. labor market, employers posted more than three times jobs for Chinese 

speakers in 2015 than they had just 5 years earlier according to the New American Economy. 

They also found the overall demand for bilingual workers (languages unspecified) in the United 

States more than doubled from 2010 to 2015 (NEA, 2017) to 630,000 workers. These employers 

are seeking workers for both low and high skilled positions yet the fastest area of growth in the 

demand for bilingual workers were for jobs of “high prestige” financial managers, editors and 

industrial engineers. An irony remains in this era where STEM curricula are overshadowing 

other subject areas; the study of languages other than English may be treated as a competing 

discipline and not a complimentary one.  

This study asked alumni of Mandarin immersion programs to express in what ways they 

have applied, or plan to apply, their linguistic and cultural intelligence skills to compete and 

thrive in the global arena in their own futures, with or without a major STEM focused career. 
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This study examined how aware they were of being able to leverage Mandarin as job candidates 

or if proved a desirable skill to them. The qualitative research highlighted if there was gain in 

some distinct areas of study that would satisfy what the Committee for Economic Development 

(2006) is calling for in terms of world history, geography, political science, and world economics 

knowledge as key areas for preparedness and economic security. The Committee for Economic 

Development claims global leadership depends on how our students are able to interact with the 

world community both inside and outside our borders stating, “cultural competence and foreign 

language skills can prove invaluable when working on global business teams or negotiating with 

overseas clients” (Committee for Economic Development, 2006).  

Overall, the most recent survey results discussed lead to several perennial conclusions. 

There is continued need for the further development of international business education 

programs in the United States, including world language and areas focusing on emerging 

markets. Most respondents across surveys conducted in the last 5 years answered the business 

aspect of U.S. companies’ needs to become more internationally competitive to succeed. At the 

very least, management in the business world is calling for the integration of international and 

cross-cultural topics into curriculum as these now constitute skills needed at basic entry level 

positions. In some nations, primary curricula carry the responsibility for preparing students for 

the future, not just university or postgraduate programs.  

As described, Singapore, Finland, and Korea are adapting globally oriented curriculums 

where students learn a second or sometimes third language, as part of that preparation. In 

countries such as these, the orientation around 21st century skills and dispositions begin with a 

student’s school-age years. The United States has been much slower to mandate expectations like 

this. The exceptions are Utah, which is rolling out its dual-language programs across the state 

and other select school districts nationwide. However, as discussed, preparedness for a flattened 
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economy and the changing demands of the workforce require skills beyond just the ability to 

speak a language other than English. The school curriculum program for global competencies are 

not being investigated in this research study; however, the alumni themselves may point out they 

attended programs that prepared them with 21st century skills beyond just the acquisition of 

Mandarin Chinese.  

 Universities and colleges are in the “business” of developing high quality, and highly 

prepared, human resources an essential part of the work environment. This study will identify 

whether the alumni of schools that went up to 8th grade can identify whether they acquired any 

of these much sought after skills in their elementary or middle school education. The schools 

participating in this research study might be setting higher standards, like Finland and Singapore, 

for their students to be biliterate and globally oriented. This is a line of pursuit in this research 

study. Scant research worldwide, with the exception of the pending PISA 2018 Global 

Competency exam, exists to clarify this potential correlation.  

Much of the work involved in jobs that require an international agility and comfort level 

working with diverse populations necessitates that people have positive attitudes toward other 

languages/cultures. Students in bilingual classes showed significantly more positive attitudes 

toward world languages and cultures than their peers in monolingual classes (Merisuo-Storm, 

2007). Hood (2005) took this idea of positive influences from an individual’s perspectives and 

investigated the possibility of an entire school setting that could also contribute to children’s 

enjoyment, awareness and attitudes about cultures different from their own. Their results 

expanded the potential positive effects of the language learning experience and confirmed they 

can be felt across an entire school climate.  

Outside of education and business, the U.S. government is also describing a deficit in 

these same human resources but with the reason of national security. For this study’s 
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participants, it is conceivable they are considering a job in the U.S. government, and Mandarin 

was a conscious choice to drive this decision.  

To allow some context, the following area of research briefly visits the same call to 

action from the worlds of education and business, but from the U.S. government. As this was 

included in the study as a potential response for career aspirations, it is described in this literature 

review. 

Preparedness in U.S. Government Jobs 

The mission of a U.S. diplomat, or Foreign Service Officer, is to “promote peace, support 

prosperity, and protect American citizens while advancing the interests of the U.S. abroad” (U.S. 

Department of State, 2018b, p. 1). In a report published in 2009 by the Government 

Accountability Office, concern is explicitly given, to advance U.S. foreign policy and economic 

interests overseas, the U.S. Department of State (which oversees the Foreign Service) must 

develop employees who are credibly and competently able to convey the message of the United 

States (Rogan, 2009). It reports a full one-third of staff required in language-designated positions 

did not meet the minimum passing grade. It cites a lack of foreign language exposure from K-12 

as a potential reason for this shortfall in linguistic competency (Rogan, 2009). At the level of 

proficiency the State Department desires of its officers, foundations for second-language 

acquisition should begin much earlier than high schools and colleges. “At the outset it is difficult 

to identify the right people,” said Tracey North, an assistant FBI deputy assistant director 

(Davidson, 2012). She points out they have to pass the vigorous background investigations, in 

addition to mastering a language other than English. Evidently, the odds are against applicants as 

only one out of every 10 applicants successfully complete the entire linguist applicant process 

(Davidson, 2012). To foster early language skills and to nurture potential government workers, 

the U.S. government started the Critical Language Study (CLS) in 2006 to encourage American 
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students to become immersed in another culture and to master a critical language. The list of 

languages is coincidentally essential to national security and prosperity. There were no American 

students studying in Spain.  

The relationship between preparedness for the 21st century and linguistic capital has 

likewise been described by the U.S. Department of Defense and the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation as paramount to national security. The Department of Defense created 30,000 

positions worldwide in the last 5 years and calls upon public schools to produce more American 

students who are prepared to live and work in international environments with strong bilingual 

skills (U.S. Department of Defense, 2011). The research between starting language acquisition 

early and greater fluency skills later is not lost on the government. A senate hearing in 2012 

described the threat to homeland security unless the Federal Government met the ongoing 

shortage of trained candidates by working closely with primary and secondary schools and 

developed language learning programs, the earlier the better (U.S. Government Publishing 

Office, 2012).  

The Federal Bureau of Investigation also increased the number of language experts on 

staff by over 85% since the September 11 terrorist attacks. In both of these cases, the idea of 

preparedness is framed around having a strong national defense “including conventional and 

irregular warfare and stability operations, require the Total Force and partners to be equipped 

with language skills, regional expertise, and cultural capabilities” (Department of Defense, 2011, 

p. 7). 

The literature has established this call to action for second language speakers and 

culturally intelligent U.S. students; this is being voiced from education, political, and business 

sectors. In many ways, they are describing the student who participated in this research study as 

they attended foundational and vigorous academic language programs. Of the foreign service or 
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department of defense officers who are themselves in intense language programs, Li et al. (2019) 

recently stated government language training centers describe their mandate as “building skills 

and area studies, providing language training in critical and strategic languages for operation 

readiness” (p.1). 

Although it was not the intent of this study to delve into the journey of Mandarin 

language acquisition per se, it is important to understand how NHLLs managed to sustain their 

language skills into adulthood. This study specifically targeted schools with well-established 

Mandarin immersion programs in the form of dual-language instruction. These would be some of 

the earliest adopted in the country and essentially created early blueprints for dual-language 

instruction. The literature review now turns to recent research on a relatively new conversation in 

the United States of the methodology in educating students to be dual-language speakers and the 

summative advantages that come with this.  

Dual Language Learning Research 

Since our target population of both heritage and non-heritage Mandarin speakers may or 

may have not had Mandarin literacy support at home or on the weekends, their experiences at 

CAIS and ISTP likely formed the backbone of their Mandarin literacy acquisition. After a brief 

overview of the methods most commonly adopted in the United States today to teach effectively 

a language other than English, the literature review provides a robust exploration into the brain 

science of learning another language at the academic, cognitive, and social levels. Although it is 

not a directly explored research question in this study, the awareness of cognitive and academic 

gains may have been a factor into why these students, or their parents, were motivated to enroll 

in these schools. Research around the benefits of a bilingual education has robustly appeared in 

the literature for the last 20 years and may have influenced parental choice. This study intends to 

explore employment advantages and interpersonal advantages participants possess because of 
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their Mandarin immersion journey. The following research is not specific to NHLL or HLL 

populations, as research existing on the benefits of the bilingual brain are applicable to both 

populations.  

Types of Language Instruction Programs in the United States 

Public schools and independent schools teaching a second language in the United States 

typically offer second language instruction through four distinct instructional programs. These 

programs are outlined briefly in Table 1. 

Our participants, the alumni of two independent schools, were enrolled in dual-language 

immersion programs where both Mandarin and English are used to access the core curriculum. 

The language split in both of these programs is 50%/50% with students accessing core curricular 

subjects such as math and science in both Mandarin and English. There are other ways students 

can supplement literacy in another language such as summer programs, summer study in 

Taiwan/China, private tutoring, and weekend classes. However, to reach true biliteracy in 

Mandarin and English, experts feel students would need to have been in a consistent, academic 

program for at least 6 years (Dopke, 2002; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Padilla et al., 2013). If it does 

take 6 years to reach grade-level mastery, our alumni would most likely have had to continue 

with Mandarin language through high school and beyond to reach any measurable degree of 

literacy. This experience is as true for students who speak Mandarin at home and become 

immersed in English at school. Either way, a substantial amount of dedication would define this 

journey.  

Table 1 

Types of Language Programs Offered in U.S. Public Schools 

Name Methodology Outcome  
English Immersion 
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Also known as “Sink or 
Swim” or Specially 
Designed Academic 
Instruction in English 
(Reardon et al., 2014)  
  

Students are immersed 
100% in an English-only 
environment to help them 
with content access and 
success as soon as possible.  

The goal is students 
learning in English and able 
to perform well in English-
only schools. The native 
language is not accessed.  
 

Transitional Bilingual 
Program  
 
Also known as Early Exit 
(Umansky et al., 2016) 

Students are taught in their 
native language and 
gradually transition to 
English only.  

By the end of third grade, 
students are able to fully 
function in English. They 
no longer have instruction 
in their native language.  
 

Maintenance Bilingual 
Program 
 
Also known as One-Way 
Immersion 
(Reardon et al., 2014)  
 

Students are learning 
academic content in both 
English and the target 
language. These students 
will all be heritage speakers 
of the same language.  

Students have maintained 
their heritage language 
while also learning English 
in a true bilingual program.  

Dual-Language 
Immersion  
Also known as Two-Way 
Immersion 

Students who speak only 
English and students who 
are native speakers of the 
target language are learning 
in a classroom together in 
both languages.  
 

The outcome is true 
bilingualism for both 
populations in both 
languages. The NHLLs 
included in this study have 
most likely learned from 
this methodology, if it was 
available (Valentino & 
Reardon, 2015) 

 

The lived experiences and attitudes of this study’s alumni help guide an 

understanding of why they stayed engaged in Mandarin learning, long after their graduated from 

CAIS or ISTP. Potential factors such as the awareness of measurable outcomes on dual-language 

instruction and some of the commonly documented advantages; increase in executive 

functioning, better memory and so forth are directly explored in this study.  

Impact of Dual-Language Immersion 

Dual-language instruction (DLI) has consistently shown to have the most significant 

impact on second language acquisition compared to the other three methodologies listed in Table 

1. As Collier and Thomas (2012) have established, to measure any existing value in DLI, an 
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extensive longitudinal study is required. Two longitudinal studies distinctly helped support the 

claim DLI is the best methodology for learning a second language, or as Collier and Thomas 

claim “the astounding effectiveness of it.” (Collier & Thomas, 2012, p. 1). This consideration 

propelled the development of programs, such as dual-language immersion, in schools to help 

accommodate the needs of students with limited English proficiency (Lindholm-Leary, 2001). 

After time, much research supports the benefits to both English language learners and English 

proficient students learning together in a classroom where academic content is accessed through 

two languages became evident (Lin, 2007; Senesac, 2002; Valentino & Reardon, 2015). As two 

of the leading proponents of bilingualism, Tara Williams Fortune and Diane Tedick (2008) 

claim, “from Asia to Europe to North America and beyond, immersion programs are 

proliferating as more communities embrace the promise, they hold for developing bi/multilingual 

and bi/multicultural citizenry” (p. 5). According to researcher Genesee (2004) however, in the 

context of the global conversation, the U.S. as a nation lags behind a more worldwide 

understanding “competence in two, or more, languages is an issue of considerable personal, 

sociocultural, economic, and political significance” (p. 6). 

In one longitudinal study of different program methodologies spanning 12 years, 

researchers looked at the actual impact each of the methodologies on academic achievement, 

regardless of the target language (Valentino & Reardon, 2015). This research took place in a 

large urban California school with a substantial ELL population, comprising roughly 40% of 

each new kindergarten cohort. Large numbers of Hispanic and Chinese heritage speakers 

comprised the 40,000 students who participated in this study. As this district implemented all 

four instructional methods, researchers could track the academic progress of the four 

kindergarten cohorts over a substantial period of time (Reardon et al., 2014). As indicated by 

Reardon et al.’s (2014) research, by the end of the second grade, ELLs who entered the district in 
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kindergarten and enrolled in the transitional bilingual program had higher English language 

acquisition (ELA) on summative tests than their similarly aged peers enrolled in the other three 

types of programs. This longitudinal research illustrates for English language learners, they will 

reach higher levels of English when they can eventually leave their heritage language entirely at 

some point in elementary school. This particular study did not seek to measure the potential loss 

in literacy in that native language.  

Existing research does not compare between cohorts in different target languages, 

differences between HLLs vs. NHLLs, or teacher training programs and precise instructional 

methodology. What does exist leads to the conclusion DLI would be a very effective way for 

NHLLs to become proficient in another language. As one-way immersion refers to an entire 

population of non-native English speakers, DLI programs would accommodate the needs of 

NHLLs in any second language.  

A consistent challenge with measuring DLI impact is understanding that studies 

conducted too early, before fourth grade, will likely reveal lower achievement in English literacy 

in particular when compared to monolingual peers. Researchers such as Lindholm-Leary and 

Tedick repeatedly advise immersion is a marathon not a sprint. This understanding is important 

for conceptualizing different stages of learning for the DLI student. Research shows significant 

support (Bialystok et al., 2004; Costa et al., 2009) for DLI overall when student has at least 6 

years in the immersion setting.  

The delay of English literacy gains is a common occurrence with students accessing 

curriculum content in two languages (Lindholm-Leary, 2001). Not significantly, standardized 

math scores did not reveal much variance across students in the differing instructional programs 

as math concepts transfer more easily conceptually and analytically (Cummins, 2014). By 

seventh grade, DLI English language scores were higher than those of students in English 
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immersion and maintenance bilingual programs but were not statistically different from those of 

students in the transitional bilingual program (Reardon et al., 2014). This research shows in this 

district, dual-immersion and transitional bilingual programs appear more effective at promoting 

longer-term development of ELA skills than do English immersion and maintenance bilingual 

programs. Research also testifies to the notion dual-language benefits have long-term payouts, 

and assessments administered before fifth grade do not accurately reflect the potential benefits 

measurable at the end of fifth grade (Collier & Thomas, 2004; Marian et al., 2013; Steele et al., 

2017). Likewise, in the vein of running a marathon, DLI students’ scores in English literacy tend 

to be lower than their monolingual peers at around the second and third grade but will match or 

exceed their peers by the end of the fifth grade (Castro et al., 2013). Almost entirely, research in 

DLI consists of comparing DLI students against their monolingual peers on standardized testing 

in English literacy, math, and science. One thing research does appear to agree on (Gutierrez et 

al., 2010; Peraz, 2004) is that the valid benefits of dual-language programs need to be measured 

after the student has been consistently enrolled for a minimum of 6 years in the target language, 

regardless of the language. This determination of an established minimum time helped to provide 

a threshold to better calculate the efficacy of the CAIS and ISTP programs as they relate to the 

years that their alumni attended. The research suggests that alumni who enrolled for only three 

years would have vastly different proficiencies than one enrolled for seven.  

Spanish dual-language immersion (DLI) programs are by far the most common in the 

United States according to researchers Fortune and Tedick (2008) and Lindholm-Leary (2001) as 

there are over 41 million native Spanish speakers compared to 3.4 million native Chinese 

speakers (United States Census Bureau, 2015). As with all DLI programs throughout the world, 

there is no one blueprint in instructional methodology. Some programs begin with a ratio of 90% 

target language in kindergarten, but all programs tend to balance out to a 50/50 ratio by the end 
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of third grade, thus increasing the opportunities for English literacy. It creates a challenge to find 

research focusing specifically on Mandarin Chinese DLI programs.  

Two public school districts in California with an articulated K-6 program with one 

Mandarin DLI strand in the school conducted one large study (Fortune & Tedick, 2008). In the 

first school, over 60% of the students were native English speakers; in the second school, over 

55% of the students were native Chinese speakers (Fortune & Tedick, 2008). Collectively, their 

data are consistent with previous research on Spanish DLI, Chinese DLI, and Korean DLI, 

showing these students met or are at above grade level while learning academic content through 

the two languages (Wall, 2012). Mandarin is one of the hardest languages in the world to learn, 

so it is significant students learning academic content in science, math, and technology, in 

addition to literacy in Mandarin and in English, are showing no learning loss, but frequent 

learning gain, compared to monolingual students.  

Similarly, researchers in the Chicago public school area explored whether these results 

consistently supporting the academic benefits of bilingual education had equity across minority-

language and majority-language students (Marian et al., 2013). They discovered the minority-

language students in dual-language immersion programs outperformed their peers in transitional 

programs of instruction, while majority-language students in DLI programs outperformed their 

peers in mainstream monolingual classrooms. 

Recent extrapolations place the number of immersion schools in the United States to be 

around 1,500 programs across all 50 states (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2011). Utah is home 

to at least 118 language immersion schools, and the New York City Department of Education has 

more than doubled the number of dual-language programs it offers—close to 200 in 2015 (New 

York City Department of Education, 2018; Utah State Board of Education, 2018). Portland, 

Oregon public school districts were an early adopter of dual-language programs and now have 
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over 20 programs in Spanish, Mandarin, Japanese, and Russian (Steele et al., 2017). The 

proliferation of DLI programs is largely based on the described research which consistently 

supports the benefits of DLI in public schools with high accountability. In following suit, the 

State of California announced in 2018 that half of all of their students would enroll in world 

language programs by 2030 (California State Board of Education, 2018).  

Methodology and impact have been explored in the previous section. Attention is turned 

now to studies that support or refute the academic benefits of dual language instruction.  

Academic Benefits of Dual-Language Immersion 

The most extensive study of the academic achievement of bilinguals, including both HLL 

and NHLL, was recently completed in the Portland, Oregon public school district (Steele et al., 

2017), and it significantly contributed to the body of research in several ways. This research was 

one of the first to do a longitudinal study of students commencing with the 2004 dual-language 

immersion cohort and tracking them over the course of 10 years. It also included data on students 

who entered the program after that date, which created a more robust population sample of 

24,841 additional students from 12 schools and in four target languages. Secondly, it was one of 

the first to compare data between DLI students and students in an English only environment. The 

most critical discovery was the students “randomly assigned to immersion programs 

outperformed their monolingual peers on state accountability tests in reading by about seven 

months of learning in Grade 5 and nine months of learning in Grade 8” (Steele et al., 2017, p. 1). 

This supports evidence bilingual children were reading by as much as a grade level above their 

monolingual peers. In the examination of math and science scores, there was no substantial 

immersion advantage, but also no detriment. Cummins (2014) also reported students receive 

25% to 100% of their science and math instruction in the target language; this supports theories 

of how concepts transfer readily between languages, without a measurable loss in learning.  
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Two other noteworthy studies explored English literacy by the end of both elementary 

school and middle school and support Steele’s assertions DLI students, regardless of their native 

language, test higher in English literacy than their English-only instruction peers (Reardon et al., 

2014; Uchikoshi & Maniates, 2010). Consistently throughout recent research, there is no 

evidence of loss in science or math knowledge for students enrolled in DLI (Alanís, 2000; 

Bibler, 2016; Stewart, 2005). It was also an unspoken feat to not suffer any learning loss when 

accessing science and math curricula in Mandarin as the case would be with NHLLs. The scope 

of this research does not explore the challenges they may have had as students in DLI, if this was 

the methodology employed, but it will be possible to draw correlations between motivations and 

the type of methods used to help them gain mastery in Mandarin from childhood to present.  

To illustrate how these findings are being evidenced also across geographies and 

populations, similar to the results shown by the largest study to date in Portland, a study in Texas 

(Alanís, 2000) looked at the academic achievement of fifth grade students enrolled in a DLI 

program for a minimum of 5 years. Participants were native Spanish-speaking and native 

English-speaking students, and the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (Houston Independent 

School District, 2017) showed parallel or greater scores than fifth grade students enrolled in 

English only programs. Further extensive exploration of literature is not necessary, as studies are 

continually dispelling a common persistent myth that dual-language immersion leads to 

academic loss in the areas of English literacy (Lindholm-Leary, 2005; Slavin & Cheung, 2005; 

Slavin et al., 2011). This myth stems from early research conducted with native Spanish-

speaking students in programs now considered to be substandard and according to Greene (2013) 

are largely disregarded by academia.  

The lived experience of NHLLs immersed in a second language has not received much 

specific attention. The most considerable body of research, although still limited, in this field has 
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been conducted in Canada on French immersion programs for English dominant students 

(Genesee & Gándara, 1999; Ovando, 2003). A seminal study was conducted in 1965 with 

Lambert and Tucker’s evaluation of the St Lambert’s immersion program (Spolsky et al., 1973). 

The general findings from this decades-old Canadian research have been replicated in many 

other regions of the world where similar immersion programs have been implemented. In 

comparing the academic results of non-heritage and heritage students as two distinct populations 

learning and growing up together, the research has consistently shown NHLLs in DLI settings 

obtain the equivalent or better levels of English literacy than their monolingual peers. Also 

significant, they perform much better when tested in the target immersion language than students 

only exposed to one language instruction (Hamayan & Genesee, 2013; Lindholm-Leary, 2001). 

One key area of research irrefutably linked to learning is the idea of cognition and 

executive functioning. Students may have managed to manifest the required dispositions and 

skills to master a language as challenging as Mandarin because of the cognitive demands of 

learning a second language. It is also possible they are aware of the impact to their executive 

functioning and this has fueled, or helped to inform, their own motivations for staying in the 

Mandarin language journey.  

Cognitive Benefits of Dual-Language Instruction 

Executive functioning dominates bilingual research in the last 20 years and has received 

substantial media coverage in prolific newspapers such as The New York (Bhattacharjee, 2012, 

Reville, 2014). As established in the rationale, more people in the world are bilingual or 

multilingual rather than monolingual (Noack & Gamio, 2015) and the field that studies the 

dynamic interaction of more than one language active in the mind is psycholinguistics (Kroll & 

Bialystok, 2013). Gaining momentum alongside this field, there is rapid interest in the possibility 

bilingualism might impact functions beyond language systems, extending into areas of cognition 
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(Bialystok, 2009; Kroll & Bialystok, 2013). Growing evidence in extra-linguistic differences in 

the cognition of monolinguals and bilinguals is pulling into focus the extent to which linguistic 

processes rely on cognitive skills and training. Evidently, the primary focus of these studies is to 

support or discount the view that there is a measurable cognitive profit to having a bilingual 

brain. 

A study last year published by the University of Washington’s Institute of Learning and 

Brain Sciences (Ferjan Ramírez et al., 2017) a stir as it showed 11-month-old bilingual infants 

had as much as 1.5 times the quantity of neural activity due to speech discrimination between the 

two language groups (Ferjan Ramírez et al., 2017). The researchers used magnetoencephala- 

graphy to measure the magnetic changes given off by active nerves that can precisely pinpoint 

the location and the timing of activity in the brain. This has been transformative research as it 

can describe the increase in neural activity when young children are exposed to two languages. 

This is also known as non-verbal cognitive processes as it doesn’t require speech, but rather how 

the brain is computing linguistic information.  

Much of the research on the cognitive benefits of DLI centers on measurable 

improvements in discrete areas of executive functioning (EF). This is widely known in research 

as being the cognitive control center of the brain and one an individual employs constantly. 

Several key thinking processes are subsumed under the area executive functioning such as the 

ability to multitask, focus attention, remember necessary information, control impulses, and 

prioritize effectively (Harvard University, 2018). Research states the benefits stem largely from 

the reality that bilingual children consistently have to monitor content to understand what the 

speaker is trying to say and how to respond appropriately (Ferjan Ramírez et al., 2017). Two 

active and competing languages are effectively having a conflict that seeks resolution. Bialystok 

(1999), a leading researcher in cognitive sciences and bilingualism, refers to this as inhibition, as 
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one language is still active even as the other is being engaged. According to Yang et al. (2016), 

inhibition enables the brain to alternate language employment at any given time leading to code 

switching, the powerful back and forth of language processing. 

Bilinguals exclusively employ this cognitive mechanism known as code switching. In an 

immersion program with strict language ratios, the students are forced to code-switch and switch 

one language on and off depending on the classroom, subject and the teacher speaking at that 

time. (Hernández et al., 2013; Kaushanskaya et al., 2014; Martin-Rhee & Bialystok, 2008). 

Researchers claim code switching leads to a heightened ability to monitor the environment and to 

read the cues it presents (Soveri et al., 2011). Scientists study code-switching to better 

understand the mechanism for controlling attention in a two-language brain where one language 

does not offer intrusion when the other language is being engaged. Researchers such as Bialystok 

widely agree this creates a mental interference where the student is required to resolve internal 

conflict, and it is this dissonance that strengthens cognition (Bialystok & Martin, 2004; Friedman 

& Miyake, 2004). The implicit need for code switching in bilinguals is said to be the main gear 

that affects executive processes. Bialystok & Martin (2004) states it is this repetitive cognitive 

control training over time that improves the efficacy.  

Friedman et al. (2004) suggest there are three major and distinct executive functions: the 

updating and monitoring of working memory (WM), the flexible ability to shift between mental 

tasks, and the inhibition of unwanted responses (Friedman & Miyake, 2004). This research used 

these three primary understandings of executive functioning to explore the link between it and 

the bilingual brain.  

Impact on Executive Functioning 

There is a lively debate occurring at the moment between what impact bilingualism has 

on executive control (Bialystok et al., 2008) and whether these well-documented advantages are 
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supported on straightforward methodological grounds (de Bruin et al., 2013). One limitation of 

current research is the majority of its quasi-experimental designs constructed around the 

comparison of bilinguals to monolinguals and scant literature to be found in bilingual groups in 

different target languages. In addition, there are many proposed factors that modulate the 

development of executive functioning, such as the child’s socioeconomic status, diet, exposure to 

music and sleep patterns (Nguyen & Astington, 2014). Rarely are these seen as compounding 

variables in experimental science. Despite this debate, there is an overwhelming quantity of data 

supporting the cognitive benefits of bilingual education from infancy well into old age. However, 

the findings on bilingual college-age populations are more mixed than pre and post college 

population studies (Bialystok, 2009; Costa et al., 2009). An explanation frequently offered in 

literature is this particular age group has executive functioning skills reaching peak performance 

and this might create an impediment to the detection of differences between monolinguals and 

bilinguals (Bialystok et al., 2010; Costa et al., 2009). This section of the literature review 

highlights the major research recently shaping the conversation about bilingualism and executive 

functioning. There are a number of widely accepted ways to measure the efficacy of non-verbal 

cognitive processes. The following section examines research in the largest experimental 

paradigms; color-shape switching task (Prior & Macwhinney, 2010), attentional ability through 

the Flanker and Simon Task (Simon & Rudell, 1967) and working memory. These are tasks 

employed ubiquitously in the field of research on executive functioning and bilingualism.  

Task Switching. One result of this active inhibition is the possible improvement in the 

ability to switch tasks by bilinguals and to shift their mental set (Marian et al., 2014). In the 

literature, this is also described as an ability to tackle cognitive conflict during a task 

performance that is induced by the researcher (Marian et al., 2014). In a study by Kovács and 

Mehler (2009) involving 7-month-old bilingual and monolingual infants, babies were given the 
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task of learning to anticipate where a visual cue would appear on a monitor. Only bilinguals 

succeeded in redirecting their eye glances to the other side of the screen as soon as the direction 

changed. This particular research shifted the existing literature to reflect just how early the 

benefits to executive functioning from bilingualism may be measurable, potentially as early as 

young babies.  

Two very relevant studies conducted with older children provide further substantiation 

that the ability to task-switch is greater in bilingual children. Bialystok and Martin (2004) found 

bilingual children could successfully perform Discrete Change Card Sort tasks (DCCS; Zelazo et 

al., 1995) at an earlier age compared to monolingual children. These tasks require the students 

use one sorting rule, such as color, and then adapt a new sorting rule and disregard the last 

direction given. In another related study involving Bialystok and Shapero (2004), a leading 

researcher in the field, alternative images were given to bilinguals and monolinguals where 

subjects had to match these with the same images but in reverse. Bilinguals clearly demonstrated 

an advantage at this (Bialystok & Martin, 2004, Bialystok & Shapero, 2004). In the last relevant 

study described on the subject of task switching, researchers (Bialystok et al., 2006) used a dual-

task paradigm. Two possible classification schemes—objects such as letters or numbers in one 

set and instruments or animals in another—were shown to participants with concurrent 

classification of auditory information. Under some experimental conditions, the visuals matched 

the audio cues, but in others, they did not.  

The results demonstrated bilinguals had an advantage over monolinguals. The researchers 

hypothesized it was due to an enhanced bilingual inhibitory control that allowed them to switch 

tasks and cues more rapidly (Bialystok & Craik, 2010). Several other studies (Hernández et al., 

2013; Kaushanskaya et al., 2014; Prior & Macwhinney, 2010; Soveri et al., 2011) illuminate the 

same lower task switching cost when comparing bilinguals to monolinguals that span across a 
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lifespan. The cognitive ability to reconcile changes in patterns and cues is quicker in bilinguals in 

many of these studies.  

Attentional Ability. Another study by Marian & Shook (2012) demonstrated bilinguals 

are better at paying attention than monolinguals on a variety of commonly used measurements 

such as the color-shape switching task (Bialystok, 1999; Wodniecka et al., 2010). Similar to the 

other tasks, flexibility in task switching is measured by how the reaction time differs between 

bilinguals and monolinguals. In the age when attention deficit disorders shape part of the realm 

of concerns for educators, this research is particularly pivotal. As there are no clear boundaries of 

operation in executive functioning researchers remain inconclusive as to the actual mechanisms 

behind these advantages. Bialystok (2004) has studied in depth, over numerous investigations, 

whether the ability to pay attention to detail is also linked to the ability to not pay attention to 

extraneous details. Her conclusions were bilinguals have “better inhibitory control for ignoring 

perceptual information than monolinguals do but are not more skilled in representation” 

(Bialystok & Martin, 2004, p. 6). This appears to mean bilinguals are more accustomed to paying 

attention to information that matters at a single point in time, but this is less true when it comes 

to using this discernment with printed information. 

In a study involving English monolingual and English Chinese bilingual young adults 

conducted by Zhou and Krott (2016), participants were given the Flanker task, Spatial Stroop, 

and the Simon task, and the findings were unquestionably in favor of the bilingual population 

stimulus responses. These tasks are designed to screen for cognitive developmental delays by 

having participants reconcile sudden rule changes, the ability to inhibit responses and the ability 

to discern useless information. In various forms, these tasks are designed to explore the cognitive 

control individuals exhibit when the context for information changes. These exams are often 

given as early markers for children with Autism, who might have a greater propensity to be 
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unable to filter out extraneous cues (Freitas & Clark, 2015). The researchers in the bilingual 

Chinese-English study speculated whether the result from this population was linked to having 

better sustained attention or from inhibition (Zhou & Krott, 2016). Studies have also shown 

bilingual children are more adept at understanding non-verbal signals such as eye-gazing and 

pointing as they possess, as described earlier, a potential heightened awareness of their 

environment (Yow & Markman, 2011).  

Another study again with Bialystok (Greenberg et al., 2013) investigated whether 

bilinguals or monolinguals can use an attention task to transfer to the perspective of another 

person. Children 8-years-old performed computerized spatial perspective-tasks to determine how 

they think an observer saw a four-block array from one of three different positions. All children, 

bilingual and monolingual, performed well on basic background measures, including fluid 

intelligence, but the bilingual children gave more accurate responses in calculating the 

perspective of the observers’ view. Although many of these studies use very small populations, 

one particular study (Carlson & Meltzoff, 2008) advanced the research with young children and 

the correlation between executive functioning and bilingualism by working with 50 kindergarten 

children drawn from three language groups: native bilinguals (Spanish-English), monolinguals 

(English), and English speakers enrolled in a second-language immersion kindergarten. The 

native Spanish-speaking children had significantly lower verbal scores and parent/education 

levels than the other two groups, and these factors had to be statistically controlled. After a 

battery of tests called for attentional demands/conflict tasks and delay tasks/impulse-control, the 

native bilingual children performed significantly better on the executive battery function than the 

other two populations. It is hard to generalize across language groups from Spanish to Mandarin, 

and there have not been any studies or correlations drawn from these two specific bilingual 

groups. They are dramatically different languages in grammar, syntax, and form, and it would 
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further the science to see how these two different languages might impact executive functioning. 

However, all of the highlighted research continues to support the benefits of bilingual education 

and sharpened cognitive processes, including working memory, regardless of the target language.  

Working Memory. Aging has been associated with a greater decline in spatial working 

memory, as compared to verbal working memory, but this is consistent across bilinguals and 

monolinguals (Luo et al., 2013). One study highlighted how bilingual younger and older adults 

outperformed monolinguals in spatial working memory but did not perform as well as 

monolinguals on the verbal tasks (Luo et al., 2013). To further the hypothesis there might be 

differences in working memory among bilingual and monolingual children, a total of 44 students 

matched on age, sex, and socioeconomic status completed assessments of working memory, fluid 

intelligence, and tasks after verbal abilities were considered. The data showed there was no 

actual impact after a 3-year longitudinal study on the development of working memory, but the 

study did suggest the need to manage several languages in the bilingual mind has an impact on 

children’s language skills (Engel de Abreu, 2011). 

Other studies also are unable to prove a direct correlation between this specific executive 

functioning process and bilingualism (Soliman, 2014; Yang, 2017). As cautioned earlier, these 

studies are all small, and researchers admit it is difficult to exactly separate the effects of 

inhibition, task switching, memory and attention as they are invariably linked in indeterminable 

ways. This leads back to researchers who consistently contend bilingual advantages in Executive 

Functions do not exist, and there is no compelling evidence a certain bilingual experience 

improves a distinct area of executive functioning (Paap & Greenberg, 2013). Other researchers 

(Poarch & Krott, 2019) continue to state these studies are not broad enough to have any major 

impact to our understanding of the bilingual brain and its potential inherent advantages. The 

research may not be widely generalizable across populations and languages, but without question 
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the research on the benefits of having a bilingual brain are outweighing any measurable 

disadvantages. Researchers do not claim being bilingual will make you smarter, but apparently 

bilingualism is linked to discernible differences in the areas of the executive functioning that lead 

to higher intelligences.  

Social Benefits 

Children growing up in bilingual homes or being educated in bilingual programs at 

school face challenges beyond those of monolingual children in similar circumstances. This 

challenge could be explored in other areas in social sciences also missing from literature, such as 

differences in resiliency, grit, and self-concept between students educated in monolingual or 

bilingual programs. There has been some research that leans favorably toward the bilingual 

child/student, but one in particular by Fan et al. (2015), received widespread press in academic 

journals, and captured a national audience when it debuted in the New York Times with the title 

of “Superior Social Skills of Bilinguals.”  

Notably, the research stated, “multilingual children are better at communicating than 

monolingual children” (Fan et al., 2015, p. 1). The researchers supported this broad claim by 

taking a group of 4- to 6-year-old children in the United States and placing them in 

experimentally contrived situations where they had to consider someone else’s perspective to 

correctly understand their meaning. The study set up small cars of different sizes, and the 

children had to ascertain which car the adult speaker is referring to when asking for the smallest 

of the cars. The child needed to see this context from the perspective of the adult because the 

smallest of the cars was obscured from the adult’s view. Bilingual children were much better at 

this task than the monolingual students, leading the researchers to conclude children in 

multilingual/bilingual environments have routine practice at evaluating the perspective of 

another person (Fan et al., 2015). This particular research study ties back to 21st century 
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frameworks again and the common benchmark of cross-cultural competence in these. The 

question of having any perceptible cross-cultural communication advantage, or the ability to 

recognize the perspective of a speaker in heightened ways, is explored with the participants in 

this research study. Fan et al.’s study was one of the first to venture out of the realm of cognitive 

sciences and into social sciences to explore measurable advantages.  

In further support of this research, another experimental design worked with babies 14 to 

16 months old (Liberman et al., 2017). These toddlers were asked to pass the adult a banana, one 

of which the adult could see, the other was impeded from view. The bilingual children reached 

more often than not for the banana they knew the adult could see, whereas monolingual children 

reached equally for both (Liberman et al., 2017). It is not possible to discern if this change in 

pattern in interpersonal skills is due to enhanced Executive Functions, or whether it is a result of 

babies and children being raised in a multilingual environment creates a new perception of 

understanding the perspectives of others. As described previously, bilinguals code switch 

between languages depending on the language the speaker is using. Bialystok et al. (2010) 

established in the literature when two languages are held simultaneously in the brain, a 

heightened sense of awareness occurs as to who the speaker is, what language they are using, and 

what their meaning may be occurs. Fan et al.’s (2015) research carries relevance to this study, as 

it explored a new benefit to bilingualism and allowed this code-switching flexibility to be 

measured and further defined. Although this inference has not been specifically described by 

21st century framework developers or policy makers, the ability to consider the perspective of 

the speaker could be consistent with intercultural and cross communication skills defined in 

many of the 21st century frameworks. Intercultural communication often asks of the speaker to 

understand the point of view of another person and to take into account what their view of things 

are and how they were formed. These research studies tie back to 21st century frameworks again 
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and the common benchmark of cross-cultural competence in these. The possibility of having any 

perceptible cross-cultural communication advantage, or the ability to recognize the perspective 

of a speaker in heightened ways, is explored with the participants in this research study.  

Compared to monolingual children, bilingual children also perform better on false-belief 

tasks than their matched monolingual peers (Goetz, 2003). These types of tests have been critical 

in the diagnosis of autism for over 2 decades and are also used to test general social cognition 

development (Onishi, 2005). In a classic Sally-Anne task, bilingual children, more than their 

monolingual peers, as young as 3-years-old were able to understand once a puppet is moved into 

a different box, and they observed this action, they can respond based on the perspective of the 

false-belief, and not the expected response. (Rubio-Fernández & Glucksberg, 2012). Tomasello 

(2018) explains this as being a way to understand what children believe is the sense of reality for 

another person and this type of research can go a long way toward understanding how we make 

sense of events in this world. This also is called an “ego-centric bias,” and researchers argue 

early sociolinguistic sensitivity and enhanced executive functioning might account for an 

advantage on tasks such as false-belief reasoning (Rubio-Fernández & Glucksberg, 2012). It is 

another example of how the bilingual brain has cognitive flexibility and adaptability that would 

have served all students in a program emphasizing biliteracy. The perception of any of these as 

advantages or sources of motivation is unclear but is addressed in this research. Studies have not 

addressed whether bilingual adults sense a difference in perspective taking or cross-cultural 

communication than their monolingual friends, peers or colleagues.  

Aging of the Mind 

As research across the nation has accumulated expansive support for the academic and 

brain benefits of being bilingual, a more recent field is drawing connections between the delay of 

Alzheimer’s disease and early dementia. Most of this new research focuses around cognitive 
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reserve (CR), an attribute that can serve as a long time pay-off for individuals who have been, or 

who are, bilingual (Bialystok et al., 2007; Craik et al., 2010; Perani et al., 2017; Schweizer et al., 

2012). Cognitive reserve is a critical area of research in the context of an aging population, and 

early research describes how the connection between bilingualism and cognitive reserve came 

about through happenstance (Schweizer et al., 2012). It is crucial to note with the increase in an 

aging population in the U.S., Alzheimer’s disease is expected to grow to 13.8 million people by 

midcentury from the statistic of 5.4 million today (Alzheimer’s Association, 2016). Currently, 

someone develops Alzheimer’s disease every 66 seconds. As implicated by findings by the 

Alzheimer’s Association (2020) in 30 years, that number goes to every 33 seconds.  

Schweizer et al. (2012) discovered the CT scans of patients with potential Alzheimer’s 

disease, matched otherwise with education and overall cognitive performance, had differences in 

the radial width of the temporal horn. This led to the conclusion bilingualism impacts the 

cognitive reserve present in the aging population. Research has further supported this by looking 

at measurable differences in brain function. In the study of 184 patients diagnosed with 

dementia, 51% of whom were bilingual, the bilinguals showed the onset of dementia to have 

been delayed by more than 4 years (Bialystok et al., 2007). Once progression began there was no 

difference in the rate of development (Bialystok et al., 2007). Other sources of research also 

show significant changes in the grey matter of the brain and overall delay in dementia and 

Alzheimer’s disease in the bilingual population (Bialystok et al., 2004; Craik et al., 2010; Olsen 

et al., 2015). It is a stretch to imagine NHLLs have been motivated to learn Mandarin to stave off 

the effects of Alzheimer’s disease and dementia, in particular as the alumni participating in this 

study at looking at the long road of life ahead. Nonetheless, as it is a substantial benefit to having 

a bilingual brain, this study explored awareness of this particular benefit. What is of greater 

significance and relevance is how their understanding of the social and cognitive benefits have 
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shaped their motivations in learning Mandarin and what current awareness they might have 

about the tangibility of these benefits. Their own lived experiences with elderly people in their 

families may have had some influence into the maintenance of Mandarin language. It is a 

consideration worth affirming or negating either way.  

To gain insight into the accomplishment of learning Mandarin, and to illuminate the 

commitment and stamina required to master this critical world language, a better understanding 

of Mandarin language should be gained. This study explored how alumni felt proficiency in the 

world’s most spoken language is being, or has been, leveraged in their lives. Therefore, a 

backdrop into the literature on China and its unquestionable rising power on the world stage is 

established. This is explored as a potential critical reason why alumni may have continued the 

commitment to maintain Mandarin through high school and college and potentially, beyond.  

 The study of Mandarin Chinese then will be compared to other national trends in 

language learning currently in the United States. Mandarin, as a particular language skill to be 

leveraged, relates back to one of the research questions compelling this study: How do alumni of 

established schools evaluate the impact of having attended a dual-language Mandarin 

immersion program? 

As Mandarin immersion schools slowly become more and more common in the U.S., 

researchers are able to track the statistics on the growing number of students enrolled in 

Mandarin, and the general decline of romance language enrollment.  

Mandarin Language 

To understand what being a Mandarin Chinese proficient speaker actually is, it is critical 

to differentiate between the two primary languages of Chinese. Mandarin is spoken in Mainland 

China and Taiwan, and Cantonese is spoken in Hong Kong and certain areas in Southern China. 

Mandarin speakers outnumber Cantonese speakers worldwide with 70% of Mainland Chinese 
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speaking Mandarin (Lamiere, 2017). The Chinese government was determined to increase this to 

80% by 2020, which raises concerns about the preservation of local ethnic dialects (Lamiere, 

2017). In many areas of China, local dialects are being discouraged from being taught explicitly 

in schools in China. Critics say this is another way to consolidate the power of the Communist 

party and the main race of the Han Chinese (Lamiere, 2017). Also around 10 million people 

speak the Turkic language Uighur, concentrated in the Xinjiang province, where there is a 

population of people currently subjected to retraining in alleged concentration camps in Western 

China (Buckley & Ramzy, 2018).  

Mandarin Chinese (Putonghua), refers to a group of Sino-Tibetan languages with over 

1,200 different native dialects (Ethnologue, 2018). It is the most widely spoken language in the 

world with over 1.2 billion speakers, followed by Spanish (406 million) and English (335 

million; Ethnologue, 2018). To further illustrate the vast proportions of Mandarin speaking users, 

it is the most common language used to access the internet with almost three times the number of 

online users compared to the United States (Statistica, 2019). According to the Visual Capitalist 

(2020), Mandarin is the second spoken language in the world with 1,115, 596, 640 speakers. The 

groups advocating for English-only in schools may not be aware of the sheer volume of 

Mandarin Chinese speakers and the impact they will have with their growing socioeconomic 

means to travel, work abroad and study in other countries. In China, the English-language 

training industry is worth over 2 billion U.S. a year with more China studying English at any one 

time than residents of America. It is a staggering figure when you consider the sheer numbers of 

this (Wei & Su, 2012). To phrase this another way, more people are becoming bilingual in China 

as adults than live in the country of the U.S. These figures do not include the bilingual education 

programs proliferating across China.  
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Mandarin is a lexigraphic language as opposed to the alphabetic form of English. The 

writing system is comprised of thousands of pictographs simplified over time called characters. 

There are over 50,000 different characters, although with familiarization of 500 of the most 

common characters, it becomes possible to read basic Chinese (Omniglot, 2020). Additionally, 

Chinese is based on a four-tone system, which means a sound such as ma could have four 

different meanings depending on which tone the speaker uses (Omniglot, 2020). Depending on 

the four tone uses, the sound ma could mean mother, scold, hemp, or horse.  

The Foreign Service Institute ranks Mandarin as a level three language, in terms of 

difficulty, among the highest levels that exist. It shares this lofty distinction with Arabic, 

Japanese, Korean, and Cantonese (U.S. Department of State, 2018). Romance languages such as 

French and Spanish are categorized as level one languages as they cognate most closely with 

English and would require 600 class hours to reach basic proficiency. Level three languages 

require 2,200 hours to reach the same level of basic reading, writing, and speaking proficiency 

(U.S. Department of State, 2018). This fact bears witness to the challenge for a NHLL to have 

accomplished proficiency based on U.S. State Department Foreign Language standards in 

Mandarin and reaffirms the research on starting in the early elementary grades. 

Mandarin is gaining in popularity as a second language choice and as a heritage language 

in the United States largely due to immigration increases, but it still has a long way to go to catch 

up to Spanish (Ferdman, 2015). According to the National K-12 Foreign Language Enrollment 

Survey Report (American Councils, 2017), Spanish is by far the most popular language taught 

across all 50 states, with 8,177 high school programs (both public and private) offered in 2017. 

French comes in a close second with 3,738, and Mandarin ranks at fifth, even behind Latin 

(American Councils, 2017). This places Mandarin in the field of Less Commonly Taught 

Languages (LCTL) along with other non-romance languages, such as Arabic, Farsi, Russian, and 
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Hindi (American Councils, 2017). Of these LCTLs, Mandarin is documented as the fastest 

growing language taught in schools, but there is still hesitancy to adopt it due to the serious 

shortage of qualified language teachers. The population of Mandarin speakers living in the 

United States has also increased to 2.9 million speaking Mandarin in 2011, which is a 360% 

increase from 1980 (United States Census Bureau, 2015). Mandarin is now the third most spoken 

language in the country following just behind Spanish (United States Census Bureau, 2015). 

According to the 2010 Census data, the Asian population living in America grew faster than any 

other race group between the years of 2000 and 2010 (United States Census Bureau, 2015).  

The increase of Mandarin’s popularity in the United States appears to be inextricably tied 

both to the success of Dual-Language Immersion (DLI) programs previously described, and to 

the economic growth and political importance of China and Taiwan. Economists now predict 

China’s gross domestic product will be larger than the entire rest of the world by 2030, easily 

surpassing the United States (Pham, 2018). Considering China was opened up in the late 1970s 

and has had only 30 years to transform itself from an isolated, underdeveloped country into a 

world superpower, this growth is unmatched in modern history (Woetzel, 2009). Of critical 

importance to this economic trajectory is the rapid urbanization of China’s cities. Economists 

now say continuing urbanization will aid China in fulfilling the ambitious goal it set at the 17th 

Party Congress in 2007 of quadrupling per capita GDP by 2020. For multinational companies all 

over the world, the scale of China’s urbanization promises substantial new markets.  

As this research will help to ascertain the motivations of both HLL and NHLL’s and their 

understanding of China’s rising influence in terms of politics and economic size, the following 

statistics offer a snapshot of just how this growth is looking. In its report on China’s growth, 

McKinsey Global Institute (Woetzel et al., 2009) also prepared the following statistics to 



 72 

describe the transformation of the world’s largest communist country. They are offered here to 

illuminate some startling statistics about this impressive trajectory:  

• China used more cement between 2011 and 2013 than the U.S. used in the entire 

20th Century (Swanson, 2015).  

• One billion people will live in China’s cities by 2030. More than the entire population 

of the United States will have moved to urban centers (Woetzel et al., 2009).  

• Five billion square meters of road will be paved by 2010 (Woetzel et al., 2009). 

• 170 mass transit systems will be built (Woetzel et al., 2009). 

• 40 billion square meters of floor space will be built – in 5 million buildings (Woetzel 

et al., 2009). 

• 50,000 of these buildings could be skyscrapers – the equivalent of constructing up to 

10 New York cities (Woetzel et al., 2009). 

Mandarin as a Critical-Need Language 

It is no great coincidence with the phenomenal growth described previously Mandarin 

has become a critical-needs language. This growth also corresponds to the number of Mandarin 

language speakers now inhabitants of the United States. The Center for Immigration Studies 

published in 2014 states a record 63.2 million U.S. residents (native-born, legal immigrants, and 

illegal immigrants) speak a language other than English at home (Camarota & Ziegler, 2015). 

This statistic increased by 16.2 million since 2000 (Camarota & Ziegler, 2015). Of these shifting 

demographics, Mandarin was the second largest numerical increase after Spanish from 2010-

2014 (up 331,000 speakers), and Arabic and Tagalog followed closely behind. According to 

Cooper (2012), the United States will soon have no obvious ethnic or racial majority.  

Language learning and politics reach an intersection when world languages are placed on 

the list of critical-need languages. In January of 2006, President George Herbert Walker Bush 
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launched the National Security Language Initiative (NSLI), an inter-agency effort between the 

Departments of Defense, State, Education, and the Office of the Director of National 

Intelligence. This was to fulfill three missions: (a) increase the number of U.S. residents studying 

critical-need languages and starting them at an earlier age; (b) increase the number of advanced 

speakers of foreign languages, with an emphasis on mastery of critical-need languages; and (c) 

increase the number of teachers of critical-need languages and providing resources for them. The 

schools participating in this research study began their Mandarin programs long before 2006, yet 

their parents may have been motivated by the choice of Mandarin as a critical needs language 

when selecting schools.  

The NSLI programs currently target Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Russian, the 

Indic, Persian, and Turkic language families (National Security Language Initiative, 2008). The 

programs have sent thousands of high school students abroad in critical language needs countries 

and launched STARTALK, an initiative offering summer language training to K-12 students 

nationwide strictly in critical languages (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2020). STARTALK has 

an established mission to encourage students to further engage in language over the summer and 

set them up to explore related postsecondary studies and a career with a demand for critical 

languages (Center for Applied Linguistics, 2020). The shortage of qualified, native Mandarin 

teachers who can teach to a U.S. curriculum is a challenge many schools face, and one 

STARTALK is trying to address.  

Advances in Mandarin Language in the United States 

According to the US-China Strong Foundation, substantial advances in Mandarin 

Language study stem from a conversation between world leaders President Xi Jinping and 

President Obama in 2015 that propelled the popularity of Mandarin language learning and 

emphasized its importance for future employment and better relations between the two nations 
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(2018). The alumni surveyed in this study are direct benefactors of this conversation, although 

the earliest alumni from the first Mandarin immersion country in the U.S. would have graduated 

in 1991, long before these world leaders established clear goals. The leaders of the two largest 

economies in the world established a goal to educate one million American students by 2020 to 

possess both the cultural competence to work in and with China but also to become Mandarin 

proficient (US-China Strong Foundation, 2018). Their ambitious goal is to increase the number 

of students in K-12 learning Mandarin fivefold to grow the “next generation of leaders who have 

a deeper understanding of China by creating a pipeline of China-savvy employees in a range of 

critical industries” (US-China Strong Foundation, 2018). Based on what the science knows about 

second language proficiency in Level 3 languages, this pipeline needs at least 6 continuous years 

(Bialystok, 2009). 

The one million students campaign established three primary objectives: (a) to endorse 

Mandarin language curricular norms at the K-12 level, (b) double the amount of Mandarin 

language teachers working in the United States through expanded teacher training and 

certification, and (c) use technology platforms to increase accessibility of Mandarin language 

learning (US-China Strong Foundation, 2018). President Obama’s initial goal of seeing 100,000 

Americans study in China by 2014 surpassed its expectations.  

The National Chinese Language Conference (NCLC) has also seen exponential growth in 

momentum since its 2012 debut. Initiated by the College Board and the Asia Society, this annual 

conference serves as testimony to the traction Mandarin language is gaining with over 1,200 

attendees in Houston, Texas 2 years ago (NCLC, 2020). By gathering educators, practitioners, 

and policy makers every year, the NCLC is fulfilling its mission to enhance the capacity for 

teaching Mandarin and improving teaching methodology, and a better understanding of Chinese 

culture.  
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The Confucius Institute sponsored by the Ministry of Culture in China also known as 

Hanban has over 350 chapters in the United States and abroad that sponsor teachers to help 

alleviate the shortage of Chinese language instructors in the United States. More than 11,000 

students in 31 states are studying through the Confucius Institute (Confucius Institute, 2020). 

Hanban also sponsors the Chinese Bridge Delegation Program jointly with the College Board, 

through which 1,200 administrators, principals, and school board members have visited China 

and its’ schools (Confucius Institute, 2020. These efforts help to frame understanding among US 

educators of why and how to adopt Mandarin language programs. The Confucius Institute 

mission, besides providing language and cultural teaching resources worldwide, includes 

“meeting the demands of foreign Chinese learners and contributing to the development of 

multiculturalism and the building of a harmonious world” (Confucius Institute, 2020). They 

serve from Paris to Argentina to Zimbabwe as the cultural outpost of the Chinese government 

frequently located on college campuses (Guttenplan, 2012). Campuses such as Stanford, 

University of Pennsylvania, Columbia University, and the London School of Economics all 

opened up chapters, but some universities have refused the invitation from the Chinese 

government to open a Confucius Institute stating that they are wary of political overtures. 

Dickinson State College in North Dakota declined the invitation from Hanban citing that the 

chapter regulations around discussions of Tibet, and the forbiddance of any interaction with the 

Dalai Lama, were not aligned with their own mission (Guttenplan, 2012).  

As further indication of the popularity of Mandarin in 2007, the first year in which the 

AP Mandarin Examination was offered, 3,261 students took the exam; in 2017, 11,071 sat for the 

same exam (College Board, 2017). The College Board’s decision to develop a Chinese 

(Mandarin) Advanced Placement (AP) Course and Examination put Chinese on equal footing 

with more commonly taught languages like French, German, and Spanish. In the United States 
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today, there are currently 327 Mandarin immersion schools; over 80% are public and the rest 

being chartered or independent (Weise, 2020). There are over 200,000 students currently 

learning Mandarin in K-12 programs in the United States (Weise, 2020). According to the Center 

for Applied Linguistics (2020), in 1971, there were three Mandarin immersion programs. This 

bears strong testimony to the proliferation of Mandarin immersion schools in both the private 

and public sector.  

In terms of Dual Language Instruction (DLI) programs, Utah leads the way with the 

highest percentage of students learning Mandarin in K-12 programs across the nation, with 47 

DLI schools and 93 offering Mandarin language course work (Markell & Herbert, 2016). In the 

United States, 20% of all Chinese dual-language immersions schools are located in Utah (Utah 

Department of Education, 2018). This may be due to the Mormon practice of serving 2 years in 

foreign countries as part of a mission, many of them in China, and therefore a propensity to 

begin language learning early. Gregg Roberts, the world language specialist for the Utah State 

Board of Education is infamously quoted, to chagrin and praise “monolingualism is the illiteracy 

in the 21st century” (Kluger, 2013). As a distinction though, Utah is the first state to mandate 

DLI with the first pioneers in the 2009 school year with 1,400 students in 25 schools. In 2013, 

this number had increased to 20,000 students in 100 schools with nearly 95% of school districts 

participating up through Grade 12.  

The other state of note is Delaware, where student enrollment in Chinese immersion 

programs increased seven-fold since 2012 (Markell & Herbert, 2016). Delaware has also 

launched a program for high school students to study abroad during the summer to further 

Mandarin language studies while participating in STEM programs with local schools (Markell & 

Herbert, 2016). Although CAIS opened with uncertain and humble beginnings back in 1983, the 
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apparent reality is new Mandarin language immersion programs are bound for success with an 

ever-increasing demand. 

Discussion on Literature Review 

This research study drew on published research from a wide variety of fields, scholarly 

journals and studies from other countries. A kaleidoscope of constructs drives the exploration 

into this literature review given the broad range of material that informs it from dual-language 

methodology, brain science, 21st century frameworks and the rise of China on the world stage. 

Stakeholders abound across all areas of this research study.  

It is clear from the robust body of literature published since 1990, that the study of 

languages other than English remains a very active and important area of exploration. Much of 

this research validates what educators, curriculum designers and policy makers are advocating 

for in the field of second language acquisition. It is interesting to note substantial new research 

has been infrequent in the last 6 years, with the bulk of research occurring in the 1990’s. As a 

researcher, it was difficult to find research that supports anything but benefits to learning other 

languages as part of an increasing demand to be equipped for the rapidly changing populations in 

U.S. communities. This is due in large part to the longevity of studies, such as the Portland 

School District study, that substantiated the academic benefits to dual-language immersion. What 

is less clear to date is the research that populates the field of cognitive sciences data, which isn’t 

supported by longitudinal data. What we do know is over 50% of Americans will be people of 

color by the year 2044 (Pew Research Center, 2015). If the future is already saturating the 

present, it is certainly not monolingual or monochrome in U.S. borders for very long. It serves as 

a reminder that preparedness for the future is not just in the context of a new globalized 21st 

century economy, but an inevitable pressing need to function effectively on U.S. soil with fellow 

Americans. 
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 Consistently, research is describing benefits to students when language study is 

introduced early and sustained through to high school. Some of these benefits also describe the 

positive impact it has on the whole school. These studies however are much fewer and far 

between and the bulk of research focuses on the academic and cognitive benefits to studying a 

language other than your mother tongue. These lower frequency studies, such as impact on 

school culture, perspective taking, and intercultural communication competence may lead to 

broader studies with further insights.  

 In their article Xenophobia, Belonging and Agency: Citizenship in Immigrant America 

researchers explained the anti-bilingual movement in the U.S. is deeply rooted in xenophobia, 

“The shift to a more virulent nativism in the last decade has fundamentally changed 

conversations around American political institutions, civil discourse, and American identity, 

building on historical traditions of anti-immigrants sentiments and policy” (Hayduk & García-

Castañon, 2018, p. 1). Hayduk and García-Castañon (2018) state the negative association 

between immigrants and “foreign” languages continues to be surprisingly pervasive in the U.S. 

Research does not exist that indicates any move away from the term “foreign” language to 

“world” language to remove xenophobic nuances. ACTFL (2019) themselves have countless 

position statements on what a world language is, “A world language is a form of communication, 

essential to the culture of a community, with a system of sounds, letters, symbols, and/or signs 

recognized and utilized by humans “ (p. 7). It touches on irony their own acronym shortens their 

full organizational name American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages. Seemingly, 

ACTWL with the inclusion of “World” has not been considered.  

Even in the growing context of positive attitudes and advocacy for the adoption of world 

language study there remains among educators and policy makers a reluctance to implement 

well-designed second language programs that begin in the early years and continue through to 
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high school. We appear to value linguistic and cultural competence across some fields yet are not 

changing the mindset of the average American.  

It was not possible to find any research published in the last 10 years in opposition to 

U.S. students developing stronger cross-cultural communication, without tying it back to the 

nativist movement, which are strong English only advocates (Crawford, 2000). Preparedness for 

the 21st century world is ubiquitously a call to action to assist U.S. citizens to play an active and 

competitive role in the world economy. Many argue if the country intends to maintain its 

position as a leader in the global marketplace and obtain a foothold in important emerging 

markets, then we are not preparing U.S. students for the realities of their own futures. Although 

some 21st century frameworks do not specifically call for greater second language competency 

(Klein & Rice, 2014), the majority define it explicitly.  

Monolingual language policy programs favor learning the dominant language at the 

expense of losing the home language and promoting an assimilationist agenda. This is currently 

the most common form of bilingual education in the United States where students are moved 

gradually into an English only learning environment (Ochoa, 2005). Policies at the school and 

school system level generally do not include any discussions surrounding the history and culture 

of students who participate in monolingual language programs (Baker, 2011). The messaging of 

such programs is clear: as students in the U.S., their job is to speak English. It perpetuates the 

idea in the U.S. that there is one clear valued language.  

Weak forms of bilingual education include transitional, mainstream, and separatist 

programs serving language minority students. These move the minority language speakers to the 

majority language, provide some lessons in the second language, or maintain the minority 

language only in the classroom. Assimilation as a practice mandates a member of the minority 

community, to be accepted, to become as much like the majority as possible. This practice forces 
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people to give up special characteristics such as language and culture. In the shifting 

demographics in the United States, the research describing these inevitable changes have not yet 

made a significant impact in the teaching of second languages or the inclusion of multicultural 

practices into our schools.  

The benefits to cognition and executive functioning are becoming slowly more known in 

brain sciences with additional articles written and published through the general media (Fan et 

al., 2015). However, the direct application of executive functioning benefits, for example, is not 

widely known among dual-language teachers working in the United States. The longitudinal 

study in the Portland school district offered a huge supplement to research on how bilingual 

children suffer no loss in content learning through two languages but gain English literacy 

compared to monolingual peers. Past research in the field of bilingualism and executive 

functioning has linked the socioeconomic status of young children with precocious executive 

functioning development (Engel de Abreu et al., 2012) yet these studies are few and far between, 

and make no applicable recommendations early education programs can adopt in measured steps.  

 In other shortfalls, outside of the study of the effectiveness of different types of 

methodologies across target languages, there was not a study that compares academic, executive 

functioning, or social benefits in different target groups such as Mandarin in comparison to 

Spanish students. More specifically, this research might compare the learning of second 

alphabetic languages compared to lexigraphic. Furthermore, the majority of research about dual 

language learning is quantitative. Although quantitative research is critical for gaining insight 

into academic achievement and the cognitive sciences, the changing nature of research calls for 

more qualitative data. Robust case studies with contextual details can help the world to 

understand the impact of a dual-language education. Studies on subjects such as cultural 

empathy, perspective sharing, and critical thinking skills would take the potential of a bilingual 
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advantage out of the research lab and into a real-life advantage scenario. Before this research 

study, the spoken narratives of alumni with a dual-language experience had not been recorded.  

There is not any particular research that looks at NHLLs specifically as a population, nor 

follows the experiences of HLLs and the struggles or motivations they might have for 

maintaining their home language. The literature also lacks much comparisons between language 

groups for any dual-language immersion students, such as in Korean, Spanish, or Mandarin 

programs and how they have performed on numerous measurements, not just academic 

achievement. It might be possible to surmise the challenge of being a NHLL in a language other 

than your own would have an impact on cognition but also, potentially, resiliency. What is 

conclusive are the academic benefits of bilingual education as these studies are broader, longer, 

and the results less ambiguous. 

The benefits of learning another language have been universally understood at this point 

as research is published far beyond academic journals and has infiltrated publications for parents 

and general interest sections in newspapers. Nonetheless, it does appear in the United States, it 

still remains part of an early momentum of science with much to be explored. This is an area of 

research, at this point, that needs to move beyond descriptors of the same benefits and shift into a 

more urgent need to explore lifelong impact, and the little understood fields of intercultural 

relationships and sociocultural relationships. This could provide language study access that is 

more consistent for U.S. students from early childhood years through high school, necessary if 

we are to come close to producing bilingual citizens as other nation states in Europe and Asia 

have done. Ample research exists to describe the cognitive, academic and social benefits of 

learning another language, but schools primarily focus on issues of equity and academic 

achievement (Genesee, 2004). Also, longitudinal studies on learning over time, such as the 

Portland School district study, are needed to deepen and broaden politicians, educators and 
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curriculum developers understanding of long-standing benefits. The direct application of 

executive functioning benefits, for example, is not widely known among dual-language teachers 

working in the United States.  

The research never expands the perspective to look at the portrait of the whole person as 

a dual-language student as researchers Poarch and Krott (2019) have called for. They suggest 

pulling back the lens to look at the lived experience of the bilingual person. Research does not 

examine perseverance or self-concept, nor does it make any ties to how a student’s sense of 

world belonging, and ambition might be shaped by the ability to effectively communicate to 

more people in the world. The research is largely empirical with students as subjects, studied as 

test scores or task performers. The studies that lean far into the qualitative realm focus 

exclusively on heritage learners and their sense of placement in their own heritage language. A 

larger gap is created in the literature for the understanding of what some tangible benefits 

actually turn how to be and how alumni of dual-language immersion programs might change 

how they see their own place in the world. 

The choice of Mandarin as a specific language has not been explored in any significant 

way that has been published, which is ironic as China and Chinese people are now present in 

America in a myriad of ways. Given the tense relationship that the U.S. has with China, a study 

is warranted on whether this impacts the decision of a student in declining to study Mandarin. If 

alumni who have no relationship with Mandarin or to the country China are deliberately 

choosing Mandarin, their precise motivations need to be understood. Also missing in the 

literature is the braiding together of 21st century skills and dispositions with the profile of 

heritage or non-heritage students. It has been widely agreed upon a key 21st century skill fluency 

in more than one language, but the relationship between this skill, the actual acquisition of that 

skill, and the applicability of that skill are not addressed in the literature. Research is lacking 
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studies of resiliency, disciplined behaviors and determination to make possible the acquisition of 

any language. Walking out of our high schools are students who fit the profile of 21st century 

frameworks, yet their motivations, lived experiences and self-concept have not been described. 

This lack in research is true across HLLs and NHLLs, however, looking at NHLLs 

specifically who study a language as challenging as Mandarin or Arabic could offer rich 

qualitative data. This type of literature is nonexistent. Research cannot articulate what the 

outcomes have been for alumni of dual-language immersion program. Voices are loud and ready 

from other stakeholders defining, from their positions, the impact of not preparing American 

students for their futures, but the voices of the students themselves remain muted. Perhaps low-

frequency themes will reappear, or new studies will branch out to broader insights into the 

motivations of HLL’s and NHLL’s to maintain their Mandarin language capacity and what 

potential insights science can gain from garnering material of what the commitment to learning a 

language other than English has actually meant. 

This research study has the potential to occupy a compelling placement in this argument. 

According to Baker (2011), the more powerful group worldwide, even if it is less in population, 

is able to force its language on the less powerful. If NHLLs are willingly choosing to study a 

language outside of their own ethnic or cultural group, they are essentially reshaping a new 

understanding of what bilingualism can mean, and how bilingual speakers physically look. This 

idea evokes Ruiz’s point saliently suggests when the English majority youth begin to master a 

second language, they are shifting cultures, and effectively changing a work force.  

Since a hypothesis of this research study is how alumni have leveraged, or hope to 

leverage their Mandarin language skills in productive ways, and how they gained a stronger 

intercultural understanding of China, then Baker’s comment and Ruiz’s point about the most 

powerful group being the determinants of how a nation perceives language as a resource, the 
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participants in this study could help change this perception. As there has not been any research to 

explore the lived experiences, perceptions or motivations of why NHLLs are learning a difficult 

second language, it is impossible to articulate what impact they might have as we form new 

understandings of the globally competent student.  

What is evident, and backed by solid research, is dual-language learning helps to shape 

more nimble people who are both academically and socially competent. It is also not possible to 

claim they are smarter, but it does appear to be true that having a bilingual brain directly impacts 

the executive functioning processes linked to higher intelligence. Bilingual speakers are better at 

reasoning, multitasking, and at grasping and reconciling conflicting ideas across a wide range of 

studies. In addition, they retain their cognitive faculties longer. The transfer of any of these 

skills/advantages to real life experience is where this research study hopes to contribute to the 

current literature.  

A bilingual brain is proving to be more flexible and resourceful than the monolingual 

brain. The United States and researchers are slow to embrace the nurturance of this latent 

resource. The call for global competency, the need for Mandarin language speakers, and the new 

demands of a world in a constant adaptive model, might be answered as simply as beginning 

with an education system that nurtures the bilingual brain, for the benefits of being flexible, 

resourceful, and better positioned for the world.  
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Chapter 3 

Research Methodology 

This research study employed a mixed methodology design to both support and deepen 

data across methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This is described best as a sequential 

explanatory methodology with a Quantitative Phase 1 in the form of a widely distributed survey 

that will be followed by a Qualitative Phase 2 (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The qualitative 

follow up in Phase 2 served as the method to hone understanding, to further insight into the 

quantitative results and to allow this study to confirm the trends in the data analysis from the 

survey.  

The sequential exploratory methodology designed for this study allowed the researcher 

initially to cast a wide net during the Quantitative Phase and allowed trends and areas of meaning 

to surface for analysis.  

Data Collection 

As a mixed methods study, a particular challenge was identifying the population of 

alumni who the researcher could access. The oldest public-school programs in the U.S. with 

potential candidates were unable to participate due to lack of time. Collaborating with private 

school programs guaranteed expediency, support and access to the required participants.  

Phase 1 – Quantitative Survey 

Participants 

Approximately 450 alumni of the CAIS in San Francisco and the ISTP received the 

survey. Due to uncertain circumstances, 38 participants signed the consent form and filled out 

the full survey.  

Founded in 1981 as the first independent Mandarin immersion school in the nation, CAIS 

now has over 500 students per annum spread across an early childhood, elementary school and 
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middle school campus (CAIS, 2020). In a similar narrative, ISTP (2020) opened in 1979 to only 

nine children and now has over 500 students on a Palo Alto campus. As early forgers in the land 

of dual-language learning, both schools have made substantial contributions to other educators 

and programs in curriculum design, and instructional methodologies.  

Both of these schools have historically enrolled both Mandarin speaking families and 

families with no Mandarin spoken at home as a matter of policy. The oldest participants would 

have graduated in 1987 and the youngest would have graduated as recently as 2015. Both 

schools matriculate students from middle school where they might have continued Mandarin 

language study in high school/and or college.  

Participant Selection. Participants were over the age of 18 and would have attended one 

of two independent schools in California: ISTP and CAIS.  

The researcher does not have access to personal information about the alumni, which 

might include disabilities. However, these alumni have participated in previous donor 

campaigns, opened newsletters and maintained contact with the schools they attended. It is 

reasonable to assume they were able to complete the survey of sound mind and body.  

Out of the targeted 38 participants who completed the survey, it was estimated one-fifth 

of them would be non-heritage learners of Mandarin. Neither school granted data on the races, 

ethnicities and home languages of alumni. Participants who demonstrate a heritage or ancestral 

connection to the Mandarin language were identified in the first two questions of the survey.  

Each school’s Head of School distributed the survey, and it was up to their discretion 

when they decided to distribute the email link to these students. They gave the survey to alumni 

who are 18 years old, the legal age of consent. The survey was anonymous, and outside of asking 

directly about race/ethnicity, there is no further identifiable data collected. The survey focused 
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on how alumni leveraged the impact of a dual-language schooling experience in a variety of 

question formats.  

Survey 

This survey was given in English and is comprised of 20 multiple-choice questions. The 

survey (see Appendix A) was designed using Qualtrics software, would have taken around 5 

minutes to complete, including time for open response. This type of data formulated enough 

responses from which to draw significant inferences and to correlate similar replies across 

questions. The questions reflected the three research statements and allowed enough room to 

revisit these primary themes and to examine for strong emerging themes. By rephrasing 

questions in slightly different ways across questions, the survey had stronger consistency. Two 

sample statements to be conferred or denied are included here: 

• I feel that I can grasp the perspective of a speaker faster. 

• I was hired because I was a Mandarin speaker. 

The survey was administered via an electronic link, and could be filled out on a school 

computer, personal laptop, or tablet. This link was embedded in communication to each school’s 

alumni data base from the Head of School. This researcher did not have any direct access to the 

school’s emailing lists.  

Timing of Survey 

The research planning started with Phase 1 of the research process in March of 2020 and 

conducted qualitative interviews by April of 2020. The quantitative survey was closed on May 

20, 2020. 
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Analysis of Quantitative Data  

Using SPSS statistical analysis software, the first step was to segment the anonymous 

participants by those who grew up in a Mandarin speaking family, and the years the alumni 

attended the prospective programs. 

The second step investigated whether there existed significant trends evident in the 

responses, including but not limited to:  

• Difference in responses based on race, years attended and heritage language.  

• Perceived character attributes as a result of the language experience 

• The use of Mandarin as a tool to be leveraged in the postgrad world.  

• The job capacity and field prospects for Mandarin speakers 

• Perceived advantages to speaking Mandarin from the perspective of employers 

• Lifestyle choices 

• Cross cultural or perspective taking advantages 

This study’s data is predominantly categorical and ordinal in nature. Categorical variables 

include race, and Chinese heritage status, while ordinal variables include ranking in motivation 

level to learn Chinese and expected economic payoff of learning the Chinese language. For these 

reasons, the quantitative analysis hypothesis testing for differences between groups was 

investigated through the Chi-square test and the ANOVA test. Chi-square is the most fitting test 

for an ordinal or categorical dependent variable such as economic expectation level of the 

Chinese language, and race. In the situation where a continuous variable such as number of 

languages spoken or years spent learning Chinese should be investigated, ANOVA methods 

were used for hypothesis testing. Using these emerging trends, interviews were scripted to 

launch into the qualitative phase of this study.  
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Phase 2 – Interviews 

Participants 

Out of the survey respondents from Phase 1, participants were invited to participate in 

Phase 2 of the study. A question included in the last part of the survey allowed participants to 

indicate their interest in furthering this research by being part of the more in-depth qualitative 

phase. These interviews explored in greater depth any perceived advantages, or disadvantages, to 

be a Mandarin speaker, how this has affected life choices and shaped goals or expectations in 

both careers and self-concept. Participants could email the researcher at 

mandarinimmersionalumni@gmail.com and set up an appointment for a 20-minute phone call. 

They then received an invitation email to establish a Zoom call with only audio recorded. The 

alumni did not need to provide their names, addresses, or birthdates. Their current location of 

habitation was identified only.  

Measurement Tool for Interviews  

The participants were interviewed using Zoom teleconferencing software. The Zoom call 

was recorded using the built in Zoom audio recorder. Only audio was utilized and not the video 

capacity.  

These were not tightly scripted interviews, but rather, they followed a general 

unstructured interview guide for the purpose of validity, the same general questions were asked 

of each participant with room to explore responses to seek deeper clarification, meaning, or 

understanding. On average, the interviews were 20-30 minutes. The longest interview was 42 

minutes. Full transcriptions are available in Appendix B. 
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Timing of Interviews 

These interviews began in late April 2020 after the survey results had been analyzed and 

the script for questions was prepared. There was some delay in responses from some individuals 

over email in between the time they took the survey and the time they scheduled the interview.  

Analysis of Qualitative Data  

The conversations were taped and transcribed with the time and date noted (backup 

copies of the tapes will be made). They were then followed by a period of coding (Saldaña, 

2016) and analysis. As there were only four participants, it was not necessary to complete more 

than one full coding cycle. Saldaña (2016) states coding requires data to be “segregated, 

grouped, regrouped and relinked to organize it in meaningful ways” (p. 12). Using the research 

constructs identified in this dissertation, a quantitative strategy was used to identify common 

vocabulary, tone of expression, and emerging themes. The data were also cross-referenced to see 

if themes, categories, and patterns can lend themselves to a typology of the different students.  

The data was organized with a notation system to make retrieval manageable (dates, 

places, interviewee-identifying information. Data from the qualitative interviews was then cross-

referenced against the quantitative findings to ensure consistency and to solidify our 

understanding of any potential leverage being a Mandarin speaker brought to this studies 

alumnus.  

Summary of Research Methodology 

The combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods enabled critical trends to 

emerge from the data even with such a light participation base. With a population of non-heritage 

students, it was anticipated some degree of generalization would be justifiable to a wider 

population of non-heritage students, but this is not possible given the low response rate. The 

occurrence of this research study during the world COVID-19 pandemic might have led to 
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greater survey participation apathy. An added delimiting factor was the potential narrow 

geographical base of the population in California that limits the exposure to much more varied 

places, surrounded by different populations of people and their cultures.  

An inherent limitation was, and is, the ability to define an NHLL any more precisely. The 

adopted definition of this research study (Hornberger & Wang, 2008) still left room for 

interpretation. There may have been students surveyed who had no racial or cultural connection 

to Mandarin, but may have lived in a Mandarin speaking country, for example. Or there may 

have been students adopted from China who felt more motivated to learn Mandarin as part of 

self-discovery. Although this survey attempted to control for these outliers from the outset, it did 

leave the study vulnerable to students self-categorizing on their own self-perceptions. The study 

had limitations based on this self-selecting bias. One method of control used to mitigate this was 

to ask in a separate question who spoke Mandarin in the family and compare the data. Typically, 

if the mother or father speaks Mandarin at home, this would classify as a heritage language 

learner, even if the other parent speaks a language other than Mandarin.  

Chapter 5 utilized these understandings of the participant’s backgrounds to compile the 

research into tables and charts. The voices of 38 respondents and 4 interviewees confirm the 

hypothesis that the majority were intending to enter into the world of business. From that point, 

research and hypothesis largely diverge. 
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Chapter 4 

Presentation of Findings 

The purpose of this chapter is to present findings and to demonstrate how these findings 

contribute to an essential area of research in bilingual education. The improvement model 

proposed in this dissertation addresses the complete lack of understanding of how the journey of 

the bilingual student might break down by the time they are enrolled in a university. This chapter 

contains the results from this mixed method study which answered two out of three research 

questions:  

• RQ1: How do alumni of established schools evaluate the impact of having 

attended a dual-language Mandarin immersion program? 

• RQ2: How do the voices of alumni differ across decades? 

• RQ3: Do the voices of heritage and nonheritage alumni of Mandarin immersion 

schools evaluate the legacy of this experience in different ways? 

The first research question stemmed from the frameworks and standards oriented around 

the pressing need for students to adopt 21st century skills and how both biliteracy in a second 

language and the ability to communicate effectively with diverse audiences outlined as key 

descriptors (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, 2018; Boix-Mansilla & 

Jackson, 2015).  

The vast proportion of the participants was between 19 and 26 years old, so the second 

research question could not be answered. It remained unclear why the participants who did 

respond were close in age to each other.  

The third research question explored what the perceived benefit has been for NHLLs and 

whether there were any comparative responses between this population and the HLLs who also 

participated in the study.  
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This chapter also includes discussion of how the two applicable research questions were 

tied directly to the analysis, which was consistent with the social constructivist theory. 

Additionally, this chapter includes figures to illustrate the conclusions drawn. The hypothesis of 

this research study had two parts. First, both HLL and NHLL alumni are leveraging their 

Mandarin proficiency in a high-demand field of business as the interconnected global economy 

creates more opportunity for Mandarin speakers. Second, the study hypothesized these alumni 

gain more than just language proficiency and as an added advantage, they are also meeting the 

descriptors called for by world readiness frameworks. Both of these factors matter in reshaping a 

21st century citizenry.  

Timing 

The timing of this research study coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, which 

may have impacted both the participation and the responses recorded in this research study. 

These variables are impossible to mitigate. Despite the small participation rate, there were 38 

voices recorded for the first time, and their testimonial offers substantial new clarity in the 

understanding of the legacy of a Mandarin immersion program. More importantly, it offers new 

considerations in the field of bilingual research as explained in Chapter 5.  

Sample 

Thirty-nine people responded to the survey. Four opted to participate in the qualitative 

based phone conversation that entailed a 40-minute conversation about their lived experiences as 

alumni.  

Data were first established to profile the participants in terms of race/ethnicity and their 

home language. Individuals who consider themselves part of the Chinese race do not necessarily 

grow up in Mandarin speaking homes. Many Chinese speakers speak Cantonese or lesser-known 

dialects such as Min or Hakka (Tirosh, 2019). Many others who are of Chinese heritage did not 
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grow up with parents who spoke Mandarin or Cantonese at home. Once the heritage or 

nonheritage classification was established, comparisons were enabled between the two 

populations using SSPS statistical software. Through this analysis, the research made the 

assumption if alumni were self-classified as a heritage learner and grew up in a household where 

one parent actively spoke Mandarin, then their classification carried legitimacy.  

Overall Methodology  

The researcher explored trends evident in the responses from a 20-question survey from 

38 respondents. This survey was distributed to the alumni of well-established Mandarin 

immersion schools in the Bay Area of California through a mail distribution system originated 

from the Head of School. In the second portion of this study, participants were invited for a more 

in-depth qualitative interview to deepen understanding of how their lived experiences as 

Mandarin speakers had transpired. The researcher found themes from the survey to use as the 

basis for interviews. The interviews explored alumni background, post-CAIS and ISTP 

experiences, current work situation, and any perceptions that could be offered in terms of 

tangible or intangible gains. The interviews were lengthy, and the most critical understandings 

are included in the form of quotations. Full transcriptions are available in Appendix B. These 

findings are presented out of chronological order as some of the questions investigated similar 

themes and are placed together for clarity.  

Data Analysis 

The survey data were collected through a Qualtrics survey, and then submitted to SPSS 

for deeper analysis. The consent forms that were unsigned by respondents had to be extracted 

and disregarded from the data. Once HLL or NHLL was established, these data were separated 

into two groups to allow comparative information to emerge.  
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Transcriptions from the Zoom taped calls were coded manually during an open coding 

process. The interviews were analyzed for categories, themes, and common and uncommon 

language. In the end, vignettes, open codes, and survey data were cross-analyzed looking for 

depth. If a relationship emerged between the two types of data, this was noted with information 

recorded separately to allow trends to emerge.  

In lieu of tables, a selection of voices from the interviews are presented in quotations to 

build connection and draw attention to the importance of each participant and their unique voice. 

This assists in gaining insight to how varied and multicultural the experiences of representative 

alumni have been. 

The following section describes the post analysis results of the data. Each discrete area of 

data was separated out into subcategories to generate strong clarity and state direct and salient 

points that supported the hypothesis of this study.  

Nonheritage or Heritage Classification 

Eleven respondents were classified as HLL and 27 as NHLL. Figure 4.1 represents the 

classification respondents gave when asked who could speak Mandarin in their families growing 

up. These data were cross analyzed across responses so that accurate data could be presented on 

who was an HLL or NHL.  

The literature review explained the blurred lines and challenges of classifying people as 

HLL or NHLL. This challenge was mitigated by looking at who spoke Mandarin growing up and 

aligning these data with the responses for how participants self-categorized themselves. Some 

participants said they were HLL, but only a sister or a grandparent spoke Mandarin. This likely 

does not constitute enough exposure to Mandarin growing up; even if family members are of the 

Asian race as in all likelihood, the grandparent did not live in the same house. This was 

undetermined by the survey, however. To give the responses as much legitimacy as possible, 
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HLL were categorized strictly by whom had at least one parent speaking Mandarin to them 

growing up.  

Just over half of the respondents were self-determined to be classified as Asian. Although 

a natural assumption is they would be HLL, that would be a false assumption. Of the 22 

respondents who said that they were Asian, only 11 (roughly 28%) spoke Mandarin as their 

household language growing up, classifying them as HLL. The other population who self-

classified as Asian spoke Cantonese. This created an important distinction for the study, as 

Cantonese speakers would be considered a NHLL, just as a native Spanish speaker would.  

To offer perspective, the San Francisco Unified School District states “while most 

Chinese speakers in the world speak Mandarin, most Chinese speakers in San Francisco speak 

Cantonese, and well over 75% of the SFUSD use Cantonese as the home language” (San 

Francisco Unified School District, 2020, para.4). Nine of the participants responded they were 

Mixed Race, more than the population of eight respondents who said that they were Caucasian. 

Of the 38 respondents, only one claimed to be of the White race. In the qualitative interviews, 

75% of the participants were Mixed Race; some reported Chinese heritage on their mother’s side 

but they did not grow up in Mandarin speaking homes.  

As Cantonese speakers are not considered HLL, Figure 4.1 establishes the difference in 

populations between Cantonese and Mandarin speakers. This data speaks to the large population 

of Cantonese speakers from Hong Kong and southern China who reside in the San Francisco Bay 

Area (San Francisco Unified School District, 2020).  
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Figure 4.1 

Mandarin Heritage vs. Cantonese Speakers  

 

The data on Mandarin as the home language came under further scrutiny as five of the 

self-described HLL said only their mother spoke Mandarin, but not their father. This does not 

diminish the impact of a mother speaking only Mandarin to her children, but it does illustrate 

that the participants who classified as both Asian and heritage language speakers primarily grew 

up in bilingual homes. The second language was not determined in this research study. This is 

potentially misleading since children classified as heritage speakers grew up in a home where 

one parent exclusively spoke Mandarin and the other another language. One parent, but not the 

other, enabled their language proficiency in Mandarin. Out of 38 participants, only 3 said that 

they grew up in a 100% Mandarin household.  

A key early purpose of data analysis was to establish the accurate number of HLLs. For 

example, if a participant stated only their aunt spoke Mandarin, but did not say the same for a 

mother, father, or siblings, then their HLL selected classification was refuted. The challenges of 

being from the Chinese race but not speaking Mandarin were not explored in this research study. 

It would provide ample understandings for a common phenomenon in the United States where 
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newly immigrated families desire to put their children in English only schools to maximize 

success.  

It is possible the trend for children in Mandarin Chinese speaking families is to attend 

English only schools, as English matters more as they do not make up 50% of this population, 

common in bilingual schools. This may represent a common expectation among some Chinese 

families that only English must be learned in schools to receive the best possible education.  

Figure 4.2 shows the responses from participants regarding Mandarin use in the family 

growing up. It was a critical question in establishing accurate data on NHLL vs. HLL. 

Figure 4.2 

Home Languages Spoken Growing Up 

 

The vast majority of participants attended CAIS with 35 respondents from the oldest 

Mandarin immersion school in the country. From the ISTP alumni, only four alumni participated. 

Participants in the interviews graduated between 2008 to 2014 from middle school and all of 

them attended for an average of 9 years.  

After filtering procedures were final, this study engaged 11 HLLs and 28 NHLLs 

populations. Although arduous to obtain, it enabled comparative data to be reflected accurately 

for the remainder of this study. Although the quantitative and qualitative data collected for this 
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survey primarily came from NHLLs, Participant A attested non-Asians were the minority when 

she was enrolled at CAIS:  

My point being is that there about were 30 of us and three of us had no Asian background 

whatsoever. I am not sure how many were heritage speakers and how many just had 

Asian parents but because we were in the Bay Area, we had a huge number of Cantonese 

speakers but not necessarily Mandarin. It’s definitely a mix. 

Figure 4.3 represents the final classifications of data of the HLL and NHLL populations 

after extensive filtering.  

Figure 4.3 

Mandarin Heritage vs. Nonheritage Respondents 

 

Motivations for Parents in Enrolling Participants in Mandarin Immersion Programs 

The motivations of parents to enroll their children in a Mandarin immersion program was 

an indirect area of interest as it helped to define the support levels in the home environment. 

Parents who were NHLL made a considerable commitment to enroll their children in a language 

they did not necessarily have any proficiency in themselves. The legacy of the Mandarin 

immersion journey, in a retrospective view of our alumni, might be regarded in a more positive 
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light with supportive parents. Any lack of support or disengagement from parents might have 

had substantial impact on the personal narratives of these alumni.  

Participant A described how, over two generations, Mandarin became a defunct language 

in his family. He said, “Neither of my parents spoke Chinese. My Mom is ethnically Chinese, but 

her family came over to the States around 1900 and so her generation didn’t speak and same with 

the generation above her.” With a Chinese mother who did not speak Chinese, and a Caucasian 

father, Participant A may have looked somewhat Asian, but assumptions cannot be made on his 

HLL status. Based on his interview, the choice to enroll him in a Mandarin immersion school 

was decided upon by his monolingual White race father who was a neuroscientist.  

Participant A shared, “I guess there was a lot of research at the time that showed that kids 

who learn multiple languages when they are young is beneficial to brain development. My Mom 

didn’t care either way.” Through all of the interviews, participants made clear their parents were 

committed to the journey of bilingualism and wanted to create more, not less, opportunities for 

their children.  

Participant C confirmed the pattern of generational loss of a native language, and said, 

“My Dad is White, he is half-Norwegian, half English and my Mom is ethnically Chinese, but 

she was born in the U.S. so no Mandarin but she knows some Shanghainese because that was her 

dialect.” This participant assumed that because her mother was born in the United States, 

language loss was typical.  

Participant B, a female White race NHLL, said her mother had a strong sense of the value 

Mandarin language could hold for her daughter. Participant B shared her mother, “saw what 

potential China was going to play in the future and how they were going to have a huge 

economy, very powerful so they wanted to set me up for success.” She mentioned it was not a 

popular decision at the time among extended family.  
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The motivations of caregivers to send their children to a bilingual program was not a 

research focus for this study but was included as it is compelling data that enrich understanding 

about the background of participants. Participant B’s family, the only White race respondent, are 

all of Jewish heritage and she is the first Mandarin speaker in her family history. Participant D 

mentioned his mother spoke Mandarin even though she is not of the Chinese race, and stated, 

“My Mom is originally from Burma” and his father only spoke English. As the native language 

of Burma is Burmese, a NHLL mother raised this participant as a Mandarin speaker. Both of 

these anecdotes speak to the changing mixed race and language tide brought on by globalization.  

Data on Years Enrolled in Mandarin Immersion Programs 

The true maximum years possible of attendance from preschool through 8th grade of 

middle school is 11 years at both participating schools. The data from this study show that 

almost all of the participants were enrolled in CAIS or ISTP for a full 9 years of school. These 

data did not include the preschool year, which was an oversight. Participant B mentioned 

attrition was high at CAIS during her attendance due to the rigor of the program:  

By the time I graduated CAIS, there were 30 of us in the grade and there was a huge 

attrition rate. Huge. Partly because, obviously, it is very challenging and very hard and 

because you can’t gain students along the way. So, if a student drops out in second grade 

because it isn’t worth the blood, sweat, and tears, which is totally valid, but we can’t find 

anything who can fill that spot in 6t grade because they aren’t at that language level. So, 

there was a huge rate of attrition.  

She knew many people who dropped out over the years, and the majority were not from 

Mandarin speaking homes. Participant A spoke to the hardship of language acquisition in one of 

the world’s toughest languages, and further mentioned: 
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For sure, the first year or two, I remember, I had to spend a lot of time with the teachers 

after class because I was kind of behind and I didn’t speak at home but after that, I felt 

that it was an even playing field, I felt like. 

The majority of participants completed the full K-8 elementary and middle school 

program. According Bialystok et al. (2014), a student needs to spend at least 6 years enrolled to 

achieve full academic benefits. This assumption is critical to the outcome of the study as it 

demonstrates minimum attendance for these benefits to occur.  

The respondents attended school from 2000 to 2014. The youngest of respondents 

finished high school in 2018 and could potentially be in college. The only outlier was one 

respondent who finished high school in 2008. The respondents are probably all in their early to 

mid-20s. Unfortunately, none of the earlier cohorts chose to respond to the survey. They would 

have graduated high school around 1999, at the time most of the respondents were entering early 

childhood programs in Mandarin. The data in Figure 4.4 reflects the candidates attended for the 

recommended minimum of 6 years researchers regard as the threshold for biliteracy (Bialystok & 

Craik, 2010). As there are 11 HLL and 28 NHLL, these data illustrated the consistency across 

populations in regard to years attended. A few of the HLL population started at CAIS slightly 

later than the NHLL in the early elementary grades.  

Figure 4.4 also displays the comparative amount of time spent enrolled by both HLL and 

NHLL populations. This data indicates the longevity of the bilingual learning experience for this 

study's alumni.  
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Figure 4.4  

Years Enrolled at CAIS/ISTP  

Methods of Maintaining Mandarin Language Skills After Middle School 

The data on Mandarin language maintenance for the participating alumni speak to their 

attempts at keeping their language proficiency stable and active. The majority of participants 

relied on high school classes to continue their language journey with a close second being the 

relationship with another native speaker. When Participant B was asked how she would describe 

her Mandarin language journey since CAIS, she attested, “It’s been rough, very, very rough.” 

The data on methods to maintain Mandarin are presented in Figure 4.5.  

Figure 4.5  

Responses on Mandarin Language Maintenance After CAIS/ISTP 
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High School Study 

A clear trend emerged in how challenging it was for graduates of Mandarin immersion 

programs to maintain successfully their language skills into high school and beyond, although 

50% of the NHLL shared that taking high school classes was their primary method. Language 

maintenance is not the same as testing out of the highest-level class during the first year of high 

school, nor is it the same as testing out of the school’s Mandarin language program by taking the 

Chinese Language and Culture Advanced Placement exam when you begin 9th grade (College 

Board, 2020). Many of the recipients of the Seal of Biliteracy described in the literature review 

were likely to take one of those two courses of action. Mandarin proficiency is part of an 

ongoing commitment to advance skills and continually apply them.  

Since most of the participants attended a Mandarin immersion program for 9 years, their 

Mandarin proficiency level surpassed the class levels offered at their succeeding programs. The 

true immersion journey concluded at middle school for all of these participants unless they 

attended San Francisco’s University High School, which shares a campus with CAIS. University 

High School, an independent school enrolling 9th-12th grades, offers a continuation of the 

biliteracy journey in the target language at varying levels. Mandarin courses are offered in high 

school at other Bay area schools and colleges in many cases; however, they are separate subjects 

and standalone units of study similar to a math class. Participant C confirmed this in regard to 

another high school in the Bay Area. She said: 

When I was at Lowell, (high school) there was no AP’s available to Freshman so I could 

have gone into Chinese 4 or 6, but those were integrated classes and not immersion so 

they use English to learn Chinese and I wasn’t a huge fan of that style to learn Mandarin. 

Participant B also confirmed that it was challenging to find classes to advance her Mandarin 

level:  
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They ended up creating a separate class for the CAIS alumni from my year because there 

were five of us and they hadn’t previously been equipped to handle our level. I 

transferred high schools my senior year and they did not have an adequate Chinese class 

so instead one performed the role of teaching assistance in their 101 Chinese Class. 

According to another participant, out of all the high schools in San Francisco, only two 

offered Mandarin at his level. Participant D reflected, “I know that once we graduated CAIS, 

there was probably 40 people that went to 10 different high schools and really only two high 

schools offered Chinese at a high enough level that people could keep it up.” Another participant 

said he did not take Mandarin in high school, as he would have tested out of the program. This 

reality shows how challenging it is for a bilingual student to maintain hard-earned proficiencies. 

Participant A regretted he attended high schools and universities that could not support his 

Mandarin speaking ability. He added, “Ideally, I would have taken it through high school and 

then carried it on through college. That would have been the most ideal, but it wasn’t really 

possible.” 

Relationship with Mandarin Speakers 

All interviewees agreed having relationships with native speakers helped to maintain 

their language ability. This was the second most agreed upon statement after high school classes. 

Participant A confirmed this in his interview, “Fortunately, some of my good friends from CAIS 

were either first gen or second gen or whatever but they spoke Chinese at home and so when I 

would go over, or stay at their house, I would end up practicing with their parents.” 

Although HLLs were not interviewed, Participant D shared HLLs had the benefit of 

speaking Chinese at home with their families. He points out among his class at CAIS, he was one 

of the few who were successfully able to keep up with Chinese in an academic setting. 

Participant D further stated:  
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The people that I graduated high school with, who also went to CAIS, none of them are 

keeping up their Chinese in college like me. But a lot of them have parents who speak 

Chinese, so I am sure that their Chinese is still really good.  

Participant B maintained close relationships with alumni from her time at CAIS, and some of 

them were HLL:  

My friend Charlotte, from CNY, she actually took a gap year in the middle of college and 

moved to China to do Ophthalmology research so her and I will speak Chinese. But more 

often we speak Chinglish. I don’t know if you found this but more often than not there 

are some things that are easier to say in one language more than another. 

University Mandarin Classes and Programs Abroad 

The alumni’s prospective universities and involved study abroad programs for a term 

often facilitated the opportunity to maintain Mandarin language. The research showed HLL 

respondents were only half as likely to take any initiative toward language maintenance. This 

makes sense as they are still speaking Mandarin with their families. In three out of the four 

qualitative interviews, the participants actively pursued Mandarin language studies in college 

either through a semester abroad or through advanced Mandarin classes. Participant A shared, “I 

didn’t take it at all in High School but took it 2 years in college, did a summer program in 

Beijing while I was at college.” He also added that Princeton University had a “topnotch” 

Mandarin language program with many advanced classes. Using a year abroad as the primary 

method for language maintenance was the case for Participant B, and she supplemented that with 

radio shows. She frequently lamented on the challenges to maintain her Mandarin proficiency. 

She said:  

But what I am counting on which is what happened when I went to Taiwan, is that is 

comes back very quickly when I am immersed in it. What I do in the meantime is a lot of 
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radio, when I am driving and I have the radio on, it is on Chinese talk radio. If I am doing 

my list work at work, I have Chinese radio on in the background. That’s a super great 

way to keep up with the sounds, keep up with the, I don’t even know what the word is, 

the vibe? 

Likewise, Participant C, the youngest of the interviewees, went on an exchange program in 2019 

to Shanghai and was finishing her last year at college: 

I actually studied abroad in Shanghai this past year. I went to Fudan University as part of 

their global studies program. And there is like 2,000 or more International Students from 

all around the world, like every country you can think of, who were all there to study 

Mandarin or to pursue other courses like economics or politics in China. 

Motivation to Study Mandarin in College 

The responses from interviewees suggested some took their own initiative during college 

to keep their Mandarin language skills at a sustained and advanced level. Given they had been 

through 9 years of strenuous education, this comment from Participant C supports his clear 

commitment toward maintaining a high level of Mandarin fluency. He stated:  

I would say it was definitely my initiative absolutely even though my parents were 100% 

supportive of those sorts of things, but I just really loved speaking Mandarin and loved 

the people I was able to connect with as a result of speaking Mandarin so that’s why I 

was so excited and so determined to pursue opportunities beyond CAIS. 

Participant A suggested there would have been a feeling of loss if he had not maintained 

his language skills. He maintained his skills “for more selfish reasons, just the feeling of losing 

something that you worked so hard at.” Participant B stated that she maintained her Mandarin for 

more practical reasons, “The more mercenary answer is that I knew that Chinese was going to 



 108 

help me get into college and help me later in life, etc.” This demonstrated her commitment to the 

value of maintaining Mandarin for future career options.  

These participants demonstrated self-agency in trying to keep up with their Mandarin 

skills. At the university level and as young adults, these choices were made at their own 

initiative. However, the majority of the respondents said they enrolled in summer language 

courses in a host country, not by signing up for college classes. Nonetheless, maintaining 

Mandarin mattered to them at that time in their lives. As the majority of the participants were 

entering into the work field in their twenties, the next part of the analysis explored what careers 

they pursued and whether speaking Mandarin still mattered as they made early career decisions. 

The following section further explored the motivations of respondents and interview participants 

to maintain Mandarin from an employment advantage.  

Employment and Employability 

One of the hypotheses for the research study was that alumni were motivated to maintain 

Mandarin to work in the field of business. Figure 4.6 shows that the majority of the respondents, 

both HLL and NHLL, attested they were currently working in the field of business or planning a 

career oriented around business post graduation. This was also supported by Daniel et al.’s 

(2014) extensive survey, which stated multinational companies are activity seeking both entry 

level and high-level employees to work in global environments. Figure 4.6 compares information 

between HLL and NHLL on future or current career aspirations:  
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Figure 4.6 

Potential or Current Careers of All Alumni  

 

One interviewee, who has not yet chosen a career path, felt Mandarin would help him 

find a job somehow as it helped him to “stand out.” Given the age set of these NHLL 

participants, having Mandarin skills enabled them to understand the distinction of being a NHLL 

Mandarin speaker.  

These respondents appear to demonstrate an understanding there is ample opportunity 

working for multinational companies given the economic growth of China and its imminent 

arrival as the world’s largest economy. Participant C said she was interested in law but changed 

her mind during college. She mentioned, “But then I decided that I wanted to pursue business 

once I entered college because I saw the opportunities and thought that I could utilize my skills 

best in business.” She added an important understanding. She felt despite her 9 years of 

immersion training, her summer program in Shanghai, and college classes, her Mandarin was not 

good enough to employ in a work environment. Participant C said:  

Honestly, my Mandarin isn’t good enough to use Mandarin in business, like on a 

professional level. I could probably use it if there was a client and I was going to play 

golf with them or something and I can talk to them in Mandarin and it’s fun, but I don’t 

think I  can conduct business deals in Mandarin or anything like that. 
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Whether they were actively working in the field of business or not, the interviewees 

assessed their Mandarin skills as having potential to support their careers. Participant A 

described his language proficiency as a potential advantage although he was not, nor had he 

been, using Mandarin in his work environment at the age of 26. Participant A stated:  

It was primarily a continuation of the foundation that I had built, a secondary fact is that a 

lot of people can basically agree that China is going to play a huge role in the world from 

this point forward, so yeah, knowing that Chinese would kind of, help you out whether 

you use it as a primary responsibility in your job or not having that skill is just so 

valuable.  

When questioned on his awareness of opportunities for Mandarin speakers, Participant A 

said, “I didn’t (have opportunities to use Mandarin) but I wasn’t really expecting to either. There 

certainly were opportunities to work in China, but I didn’t really seek them out.” This awareness 

of opportunities was also shared by Participant D, who was still in college, and stated, “I just 

thought that I could always land a job somehow. It’s really unique and it helps me stand out.”  

Participant A was 26 years old at the time of his interview, which is still relatively young 

to have built a substantial career path and to commit to employment choices. He further 

explained he was switching careers: 

I have been doing management consulting for I guess the past 3 years. I recently quit and 

travelled to China for like 2 months but yeah took a trip to China by myself for a bit. And 

now basically switching into software engineering. 

Participant C. shared this anticipatory sense of what the future might be like as a 

Mandarin speaking professional. She was not yet in a position to see her aspirations come to 

fruition, yet her comments reflected an understanding that her Mandarin skills were going to help 

shape her career:  
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It (Mandarin) definitely plays a big role though but I am interested in doing business in 

China, or Asia because I have been there and I have taken courses from professors who 

do business in China who are entrepreneurs but also help the government plan so I have 

seen the way that trade works and how different groups in China interact and I kind of 

hope that my future will help smooth relations and foster cultural interchange in between 

China and the United States.  

Likewise, Participant D, still in college, spoke of his Mandarin skills as helping to create 

opportunity at some point:  

Yeah, I guess I am a little less worried about my future plans. Because I kind of view 

Mandarin as my backup. If my engineering career fails, I can always go into the CIA and 

be a spy because people won’t feel that I speak Mandarin because I don’t look Chinese at 

all. It gives me some self-assurance that I can always do something like that in the future, 

probably. 

Responses indicating interest in healthcare, law, education, and entertainment received 

five responses across categories, reflecting minimal interest. Not included in the survey, but 

voluntarily offered as an open response, 50% of the NHLLs and 20% of the HLLs indicated the 

field of science was their career choice from sustainability to epidemiology. Given the popularity 

of science as an open response, it would have been appropriate to include it in the survey.  

Despite the U.S. government’s clear call to action for Mandarin speakers to enlist in 

federal agencies, these participants expressed a total lack of interest. It was not clear why 

Mandarin speakers were less keen on working for government offices such as the U.S. 

Diplomatic Corp or the FBI. This might be because of perceived low pay, or lack of appeal from 

the perspective of the millennial generation. There was not any existing research to determine 

why the newly minted workforce, albeit inexperienced, were turning away from government jobs 
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or what government branches such as the FBI were doing to mitigate this. The fields of real 

estate and the restaurant industry were almost as unpopular, with only one respondent expressing 

interest in both cases.  

Leveraging Mandarin Skills for Employment 

In response to whether the alumni were hired because of their language ability, the 

responses were contingent upon these alumni having experienced a professional job search, 

which most have not. Based on the years and grades attended at CAIS/ISTP, the median age of 

respondents was 22 years old. Of the four interviewees, two were finishing college and two were 

working young adults. The two who were working, Participants A and B, were not using 

Mandarin with any regularity.  

About 72% of the respondents stated being a Mandarin speaker did not come up in the 

job description, which leads to the conclusion the job must not have required Mandarin speaking 

skills. The data suggested these alumni were not trying to leverage their Mandarin speaking 

skills. In fact, no respondents said they were hired because of their Mandarin speaking skills. 

Given they are millennials with a majority commitment to work in the field of business, this was 

a revealing data point. Neither the HLL nor NHLL populations sought entry-level positions 

where Mandarin was part of the job description. 

It is possible that Mandarin skills in a 21st Century age would be more effectively 

leveraged when careers have advanced and respondents have the opportunity to work in higher-

level positions. The language loss that could potentially incur in the meantime might preclude 

candidates from future opportunities. This raises the more pressing question of why internships 

were not offered with the intention of fostering Mandarin skills within a company’s training 

programs in various areas of business.  
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Less than 10 respondents said their Mandarin skill “might have helped.” One interviewee 

said he did not leverage it at his current job but mentioned: “People know it is a hard language to 

learn, so I feel, I think it does look good but no, I haven’t really leveraged it.” The data were 

analyzed another way to put both HLL and NHLL populations together. Only one respondent 

said they leverage their Mandarin every time they apply for a job. Eight stated that they 

frequently do. Eleven stated they “sometimes” bring up Mandarin usage and 15 respondents said 

that they never do or seldom do. The respondents who stated they always leveraged this skill 

made up only 2% of the total sample. Figure 4.7 shows the responses between HLL and HLL 

regarding their initiative to leverage Mandarin during a hiring process.  

Figure 4.7 

Quantitative Responses on Leveraging Mandarin Language Proficiency During Hiring Process 

Between NHLLs and HLLs 

 

 

Given this surprising information, another exploration assembled data from the entire sample and 

analyzed overall responses about using Mandarin during a hiring process. These data are 

indicated in Figure 4.8.  
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Figure 4.8 

Quantitative Responses on Leveraging Mandarin Language Proficiency During Hiring Process 

 

To break these data down even further, the data were analyzed by comparing both 

populations from a different part of the survey to check for consistency. Once again, only 17% of 

the NHLL population responded they frequently leverage their Mandarin skills, and 0% said they 

did every time they applied for a job; responses were equally matched between sometimes and 

never.  

The weight of these responses indicate that alumni were not leveraging Mandarin skills 

as applicants going through a job application process. This data directly refutes the hypothesis. 

The data on this frequency of Mandarin usage, categorized by NHLL and HLL, is illustrated in 

Figure 4.9. 
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Figure 4.9 

Quantitative Responses on Leveraging Mandarin Language Proficiency During Hiring Process 

 

Understandings and Perspectives of Mandarin as a Leverageable Skill  

To deepen understanding of the responses about perceived leveragability of Mandarin 

skills, another question on the survey further explored the alumni’s understanding of what it 

mattered to be a Mandarin speaker in an employment context.  

Emerging Economic Power. Aligned with the hypothesis for this research study, 

participating alumni showed a strong awareness China was an emerging economic superpower at 

the time of the study, and there was a need in the world of business for people who can work 

with Chinese people. Over 70% of the NHLLs responded stated this was true. The HLLs were 

more reticent, with only 50% agreeing that China was going to be an economic superpower. 

Participant A supported this response:  

A lot of people can basically agree that China is going to play a huge role in the world 

from this point forward, so yeah, knowing Chinese would kind of help you out whether 

you use it as a primary responsibility in your job, or not, but just having that skill is just 

so valuable. 
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In the open response section of this question, one respondent stated they had been cast in 

roles for their ability to speak Mandarin, suggesting an acting career. Another inferred the 

advantages in the field of education. She stated, “(She was) better able to connect with her 

Chinese students in a way that most adults in the building cannot.” Figure 4.10 contains data on 

how alumni perceived the advantages of being a Mandarin speaker.  

Figure 4.10 

Perception of Mandarin as a Leverageable Skill - Need for Mandarin Speakers  

 

Alumni also agreed companies need employees who can work with Chinese people, but 

were less convinced that Chinese people are present in every job sector. This point was the most 

agreed upon by the HLL participants with seven participants agreeing it is important to have 

employees who can work effectively with Chinese nationals.  

According to these data, the primary motivating factor for being a Mandarin speaker is 

not a desire to relocate to Asia. Out of 38 respondents across both HLL and NHLL populations, 

only six NHLLs and four HLLs stated this was a motivating goal. 

A much lower proportion of responses by both populations indicated alumni had a sense 

that being a Mandarin speaker demonstrated to potential employers that, as candidates, they can 

work hard and show commitment. Although the same interviewees spoke of an awareness of 

resiliency gained from their commitment to speak Mandarin, they appeared to be much less 
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convinced this translated to potential employers. Timing might have also impacted these 

responses as the COVID-19 world pandemic of 2020 undoubtedly disrupted what might have 

been intentional career planning. Participant B, a passionate Jewish girl who was the only 

Mandarin speaker in her extended family, shared a combination of the world pandemic and loss 

in her immediate family impacted all career choices, and stated, “It has not yet (made an impact) 

mostly because I haven’t made a whole lot of very smart, intentional decisions yet. I am 

definitely still flying by the seat of my pants.” 

Perception of Mandarin as a Leverageable Skill - Importance of Mandarin Language 

The attitudes and perceptions of alumni in terms of being Mandarin speakers was 

explored in a different section of the survey to elicit comparative data and to look for emerging 

trends. This second round of data analysis confirmed that alumni thought Mandarin was an 

important language to have acquired, and what specific attitudes this expressed. The comparison 

was useful in deepening understanding of emerging trends in the data.  

A Language for the Future. These data aligned with responses that alumni clearly 

understood the Mandarin language is an important language for the future. As the economy of 

China is apparently set up to surpass that of the United States by 2030, it appears to be a 

language that would serve greater importance in the future (Pham, 2018). As indicated in Figure 

4.11, all but two of the NHLLs agreed with this, and all but one of the HLLs agreed with this 

statement. There was little ambiguity these alumni had clear focus on the importance of 

Mandarin in a generalized way. The question “It will help me (or has helped me) in my life to 

advance my career” indicated that in a more subjective way, NHLLs were less convinced that 

Mandarin will, or has, helped them.  Only 13 agreed with this comment. The majority of the 

HLLs agreed with this statement. This information illuminated the potential perspective that as 

an HLL, it was expected they master both Mandarin and English. 
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Many of both populations said Mandarin was a fun language to learn. This was an 

unexpected response given the difficulty of the language to learn and the hours the learning 

process requires. It was a surprising response from the HLLs as they were studying their native 

language. Similarly, it might sound surprising if a native English speaker would describe 

learning English as “fun.” Figure 4.11 indicates the responses relating to the importance of 

Mandarin across the NHLL and HLL sample.  

Figure 4.11  

Perception of Mandarin as a Leverageable Skill - Importance of Mandarin Language  

 

Frequency of Mandarin Use in Current Employment  

Alumni felt strongly that Mandarin was an important language for the future, and they 

were aware companies were seeking bilingual employees. Given these data, surprisingly, 75% of 

NHLL participants stated they did not use Mandarin in any capacity in their current employment 

and 45% of the HLL participants responded the same. The assumption most respondents may be 

too young to have established a career path is discussed in Chapter 5. Only one participant 

responded they used Mandarin around 10-30% of the time, but it was not understood in what 

capacity as the survey did not break this down. The sole alumnus who used Mandarin around 30-

50% of the time was an HLL.  
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Alumni of Mandarin immersion schools professed an understanding their language 

proficiency was a skill to be leveraged, particularly in the world of business, but in their 

emerging careers or potential careers, their Mandarin proficiencies were not creating any 

measurable advantage in the work setting. Figure 4.12 shows the rate at which NHLL and HLL 

were using Mandarin during their current employment.  

Figure 4.12 

Mandarin Usage During Current Employment NHLLs vs. HLLs 

 

As a follow up analysis to these data, a question about the frequency with which 

respondents use Mandarin at all in their work at the time of the survey was analyzed to see if it 

was consistent with other data. A full 23 NHLLs (82%) of the population never used Mandarin 

in their work. After a full 9 years of study at CAIS or ISTP, only three respondents said they 

used Mandarin between 10-30% of the time. These data were not aligned with the hypothesis; 

the potential reasons why are discussed in Chapter 5. Figure 4.13 shows this data from the entire 

sample.  
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Figure 4.13 

Total Sample Mandarin Usage During Current Employment 

 

Because this presented unexpected results, the researcher wanted to understand how much 

change there had been since the alumni graduated from their immersion programs. Given 

graduation from CAIS/ISTP occurred anywhere from 6 to 11 years ago, most alumni shared they 

tried to maintain their language and they are aware that it is an important language. The results 

on Mandarin level change since middle school are presented in Figure 4.14.  

Figure 4.14 

Mandarin Level Change Since CAIS/ISTP 
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Close to 50% of the total respondents never spoke Mandarin anymore. Based on the 

results of perceived change in language skills, the data were broken down one more time to 

analyze the difference in opinion between the NHLLs and the HLLs. Again, the results are 

exhibited in Figure 4.15. 

Figure 4.15 

Mandarin Level Change Since CAIS/ISTP Between NHLLs and HLLs 

 

These data were surprising in that three of the HLLs claimed to never speak Mandarin at 

the time of the survey. Almost a third of the alumni who were NHLLs claimed to speak the same 

amount or had improved language skills. Almost 50% of this population were not using their 

Mandarin at all. These data, although aligned somewhat with the alumni who were using their 

Mandarin to seek work actively, indirectly refute the hypothesis as well. If alumni did not speak 

Mandarin at all at the time of the study, there was little chance they would have been using it to 

find work.  

Other Perceived Advantages to Being a Mandarin Speaker 

The previous categories explored the lived experiences alumni had in terms of 

employment and whether their Mandarin skills mattered in any pivotal ways. Research then 

explored how the attitudes of alumni were oriented in terms of other perceived advantages. The 
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survey questions explored various ways the participants felt being a Mandarin speaker had 

influenced their lives. These questions worked under the assumption the alumni compared 

themselves to monolingual speakers. There was crossover in proposed statements as comparative 

data were essential for emerging trends to become known.  

Comfort with Diverse Audiences and Cross-Cultural Understanding  

The majority of participants expressed two primary ideas that stand out. Both NHLLs and 

HLLs agreed bias based on race or language heritage status was nonexistent in this case. They 

spoke, or affirmed, key statements that related directly back to the World Readiness Standards 

described in the literature review.  

Eighty-seven percent of the NHLL participants and 82% of the HLLs agreed with the 

statement they could better understand people from other cultures. Participant B, a female 

NHLL, elaborated on her agreement of being able to understand people from other cultures 

better: 

I think the perspective is that having another culture to understand is both fascinating and 

intriguing and the more that we can accept diversity and understand a globalization and a 

world perspective, it helps us foster new ideas that others can’t really think of. It gives us 

yes, more perspective. 

  

 Although not unexpected, these data nonetheless support a clear benefit to learning 

languages other than English. Figure 4.16 shows the data on perceived advantages outside of the 

arena of employment:  
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Figure 4.16 

Statements About Being a Mandarin Speaker  

 

Of the 38 participants, 34 responded they were able to understand people from other 

cultures better, and 29 responded they could work with diverse people more easily. Participant B, 

the only fully White individual to respond to the survey, illuminated this point further: 

I do believe and I can’t express this strongly enough, the exposure I got at CAIS to 

different people and different cultures that were different than my own and the 

importance in understanding them has definitely played a huge role in how I look at the 

world and how I interact with people.  

As a particularly passionate interviewee, she expounded on her view of diverse people and 

cultures describing it as similar to an addiction:  

Like I was telling you about my addiction to be immersed in different cultures. I had such 

a positive experience with that, and I continually want to go back because I know that is 

the best way to understand a country, a people, a place. I am not going to understand 

Italians by looking at the Tower of Pisa, I want to be in the thick of it among the people 

going about their everyday life.  

Participant A shared this sentiment, even though they were 6 years apart at school. A trend 

emerged from analysis of the survey data in cross-comparison with the interview transcriptions. 
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These voices were articulating important understandings of how the Mandarin immersion 

journey has mattered in their lives. Participant A shared:  

I think that language in particular is such a really good way of understanding a culture or 

at least like a people’s history kind of. I think that for Mandarin that’s especially true. For 

example, it’s like the “bu ho” the drawing of the meaning from doing that from a very 

early age, gives you an insight into what Chinese culture is like.  

The second most agreed upon statement was they were comfortable with diverse groups 

of people. Although these quotations were wordy, the interviewees were keen to articulate both 

their ability to understand diverse audiences better, and to understand other cultures. Through the 

open coding process, the frequency of usage of the word “perspective” necessitated further 

analysis. All the interviewees used the term “perspective” as a way to describe an acquired 

understanding of other people. Participant B further explained this new open mindedness led to a 

lack of xenophobia:  

I think that level of desire does lead to a level of empathy or a lack of xenophobia or lack 

of fear of the other or a lack of what makes people hate each other. Because I think that 

comes from ignorance and I was given such an opportunity to be anti-ignorant. 

Participant C used the word “perspective” to describe a clear advantage in understanding 

some fundamental differences between the United States and China:  

I think that it gives me a lot of perspective and that is the most important part for me. I 

think the advantage is the cultural perspective and that knowledge and I think that in 

China you have a lot of collectivism and in the U.S. you have a lot of individualism and I 

think that translates as like culture and business it has an impact and puts me ahead of 

others which is why I am considering my role in business. 
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Of lesser importance were agreements with statements such as “I am well organized,” 

and “I have a good memory.” In the open response portion of this question, one HLL wrote, “I 

am able to connect to my background better.” The significant amount of research described in 

the literature review defining gains in executive functioning were not evident in these responses. 

This was consistent across other questions in the survey that explored other executive 

functioning skills such as organization. These benefits may be too nuanced for the participants to 

have functionally described. 

Sensitivity Toward Other Cultures 

To explore further how being a Mandarin speaking adult mattered to these alumni, 

opinions were once again extended and deepened. The alignment of these data to the World 

Readiness Standards offered opportunity to draw some natural and general conclusions. To cross 

check agreement, the perceived ability to work well with diverse groups was consistently agreed 

upon by the majority of the NHLLs and 52% of the HLLs. Participant C clarified, “I think that 

language in particular is such a really good way of understanding a culture or at least like a 

people’s history kind of.”  

Trends on these themes emerged strongly from the analysis. Figure 4.17 supports many 

of the comments already made regarding ability to communicate well across diverse audiences, 

but further narrowed this comment to extend to Chinese people. Of less surprise was the 

perceived ability to be able to understand Chinese people better and to understand the history of 

China. An obvious byproduct of a Mandarin immersion program would be the added sensitivity 

to Chinese culture, people, and history. Mandarin language study offers greater knowledge on 

China itself and an understanding of Chinese people. This was a true statement for both the HLL 

and NHLL, suggesting much like an American student studying American history and traditions, 

there is much to learn about China’s history and culture for a heritage language student.  
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The CAIS clearly excelled at the braiding together of both language and culture as 

interviewees confirmed. Participant D also discussed how his understanding of Chinese people 

and the ability to see them from another perspective played an important role in the development 

of new friendships:  

I know that like in college, I was able to connect a lot with international students from 

China whereas a lot of my American friends, they never really liked to talk to the 

international students from China, they thought they were like snobby or whatever but 

since I speak Chinese, they feel more comfortable approaching me and so a lot of my 

really good friends are from China and that could possibly help build connections in the 

future. Language is a powerful tool in building relationships period. I definitely wouldn’t 

build those relationships with the Chinese international students if I didn’t speak Chinese.  

Participant B, a White race NHLL, added she was able to understand the cultural 

differences between Jewish values and Chinese values, as she had deeply experienced both over 

the course of 11 years. She said, 

My family is Jewish so I can say this with a lot of good authority, there are a lot of 

similarities in Jewish and Chinese values but I didn’t get them from being in Jewish 

community, I got them from being in a Chinese community, whether it’s a high premium 

placed on education or hard work or it’s the way that I interact with my peers or my 

elders, especially my teachers. 

Figure 4.17 shows confirmation the majority of NHLLs feel strongly they are more 

sensitive to other cultures and Chinese people.  
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Figure 4.17 

Statements about Being a Mandarin Speaker  

 

Although they appear to be very general, the categories of responses were developed to 

ascertain whether alumni could draw distinction between themselves and their monolingual 

peers. Figure 4.18 indicates what these differences may be.  

Figure 4.18 

Additional Statements About Being a Mandarin Speaker 

 

In the open response section of this question, respondents offered valuable insight to a 

distinct advantage in being able to pick up other languages with greater ease:  

• “Helps with learning other Asia languages (Japanese, Korean)” 
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• “It makes it easier to learn Japanese (and other East Asian languages, I presume, 

compared to if I had only grown up learning English.” 

• “Learning Mandarin from an early age has improved my ability to learn other languages 

in general.” 

• “Learning other languages seems easier.” 

Resiliency and Adaptability 

The literature review described some of the social benefits of a bilingual education (Fan 

et al., 2015). Character attributes, such as resiliency and adaptability, were explored in this study 

as there was not any available research correlating a bilingual education with perceived character 

growth in particular areas.  

Participant D mentioned perseverance as a direct advantage to being in a Mandarin 

immersion program as did 32% of the survey respondents. In Figure 4.18, other perceived 

advantages focused on resiliency and adaptability. The neural adaptability required of the young 

bilingual student was a positive advantage by Participant A, who said, “I think the way you need 

to train your brain to learn Chinese is really good for learning other things as well. Yeah, well, it 

carries over to a lot of other fields.”  Participant D also affirmed this gradual development of 

added resiliency: “So I guess that for me, the one way that my personality has been affected, by 

learning Chinese, I think that it’s made me more resilient.” He added that this resiliency can be 

applied to the acquisition of other skills, “I think it helps you with other aspects of academics and 

for sports for that matter too. It teaches you perseverance, which applies to all aspects of life, to 

stick to something for your entire life.” Participant B focused on increased adaptability as being 

an advantage. She elaborated: 
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So there is this flexibility that you have to your environment and adapting and that has 

served me so well, especially with my restless spirit, but also that you have so many paths 

open to you and you can be so open about taking them. 

The act of code switching performed by the bilingual student is a challenging process. It 

was also a skill set alumni practiced on a daily basis at school. Participant A acknowledged the 

difficulty of the journey and implied the resiliency gained. He said:  

There is also a character component to it where it’s like the challenge of learning 

something as hard as Mandarin, at like, first grade or like learning other cultures from an 

early age that just helps you, kind of broaden your perspective, and what your brain 

considers, that could also be a huge factor.  

All of the interviewees discussed less about any perceived advantage in terms of 

executive functioning and cognitive gains, but more of an understanding of their own difference 

in perspective in compared with monolingual speakers. The emerging trend that Mandarin skills 

may not be employed or impact their young professional lives at the time of the study was clear 

throughout the analysis of the data. The consistency in messaging that interviewees felt a 

heightened sensitivity to other cultures and an increased ability to communicate with a diverse 

audience of people was equally true.  

One participant articulated her perception that being a Mandarin speaker changed her 

own perspective of herself as a world citizen. Her point brought up some salient thinking 

concerning global citizenship. Participant B shared:  

In terms of global citizenship, I think that bilingualism and exposure to other cultures 

motivates one to be more aware of yourself in a global context. Global citizenship is 

really tricky because I think that it is very easy to theorize about but very hard to act on. 

Both because of the way that the world is set up but perhaps because of a lack of 
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privilege. It’s a very privileged thing to be a global citizen to be able to focus on what is 

beyond what is immediately accessible to you. On the other hand, I wish, I hope that is 

the way that the world is trending. For each people and each country to look and see how 

each decision it is making and is affecting so much more than just themselves.  

Lifestyle Choices 

A solid 39% of participants responded they do not make any perceived lifestyle choices 

based on their ability to speak Mandarin. This was aligned with many participants stating they do 

not use Mandarin at work, nor have they tried to leverage their language ability at this point in 

their lives. Proficiency skills did not seem to matter in any substantial way toward lifestyle 

choices, outside of eating Chinese food occasionally.  

Respondents agreed 32% of the time that they made lifestyle choices, which involved 

using Mandarin such as “I love Chinese food and am ready to travel to China in the future” to 

“I’ll often speak Mandarin at restaurants to order food.” Some of the elected responses also 

mentioned being comfortable travelling to China or planning to travel to China when opportunity 

arose. One participant said, “I have and will continue to travel to China knowing that it is easier 

to get around knowing the language.”  

Data about lifestyle choices are exhibited in Figure 4.19. These data are not separated by 

HLL and NHLL populations.  
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Figure 4.19 

Lifestyle or Career Choices based on Mandarin Proficiency  

 

Insight into the Mandarin Immersion Journey 

The last sections of the survey asked participants to rate the truth of statements ranging 

from, “If I could have done it again, I never would have attended” to “It has enriched my life.” 

The results were not separated out for NHLLs and HLLs. The intent of questions in this section 

was to establish a general attitude toward the Mandarin immersion experience. It had been 

anywhere from 7 to 11 years since their graduation from their prospective dual-language schools, 

and it was of interest to the researcher to discover general areas of regret or gratitude. There were 

no regrets expressed and only affirmations of the enrichments that came from this unique 

experience.  

The most agreed upon statement was, “It has enriched my life.” Participant B described 

how everyone in his class at CAIS had done exceptionally well:  

You know, I think it played a huge role, in like, my development. From my class, I mean 

if you looked at my class, everyone did, tremendous, really well. Whatever you want to 

measure that by. People in my class did really well. So, I think that based on the small 

size, based on kids I knew from CAIS, either everyone was already set for greatness or it 



 132 

really is beneficial. At least in respect to taking notes through the years, it looks like 

everyone is really thriving. Like in our class, there is a kid who is an Olympic fencer, 

another girl in our class went to Princeton, like a bunch of Ivy League kids, one girl went 

to music school and got a Grammy at the age of 20 so people doing really interesting and 

crazy things.  

This sentiment of enrichment gained from the bilingual journey was shared by Participant 

B, who stated, “I mean yes, I am 100% White, as white as white can be, but I grew up in such a 

rich cultural environment that it felt like home to me.” This same participant was so immersed in 

her cultural experience that she explained how dumbstruck she was in the 2nd Grade when her 

mother clarified to her that she was not, nor would she ever be, Chinese.  

There were zero respondents who agreed with, “If I could have done it again, I would 

never have attended” and the same with, “It hasn’t made much of a difference either way in my 

life.” Some were able to acknowledge the challenge level with 21% saying, “It was challenging, 

but I am glad now for the experience.” The positive tone of these responses from both the survey 

and the interviews was resoundingly clear; there were no regrets and respondents could identify 

clear areas of enrichment. Clearly, the experience mattered and continues to hold value across 

the two populations. Figure 4.20 presents data on alumni responses on lack of overall regret for 

participating in a dual-language Mandarin program.  
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Figure 4.20 

Insight into the Value of the Mandarin Immersion Journey 

 

Enrolling Own Children in a Mandarin Immersion Program 

When asked if the participants would put their own children in a Mandarin immersion 

school, the responses were all positive with the exception of one. The participant who would not 

put their child in a Mandarin immersion school stated they would be more interested in a part-

time program for their child. Thirty-one people out of 38 said they would want their own 

children to repeat the experience they had in their Mandarin immersion school. There may be no 

better way to clearly evaluate the impact of an experience, when as parents, they would desire 

the same experience for their child. Data comparing the opinions of HLL and NHLL in response 

to enrolling their own children in a Mandarin immersion program is in Table 4.21. 
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Figure 4.21 

Possibility of Enrolling Own Children in a Mandarin Immersion Program 

 

When asked about placing his own children in a Mandarin immersion program, 

Participant A responded, “I definitely would, ugh, yah. I think it would be more important for 

them, yes, definitely.” All of the interviewees agreed with this statement. Since all of these 

interviews were representing the voices of the NHLL population, immersed in one of the world’s 

hardest languages to learn, this was a compelling affirmation.  

Conclusions Drawn from Main Insights 

Current projections (Pew Research Center, 2008) state that the United States will expand 

to 438 million people by the year 2050. Of this future population, 41 million people will be from 

Asia. When this statistic is combined with the fact that China’s economy will overtake that of the 

United States in less than ten years, it brings into sharp focus that speaking Mandarin would 

offer a clear advantage. The alumni in this study will be, on average, 33 years old when the 

economy of China overshadows that of the United States and at the height of their working lives. 

Given trends that emerged from this research study, it is unlikely they will be leveraging their 

Mandarin skills then, if they were not at the time of the study. They were in possession of what 

multinational businesses were calling for, and will continue to call for as China’s economy 
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advances, but were not able to sustain either interest or language proficiency levels to see what 

may have transpired on a professional level.  

Beyond the calls for bilingual speakers in the fields of government and business to 

support a rapidly interconnected world economy, this study’s alumni were defining what leading 

organizations are stating as requirements for 21st century citizens. Alumni shared the true impact 

of their bilingual education was not leveraging it on a first job currently, but on the heightened 

sense of perspective and understanding they have gained as a result of having attended CAIS or 

ISTP. In the words of P21, a leading organization for 21st century skills, “It is only through 

knowing the language of others that we can truly understand how they view the world. This is 

what makes the language student a 21st Century skilled learner” (P21, 2020, p. 1). Apparently, 

skilled in key areas of leadership in a multinational country, but not in ways to leverage 

Mandarin proficiency with economic value.  

Conclusion on Data Analysis 

This chapter contains the results of the analysis, connects the analysis back to the 

research questions, and demonstrates consistency of the analysis with stated hypotheses of the 

study. The data included in this chapter provided clear insight that the Mandarin immersion 

journey has mattered to this population of alumni, but not in the way the researcher expected. 

Alumni described in both the survey and the interviews clear understandings that the field of 

business was calling for bilingual speakers to compete in a globalized economy. This finding 

directly supported the hypothesis. However, the understanding they stated was not translating for 

over 50% of the population into jobs where they could use their hard-earned linguistic skills. At 

the time of the survey, a surprising number appeared to have gone their separate ways with a 

language that they studied for over 9 years.  
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The data that offered less pause to process were the clear and resounding voices 

articulating an increased cross-cultural understanding, sensitivity to other cultures, and the ability 

to communicate better across diverse audiences. These represent skills that should be benefits of 

a lengthy immersion journey.  

The research questions exploring the legacy of the Mandarin immersion journey for 

alumni and the difference in this evaluation from both HLL and NHLL populations have been 

addressed in the data analysis.  

The improvement effort of this study called for researchers and policymakers to look 

carefully at the journey of the bilingual student in the U.S., as somewhere along the track the 

language capacity they possessed was somewhat derailed. Their language education shaped their 

cross-cultural competencies and open-mindedness, but it did not bear enough influence or 

significance to impact their career choices. An irony exists that in the field of business, which 

most of the alumni were interested in pursuing, the loudest voices are calling for workers with 

critical language skills.  

In the following chapter of this research study, data were synthesized with the conclusion 

that this research should lead to an improvement model where the education benchmarks of 

highly successful OECD countries are revisited to better understand how to improve our own 

system of sustaining and fostering bilingual, business-minded workers. The journey of bilingual 

students in top performing countries such as Finland, Japan, China, and Singapore is culminating 

in university graduates who are bilingual or trilingual. Their nations expected no less from them. 

It could be argued that European countries have a geographical advantage, but the same logic 

cannot be applied to China. As the top performing education system in the world in 2018, China 

continues to propel generations of skilled, bilingual workers into the employment market.  
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Chapter 5 

Findings 

In the final chapter of this dissertation, the researcher synthesized and discussed the 

results from the previous sections, aligned these results to current literature, and offered a broad 

overview of the significance of this research study. The timing of this study presented a 

particular and new set of challenges as interviews were scheduled for April and May, just when 

COVID -19 reached a ferocious peak in the United States. As one interviewee stated, “thinking 

about my future, or past, is the last thing on my mind now.”  

Notwithstanding force majeure timing and low participation, there were themes that 

emerged from these data that can be used to establish critical new research. Novel studies can 

explore potential advantages of a bilingual education over a greater lifespan and find the fault 

lines of where the education system discontinues the support for bilingual. Advocacy for 

bilingual language adoption and further proliferation in U.S. schools necessitates a wider vision 

than was explored in research.  

The education system in the United States was not producing students that fared well on 

international testing measures, and the neighborhood in which a student is born can be prophetic 

in determining their futures. The Trump Administration was taking calculated steps to limit the 

opportunity for skilled overseas workers, including teachers, to participate in reviving the U.S. 

economy. This is especially true in world language occupations where skilled, native speakers 

are the primary necessity. These factors lend themselves to an unclear but potentially dreary 

outlook for the ability of many U.S. students to participate fully in this era of intense global 

connectivity. Mandates for bilingual education and a clear pipeline to develop the promising 

capacity of students through to university graduation exists in other progressive countries; these 

high and strong benchmarks offer great opportunities for both discussion and research.  
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Discussion on Findings 

This research study explored three main questions about bilingual education. These 

questions stem from a social constructivist framework that proposes learning to be a deeply 

active and socially process, not a product by any means, and that culture and language are an 

essential part of this process (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). In an immersion program, these are 

the two predominate factors evident in a classroom. One alumnus (Participant B) in particular, a 

White race Jewish girl, thought that she was Chinese herself, which vividly reflected the 

influence of an immersive environment.  

Research Questions 

 Bilingual learning is a dynamic process and this study sought to identify whether alumni 

could identify any long-term gains. Using the social constructivist theory as the basis for 

learning, the researcher explored themes from the lived experiences of alumni of Mandarin 

immersion programs, seeking greater understanding on what their language journey mattered to 

them years later. The research questions were:  

• How do alumni of established schools evaluate the impact of having attended a dual-

language Mandarin immersion program? 

• How do the voices of alumni differ across decades? 

• Do the voices of heritage and nonheritage alumni of Mandarin immersion schools 

evaluate the legacy of this experience in different ways?  

Hypothesis 

This research study was based on the hypothesis that alumni were able to leverage their 

Mandarin Chinese for greater strategic placement in the job market as they moved into their 

professional lives and were able to leverage their language abilities beyond just strong market 

appeal. The hypothesis also stated they were sensing they were in possession of critical 21st 
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century skills, and by acquiring Mandarin as a language proficiency tool; they were expanding 

their promise of success and maximizing their future professional capacity in an internationally 

charged climate.  

Summary of Findings 

The data analysis showed the alumni who participated in this study had strong awareness 

that China is an economic superpower and that Mandarin will be an important language for the 

future. They also acknowledged companies need people who can work with Chinese nationals. 

However, very few of them, perhaps because of their young age, had leveraged, or were 

currently utilizing their language skills in any capacity in their current employment. Of greater 

concern was they had lost some of their language skills due to low university expectations and 

programs, and were unguided on how to channel their Mandarin skills in a professionally 

advantageous way. 

The study also revealed these alumni felt different from monolingual speakers in their 

heightened sensitivity toward people from other cultures and in their ability to communicate with 

diverse audiences more effectively. This was not directly hypothesized, but opened a door to new 

understandings on the benefits of a bilingual education.  

The strongest testimonial to the Mandarin immersion experience was that every single 

participant, both NHLL and HLL, acknowledged it was a challenging experience, but it had 

enriched their lives. Not a single voice of regret was expressed. Moreover, alumni would enroll 

their own children in a dual-language Mandarin program if given the opportunity.  

Two of three of the research questions were explored in the following discussion of 

findings. The research question on how alumni might evaluate the legacy differently across 

decades was unexplored. All respondents came from the same decade, which tightened the age 

gap considerably.  
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Evaluation of Impact on Employment Potential  

As the alumni that participated in this study were all between the ages of 18 and 25, 

measuring the impact of their Mandarin immersion journey appropriately homed in on 

employment and employability experiences to support or refute the hypothesis. The data 

indicated three key findings in this area. First, participants were not leveraging their Mandarin 

skills in intentional ways to find employment and second, alumni were not emphasizing to 

potential employers that they were Mandarin speakers. These first two findings did not support 

the hypothesis. The third finding was the majority of them were, or would be, pursuing work in 

the field of business. This last finding directly supported the hypothesis but did not transpire as 

an actionable eventuality. Many were still considering first careers, but even fewer envisage 

Mandarin language playing a substantial part. However, intention is easy to state but challenging 

to measure.  

Lack of Knowledge to Leverage Mandarin Skills 

The hypothesis stated these alumni would be using their hard-earned biliteracy skills to 

become more attractive to potential employers and to land jobs where their proficiency skills 

could be used. However, the findings indicated most participants (over 75%) did not leverage 

their Mandarin skills during their job interviews even though the majority of them were pursuing 

or planning to pursue careers in business. Even more surprising was that over 82% of the NHLL 

population were never using Mandarin at all in their current workplaces. After a full 9 years, in 

some cases 11 years of study, only three respondents used Mandarin around 10-30% of the time. 

This study had hypothesized that number would be substantially higher.  

The hypothesis about the choice of business was based on a sizable amount of research 

that described a pressing need in the fields of business and government offices for critical 

language speakers. An assumption was made that there was ample opportunity for these 
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participants to stand apart in a pool of monolingual applicants. However, the data analysis did 

not support this.  

The Economist Intelligence Unit (Daniel et al., 2014) described an urgent need for job 

candidates in the world of business to work cross-culturally and have the communication skills to 

strengthen relationships in a multinational environment. This was supported by ACTFL’s (2019) 

report Making Languages Our Business which stated, “A command in multiple languages is a 

valuable asset for U.S. students and employees - not only in boosting their marketability in the 

workplace, but in helping them thrive in a global economy” (p.3). The candidates participating in 

this study were a natural fit for this “urgent need” (p.3), yet 23 participants stated their Mandarin 

skills “didn’t come up in the job description.” Furthermore, only 10 affirmed that it “might have 

helped.” One participant said, “Well, I put it on my resume.” 

Only 17% of the NHLL population spoke any amount of Mandarin anymore. Even with a 

data pool this small, a trend emerged to suggest young bilingual speakers might not possess the 

knowledge of how vital their proficiency skills might be nor how to leverage them to better 

fulfill their promising capacity in the world of international business. The question changes from 

“if” they leveraged their distinct skills to “why” they have not leveraged their skills. Theories for 

why this might be and recommendations for improvements are offered.  

The literature review described most immersion programs discontinued the dual-language 

model after middle school, and this proved true for the alumni in this study. They spoke of only 

two high schools in San Francisco and only one university that provided a coherent plan for 

advancing Mandarin language. The participants otherwise described at length their challenges in 

continuing to study Mandarin in beneficial and productive ways past middle school. Many of 

them opted for study abroad programs in China or Taiwan as the main avenue for language 

maintenance. This experience was likely the closest they could get to mirror a truly immersive 
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environment. Participant A attended Princeton University, which offered a full range of tracked 

world language courses. Princeton was an anomaly. Either most schools do not have the 

capacity, as the hiring of and maintaining world language teachers is a fraught process, or they 

lack the commitment. The process of hiring world language teachers has become more 

prohibitive given the current administration’s clampdown on H1-B specialty visas, which has 

dual-immersion programs nationwide scrambling to retain teachers (Spiewak, 2020).  

With the growing influence of STEM curriculums, learning institutions have decreased 

their already dwindling commitment to world language study, and this decreases its perceived 

value. Many universities are dropping requirements for students to take a world language and 

these programs are contracting. Stein-Smith (2019) stated in 2019, only 7.5% of university 

students enrolled in a world language course. This statistic is contradictory to expanding 

knowledge that social and economic networks are becoming more international than ever before. 

These numbers could have even greater consequences if the undertones of racism and 

xenophobia continue to perpetuate the mindset of many U.S. citizens.  

The schools the participants attended, CAIS and ISTP, have developed intentional 

programs that combine both language and culture in sophisticated teaching methodologies over 

decades. These schools placed a strong sense of value on the acquisition of a critical world 

language and graduated proficient biliterate and bicultural speakers at the end of 8th grade. Post 

commencement, if high schools and universities do not offer language programs and experiences 

that continue to place value on biliteracy as a key response to developing world readiness and 

economic capacity, then it is easier to understand why these alumni would not possess the 

perspective that they have a leverageable skill. This could be due to the fact that more and more 

colleges are limiting access to world language studies and programs (Jaschik, 2018), or students 
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themselves are not offered the opportunity to see the potential career benefits of continuing their 

world language study.  

Nativism is slow to change. The shifting demographics in the U.S. are creating an 

indisputable reality, discussed in the literature review, that people of color will be the dominant 

race in the United States and the majority of them will speak a language other than English at 

home (The Center for American Progress, 2015). Stakeholders in education and other 

organizations are trying hard to figure out how to address this. A quickly changing globalized 

world is creating demand for a different skillset among students, but also a reevaluation of 

curriculums that suit a new population of students altogether. The alumni in this study mirrored 

this research and this “growing urgency to create, evaluate and expand new models of education 

better synchronized with the realities of today’s globally linked economies and societies” 

(Holden, 2012, p. 1). With their mixed race and bilingual skills, the participants in this study 

already represent the anticipated future and they are signaling this future is already arriving. The 

alumni interviewed, with the exception of one, were all mixed race and could be 21st century 

poster children. Chinese, Norwegian, Burmese, and White genetic and cultural heritages made up 

their genetic and racial identity.  

Alarmingly, the future appears to be arriving without the interest from millennials in 

employing their Mandarin skills in significant ways in a professional capacity. This 

synchronization of systems called for by Holden (2012) needs to continue the early value placed 

on biliteracy and continue to empower and support these bilingual students as they move through 

the entire process of education. For these students, there was no synchronization or continuation. 

A summer abroad program, their primary method for language maintenance for NHLLs, does not 

equate with being intellectually and culturally nourished in both high school and undergraduate 

programs. With continual support, they might have understood they possessed a vital and 
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leverageable skill that would require an adult 2,200 hours to reach basic proficiency, but they 

accomplished in their youth due to the neural adaptability of the brain (Bialystok, 2014). Until 

the age of 15 or 16, the high school and university education system are skipping the last step in 

the equation and “dropping the ball” on them at a critical time in their career decision making 

process as young adults. They were primed to be major contributors to the global economy yet 

there is no pipeline to this.  

As the United States moves toward a different balance in both linguistic and racial 

demographics this researcher recommends sustainable bilingual programs that continue through 

college, as other nations do, and allow both HLLs and NHLLs the ability to learn in the target 

language. Programs could be developed with U.S. multinational employers to inspire internships 

and focus pathways that lead to promising careers for bilingual speakers in their desired fields. 

The U.S. should hold the alumni's early, hard earned capacity for high levels of Mandarin 

proficiency in greater esteem. The departure from a dual-language program does not have to 

signify a departure from purposeful language study. High benchmarks for second or third 

language proficiency, such as those seen in the theoretical foundations of Asia and Europe, are 

needed in the United States.   

The literature also clearly described the need for students to enroll in an immersion 

program for a minimum of 6 years to reap the full benefits across academic and cognitive fields 

of biliteracy (Bialystok & Craik, 2010). Although this aspect was not investigated directly, 

outside of some participants that said they were highly adaptable, it still leaves a large hole in the 

literature. Researchers stated bilingual students performed better on cognitive science tests 

(attention, memory, task switching) and academic assessments by the end of 8th grade. The point 

of this research was asking what that matters to the 22-year-old or 35-year-old. This sample of 

alumni was not actively demonstrating direct gains in their professional lives as the hypothesis 
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suggested they would. It was anecdotal, but disturbing, that the interviewees out of college were 

attempting to keep their Mandarin skills current by occasionally speaking to the parents of 

friends or listening to the radio on the way to their English-speaking job.  

China’s Booming Economy 

This section pursued the findings the majority of the participants were in college or in 

their early 20s, and were potentially just embarking on their first professional jobs. They 

indicated a clear understanding that China’s economy was booming, and Mandarin language 

skills could help them in the future. It was possible they had lost a sense of the value of being a 

biliterate person and its applicability, or they were not directly looking for jobs where Mandarin 

could be used. The reality might be that outside of Mandarin tutoring jobs, entry-level positions 

in the field of business are not requiring the use of Mandarin skills. Even large multinational 

companies like Coca-Cola would probably not be hiring employees at an entry-level position for 

Mandarin speaking positions in the United States. In China, it would be a prerequisite based on 

the experience of this researcher, but much less likely in the United States. It could come down 

to a matter of timing. As respondents in their 30s did not transpire, this remains only conjecture. 

China is expected to surpass the economy of the United States in the next 20 years (Scott 

& Sam, 2016), and this researcher hypothesized these alumni had planned for this. The 

awareness of the staggering growth of China’s economy in the last 30 years had made an impact 

on the participants and, as the hypothesis predicted, they were well aware that Mandarin 

language is a strategic language to learn with over 85% of the respondents agreeing. Only one 

respondent anticipated living in China, so it is reasonable to assume that these participants may 

be expecting their future work could involve working for companies that do business with China, 

Daniel et al. (2014) indicated. However, Participant C made it clear she felt her level of 

Mandarin was not good enough to use it in a business environment, outside of a golf game.  
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The art of doing business with Chinese people or any other culture involves more than 

just language skills. It requires an awareness of customs, practices, and traditions that generate 

trust and respect. Many Americans fail to pick up simple customs, such a never placing your 

glass higher during a toast than your Chinese host. It is the simple awareness of the customs of 

another country that can make a significant difference in contracts and partnerships. The 

respondents in this survey probably had that awareness, but at their young age, were not in a 

position to be negotiating any joint venture partnerships yet. Researchers such as Suarez-Orozco 

(2007) and the Asia Society (2020) said fluency in more than one language and strong cultural 

sensitivity is no longer an option, but rather a critical attribute to employment competitiveness. 

These respondents may not be using their Mandarin now, but some might still find it will help 

them in their futures. They possessed both cultural sensitivity and language skills to be leveraged 

potentially later. It remains to be seen if, at a later date, their Mandarin skills will still be at a 

level strong enough to be leverageable. It is this precise loss in momentum that bears the 

strongest testimony to potentially lost language and opportunity.  

The majority of the participants demonstrated awareness Mandarin is an important 

language for the future, but less agreed with the statement it would help them to advance their 

own careers. Less than 50% of the NHLL respondents agreed with, “It will help me (or has 

helped me) in my life to advance my career.” This did not align with the hypothesis which 

projected the ability to speak Mandarin would be shaping careers. Researcher Suarez-Orozco 

(2007) also called bilingualism “a prerequisite for career advancement,” yet this is not the case 

with the study’s respondents. This leads back to the earlier suggestion these alumni started strong 

with language study, but the ability to maintain their language skills, or visualize clear pathways 

to leverage it, have become less capacitated as they enter adulthood. How these alumni were able 
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to reconcile their understanding of China’s place in the global economy, and their ability to 

actively become part of that professionally, remains to be seen.  

The effort it takes for NHLLs to maintain Mandarin at a competent enough level for 

employment goes far beyond listening to the radio. Participant B shared even after 11 years of 

study at CAIS and two summer exchange programs post middle school, she did not feel as 

though her Mandarin was strong enough to function in a work environment. She was not the only 

interviewee to state this.  

Findings Related to 21st Century Frameworks  

Findings aligning the lived experience of alumni with world readiness standards were to 

be expected. The experience of being in a Mandarin immersion program lends itself to deep 

cultural enrichment. However, a distinct finding emerged offering direct alignment between 

these standards and an increased cross-cultural sensitivity in the alumni, and the ability to 

communicate across diverse audiences. An important goal of education is always to prepare 

students for promising and productive careers, but a by-product of the bilingual education, in 

particular, is the ability to understand and empathize with others from other cultures. To deepen 

understanding on the nature of this trend that emerged, the literature review exploring the 

frameworks for 21st century is revisited.  

The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages created World Standards 

that consist of five goal areas: (a) Communication, (b) Culture, (c) Connections, (d) 

Comparisons, and (e) Communities. The ACTFL expanded and deepened their standards by 

emphasizing their understanding communication is much more complex than just learning the 

metalinguistic awareness and constructs of a language different than one’s own. Their goal areas 

described coherently the individuals who are part of global communities and possess the defined 

characteristics of 21st century world citizens such as these alumni.  
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The ACTFL focused on the reality of 21st century challenges facing the United States 

and how global leadership will have to depend on the ability to “interact with the world 

community both inside and outside borders” (ACTFL, 2020). They further described the benefits 

cultural awareness plays. The OECD (2019) specifically stated communication is a critical part 

of preparedness but supplemented this definition with “the need to communicate across diverse 

audiences by engaging in open, appropriate, and effective interactions across cultures” (OECD, 

p. 12). Both the OECD and the Asia Society set forth the urgent need for students who can weigh 

perspectives and communicate across diverse audiences. The word “perspective” comes up 

repeatedly in the Asia Society report Educating for Global Competence (Boix-Mansilla & 

Jackson, 2015) with the basic statement that “Globally competent students recognize 

perspectives” (p. 4). This statement succinctly summarizes the expressed attitudes of the alumni 

from this study. To clarify the meaning of the word perspective, ACTFL defined it as how 

culture is perceived from your own point of view and manifested through “meanings, attitudes, 

values, ideas” (Cutshall, 2012, p. 1).  

21st Century Standards and a New Perspective  

The voices of the ISTP and CAIS alumni spoke directly to the positive gains of language 

acquisition beyond simple communication. It was expected alumni would describe greater 

appreciation and empathy for Chinese culture. However, the findings from both the survey and 

the interviews demonstrated a clear commonality in choice of language. Alumni spoke of a 

realization they were more comfortable with diverse cultures and people than monolingual 

speakers. They made two powerful statements:  

• I can work with, am comfortable with, diverse people more easily  

• I am more sensitive/comfortable with/to other cultures  
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These were agreed upon more often than any other statements in the survey (see 

Appendix A). The third most popular response was, “I feel that I understand Chinese people 

better.” In another area of the survey, the most agreed upon statement was, “I can understand 

people from other cultures better,” which lends itself to direct consistency.  

Given their young age and relative inexperience in the job market as millennials, the 

alumni participating in this survey were voluntarily describing the benefits of bilingualism 

directly aligned to 21st century frameworks. This essentially becomes a new area of study. 

Although very little research to support the long term benefits of a bilingual education outside of 

the delay of Alzheimer’s Disease (Bialystok, 2014), a study by Merisuo-Storm in 2007 was one 

of the first to describe positive attitudes and perspectives as a clear additional benefit. Their 

study showed how students in bilingual programs showed significantly more positive attitudes 

toward world languages and cultures than their peers in monolingual classes, similar to the 

alumni in this study. Apparently, the endless benefit the alumni described was the development 

of a perspective that is more world-friendly and nurtures a broader sense of humanity.  

As a conceptual apparatus, the word perspective is a key term. According to the ACTFL 

definition, an individual makes sense of other cultures through their own meanings, attitudes, 

values, and ideas. Jobs that require an international competency and comfort level in working 

with diverse populations necessitates that people have positive attitudes toward other languages 

and cultures. The shift in perspective demonstrated by the majority of alumni in this study suits 

the U.S. Department of Education’s International Strategy (2012) calling for a 21st century 

citizenry to have the capacity to understand and interact with the world, including the possession 

of language skills and the appreciation for other countries and cultures.   

The findings from survey during the research supports the potential shift in perspective 

that comes from the impact of a bilingual education and is common rhetoric in the interviews. 
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Furthermore, all of the alumni interviewed voluntarily mentioned the word perspective or 

directly implied a heightened sensitivity to cultures different from their own. Examples of alumni 

quotes mentioning the word “perspective” or directly implying heightened sensitivity are 

included in the following section as they support a finding from this research.  

Although plentiful, a few quotes were chosen as they specifically indicated the ability to 

function at high levels as bicultural world citizens. Participant A related when he was at college, 

Chinese students were largely misunderstood. He said during the interview, “Language is a 

powerful tool in building relationships period.” He described the following occurrence:  

I know that like in college, I was able to connect a lot with international students from 

China whereas a lot of my American friends, they never really liked to talk to the 

International students from China they thought they were like snobby or whatever but 

since I speak Chinese, they feel more comfortable approaching me and so a lot of my 

really good friends are from China and that could possibly help build connections in the 

futures. 

Participant B adopted a more general view to the heightened awareness she has of other cultures:  

I do believe and I can’t express this strongly enough, the exposure I got at CAIS to 

different people and different cultures that were different than my own and the 

importance in understanding them has definitely played a huge role in how I look at the 

world and how I interact with people. 

Arguably, the current administration’s executive order reducing the issuance of H1-B 

visas narrows the ability to welcome foreign nationals, and to appreciate the skills they bring. 

Participant B described a clear awareness of this:  

I think that level of desire (to communicate in another language) does lead to a level of 

empathy or a lack of xenophobia or lack of fear of the other or a lack of what makes 
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people hate each other. Because I think that comes from ignorance and I was given such 

an opportunity to be anti-ignorant. (She continues) In terms of global citizenship, I think 

that bilingualism and exposure to other cultures motivates one to be more aware of 

yourself in a global context. 

This sense of xenophobia and a narrowed curriculum was observed by Participant C:  

I think that a lot of material that you learn in schools is very U.S.-centric and everything 

you learn in schools like history is discussed with the U.S. as the center point. The truth is 

we are a new nation that like started 200 years ago, whereas with China you have over 

5,000 years or so I think the perspective is that having another understanding is both 

fascinating and intriguing and the more that we can accept diversity and understand a 

globalization and a world perspective, it helps us foster new ideas that others can’t really 

think of. It gives us yes, more perspective. 

Finally, Participant D also illustrated his heightened awareness towards other cultures, 

and said, “It’s like learning other cultures from an early age that just helps you, kind of broaden 

your perspective, and what your brain considers, that could also be a huge factor.” Among all the 

interviewees, these were there most descriptive and passionate narratives.  

Findings between Heritage and Nonheritage Populations  

 There was no hypothesis for the third research question; the research formulated the 

question as a matter of curiosity.  In total, 11 heritage language alumni lent their voice to this 

study.  

Research described how challenging it can be for HLL to claim this title, when the 

findings revealed that six more alumni had thought that they were HLL because they had some 

Chinese heritage in their family. As cultures and races become more and more blended, this will 

likely become a defunct method of categorizing populations based solely on language heritage.  
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The six alumni who thought they were HLL may have looked Chinese, but unless a 

significant family member, a mother or father, is speaking Mandarin to them, they may have had 

the same language skills on the first day of school as Participant B, who was the Jewish 

respondent. Race no longer dictates the language that spoken by an individual as much as 

nationality might. The arduous task of separating the HLLs and NHLLs occupied much of the 

first part of data analysis, as there were invalid self-classifications.  

True heritage language speakers did not elect to participate in the interviews. The survey, 

however, revealed some worthy findings. For example, it was no great surprise that seven of 11 

Chinese students spent their summers in China as a way to keep up their language. Many 

Chinese returned for extended family visits. It was also no surprise that they maintained their 

language skills primarily by being in a relationship with a native speaker. These findings were 

expected.  

It was surprising none of the HLL population was hired because of their Mandarin skills. 

Only four indicated it might have helped. As an illustration, Bellevue, Washington, the home of 

the Microsoft Campus, has thousands of Chinese employees. They were hired because of their 

strong technical skills in programming and coding, not for their Mandarin language ability. If 

anything, being supported in an education system that valued both English and Mandarin enabled 

them to have strong job options. The HLL population opted not to participate in the interview 

experience. Without their voice contributing to the study, it is impossible to ascertain why they 

chose to attend a Mandarin immersion program at all. A possible answer is so that they could 

learn to read and write in Chinese.  

The HLL population agreed Chinese is an important language for the future, and only 

agreed it would help them advance their careers. These statistics are all aligned proportionally 

with the NHLLs.  
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Participants in this study who self-identified as HLL were only slightly less inclined to 

agree with, “I am more sensitive to other cultures” and “It has enriched my life.” Across the 

survey, their responses were consistent with individuals who inherently know a lot about Chinese 

culture and language. Similar to the NHLLs, they also demonstrated commitment to put their 

own children in a Mandarin immersion program.  

Another variable impacting this study was that only NHLLs chose to participate in the 

qualitative interview portion of this mixed-methods study. They were quickly responsive and 

eager to discuss their Mandarin immersion journeys in articulate ways for well over the allotted 

20 minutes. The narratives of their lived experiences spoke to a few key trends in the research. 

Having qualitative participation of HLL alumni would have helped to offer more comparative 

data. Greater insight could have been gained into whether Chinese alumni planned to work in 

China’s booming economy, or if they were planning to leverage their own bilingual skills in any 

way at all.  

Conclusion of Research Findings 

The data from this research study revealed most of the alumni from a Mandarin 

immersion program with attendance of over 9 years were not using their Mandarin in meaningful 

ways at the time of the research study in work or lifestyle choices. This was maybe due to their 

ages, but a strong consideration is that after middle school, it was challenging to maintain both 

proficiency and interest in being bilingual Mandarin speakers. The true legacy is what the 21st 

century frameworks were defining but that existing research barely affirms: Mandarin language 

bilingual education leads to a positive perspective toward diverse audiences and citizens of other 

world cultures. It potentially leads to a greater comfort level among diverse populations, an 

openness toward cultures and beliefs that are different than one’s own, and a generally strong 

adaptability to new and challenging environments. Constructive dialogue, as relatively free of 
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bias as possible, is needed now and but imperative in the future with rapidly changing racial and 

ethnic dynamics.  

Beyond the calls for bilingual speakers in the fields of government and business to 

support a rapidly interconnected world economy, the alumni from this study were defining what 

leading organizations were stating as requirements for 21st century citizens. They checked the 

primary boxes for critical world readiness skills. There was strong indication that the system of 

bilingual education failed them by having unclear and inconsistent values across organizations. 

Language learning became a disrupted process that graduated bilingual students who began to 

see world language as an elective instead of a priority. The establishment of the Seal of 

Biliteracy at high school graduation is, hopefully, the beginning of a shift in understanding this 

journey is a marathon, not a sprint. The seal could culminate in bilingual Mandarin speakers 

prepared for both business and language skills to be utilized, nurtured, and valued post college 

graduation by clear pathways to success. These pathways needed to be established by a stronger 

relationship between business programs and multinational companies eager to pick up the torch 

where the practicum of college left off. 

Therefore, the findings of this study indicate the true impact of bilingual education for 

these millennials was not manifested in early career decisions and employment but on the 

heightened sense of cultural awareness and cross-cultural perspective taking they gained as a 

result of having attended strong bilingual programs.  

This research study concludes with the position that beyond the rarely disputed gains in 

executive functioning and the striking academic achievements of students in Portland public 

schools and other public schools, bilingual education students may possess the knowledge, skills, 

and heightened perspective that will meet the demands of the 21st century. The query posed is 
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what will it take to braid together both skills and perspective. The response given might be a 

bilingual education nurtured and valued, tracked from preschool to career readiness.  

There was no great coincidence the schools with the highest marks on the PISA 2018 

exam were also countries where bilingual education does not have an expiration date. Students 

are not given a choice to take, or not take, a language in high school. Proficiency in two or three 

languages becomes the expectation when these students graduate high school. Universities, 

unless they are technical schools, expect students to continue their language studies not as 

optional liberal arts credits but as critical proficiencies, so these nations may welcome 

individuals into the workforce with the confidence to embrace their language use and add 

economic value. This is the birthright of world citizens.  

Limitations of This Research Study 

The research community remains absorbed on what qualifies as a bilingual advantage. 

Recent empirical studies on executive functioning, academic advantages, and potential social 

benefits typically investigated the effect of speaking an additional language compared to 

individuals who just speak one. With the decreasing homogenous populations in the United 

States, it is questionable how group designs can remain effective in their dichotomy. Children are 

influenced by a multitude of variables including socioeconomic status, involvement from 

parents, fetal experiences, and support from extended family. These are not simple variables to 

mitigate and smaller studies could explore these issues with their in-design methodology. The 

context is which a bilingual education takes places is crucial. The literature review revealed there 

is no single methodology in bilingual education, teacher education program, populations of 

heritage speakers, or consistent learner outcomes across the United States.  
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Independent School Students vs. Public School Students 

The participants for this research study were alumni who graduated from two long 

established schools where their academic performance was held to the highest standard by both 

school and caregivers. A participant in his mid-20s mentioned his classmates went on to have 

impressive and intentional lives. He stated, “People in my class did really well. So I think that is 

based on the kids that I knew from CAIS, either everyone was already set for greatness or it 

(Mandarin immersion) really is beneficial. Everyone is really thriving.” This comment speaks to 

motivation levels and a good sound education that were likely byproducts of a vigorous 

independent school program. If the comment “Everyone was set for greatness” was a trend 

emerging from data from both alumni of public-school programs, chartered, and independent 

school programs, it would hold more weight toward the advocacy of bilingual programs.  

Another participant who understood she came from a position of privilege raised this 

point. In referring to her experience at CAIS she mentioned, “We were fairly disciplined as kids 

and fairly sheltered and socioeconomically privileged.” She also provided an astute context for 

the concept of global citizenship, “It’s a very privileged thing to be a global citizen; to be able to 

focus on what is beyond what is immediately accessible to you.” The strong involvement from 

parents was also described by Participant D, “The average level of interest and engagement in 

academics from a lot of the kids is extremely high due to pressure from the parents and whatnot.”  

The research questions explored in this study would take on a great deal more legitimacy 

if data from independent school graduates, like CAIS, could be compared with data collected 

from students who attended public school immersion language programs such as the Portland 

School District participants. Then, and only then, can the enormous variables presented by 

socioeconomic means be mitigated.  
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This research study involved a small and limited sized sample, but no comparative data 

existed outside this research study to create a stronger or differing position. The longitudinal 

research study conducted in the Portland Public School district, the most significant to date on 

academic achievement (Steele et al, 2017, compared the academic achievement of students in 

their traditional programs to students in their bilingual programs and at the end of 5th and 8th 

grade with a sample size of over 25,000 students. As mentioned in the literature review, the 

students in the bilingual programs were better readers in the English language compared to their 

monolingual peers often by as much as a full school year (Steele et al, 2017. These are 

significant contributions to the field of research as they compared data development across 

languages and tracks over the course of 6 years. This research clearly stated bilingual students 

had no English learning loss. The students who participated in the Portland Public School study 

would just now be going off to college. What self-agency they used to maintain their second 

language skills post high school or how they feel they might leverage their Mandarin language 

skills in the future remains an area of strong potential research.  

Small Sample Size Due to Lack of Middle Schools Nationwide 

Most schools in the U.S. are only now adding middle school continuations of their 

elementary bilingual school programs. According to Elizabeth Weise, who maintains the 

Mandarin Immersion Parents Council website and who is the master record keeper of all 

Mandarin bilingual schools, the surge in adding middle schools to supplement existing 

elementary programs began to occur around 2015 (Weise, 2020). These students are too young 

for a participating base as they have had no opportunity to try out their Mandarin speaking skills 

in an adult postsecondary school experience. Research studies need to take on a longer vision 

lens to measure efficacy and value to a Mandarin immersion journey. Alumni who attended 

earlier decades of schooling at CAIS and ISTP chose not to participate in this survey, or their 
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contact information is inaccurate. These were both deterrent factors toward having a study with a 

greater breadth of voices across decades. It was also the focus of the first research question, but 

without the data from alternative generations, this question was no longer addressed.  

Timing of Study during COVID-19 Pandemic 

A natural assumption would be that, as people are sheltering in place, they would have 

had more availability to take the survey. It also raised the inquiry of why only 18-26-year-olds 

responded to the survey, and not anyone older than 26.  

It is possible the world pandemic left others with an inability to focus on this research as 

they had more immediate concerns. The true implications of conducting research during 

COVID-19 will never be known.  

Summary of Limitations 

A full list of limitations for this research study is:  

• Lack of inclusion of public school or charter school alumni.  

• Lack of comparative data of alumni from monolingual programs. This study contains no 

data from alumni of any other programs without a target language immersion program.  

• Timing of research study during a worldwide pandemic.  

• Lack of over 10 respondents to click the consent button on survey. Either this was an 

oversight, or a deliberate motion to have data not be included in the research.  

• Small overall survey participation base. Out of 452 recipients of the survey, less than 

10% elected to participate. This is a very low participation rate, even for a survey.  

• Small overall interviewee participation base. There were nine people who responded 

positively to participating in an interview; however, only four followed through.  

• Lack of diversity across ages of participants. There are no comparative data from 

differing decades.  
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Implications for Research 

This was a pioneering study to establish the impact of a Mandarin bilingual experience 

from the voices of alumni themselves, which was the first of its kind in a wide body of research 

to ask the question, what did it matter to them? It validated what the research community had 

established fairly universally on the general benefits of a bilingual education and then picked up 

where research dwindled. Measuring impact on the academic development, or executive 

functioning gains, at the end of elementary school or middle school, served to inform educators, 

advocates, and policy makers of critical information about the preservation, adoption, and 

implications of bilingual programs for both heritage and nonheritage populations. These studies 

has been an essential body of contributing research since the 1980’s.  

As a nation under the current administration, resistance to “foreign” anything is clear. 

H1B visas are more challenging to obtain for second language speaking teachers, the nativist 

movement has found greater opportunities to rumble, and the dedicated pathway to create 

citizens in this country who can lead the world into the 21st century seems riddled with 

challenges.  

This study, although statistically small, is the springboard of a recommended focus in the 

field of bilingual research. Stakeholders need to continue to consider the results of countless 

studies on the benefits of a bilingual education in a critical world language but widen and 

lengthen this scope to look at the language proficiency benchmarks of other countries. It raises 

novel and critical questions:  

• Does the bilingual immersion journey for Finns, Koreans, Singaporeans, and Chinese, 

which continues to be supported and valued through university, matter more to their 

alumni?  
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• How do high schools and universities in well performing OECD countries offer support 

for the bilingual student so their proficiencies are valued, supported, and sought after?  

• What factors become known that are missing in the United States education system?  

• How can U.S. businesses, calling for critical world language speakers, cooperate with 

universities to create programs to foster both linguistic and economic skills?  

• How can we illustrate to U.S. students at universities that we value their language 

proficiencies?  

Bilingual education, across sectors, does not require greater funding than monolingual 

education. The greatest downside is identifying an effective workforce who are native speakers 

in the second language and hold the required state certifications and work documentation. 

Bilingual education is the way to produce world citizens with the high capacity to function 

effectively in the era of globalization, and as learned educators, we need to study what precise 

variables, from shortage of university level commitments to reluctance on the part of bilinguals 

to engage with their language skills, were hindering this process.  

The bilingual language impact, as this study has shown, was much more than an acquired 

language proficiency in a second language. It was this shift in perspective of bilingual students 

that begins to align authentically with the world standards established by ACTFL, P21, and the 

Asia Society. The alumni in this study meet some of the communication goals and cross-cultural 

competencies established by these organizations and can describe why they felt their experience 

mattered. Among all participants across qualitative and quantitative constructs, there was not one 

who regretted the experience of attending both ISTP and CAIS. The most agreed upon statement 

was, “it has enriched my life.” There is nothing delimiting about enrichment, in particular when 

it begins to support students in the United States toward the opportunities that will come from 

being better prepared to engage the world in open-minded ways. However, the greatest 
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implication to the field of bilingual education study was this cross-cultural competency is only 

half the battle. Alumni need to be further directed and guided toward the important role they play 

in business, U.S. government departments, and politics. Only then can they begin to engage the 

world with both linguistic skills and cross-competency skills. These findings show it had 

mattered some, but not in substantially career changing ways. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

This researcher proposed further studies explore the bilingual systems of Finland, 

Singapore, and Korea to see how they have supported bilingual, high-performing students 

straight through to adulthood. As a nation, the United States offers a double standard. In some 

areas, the United States supports and encourages the opening of public, chartered, and 

independent schools that can educate bilingual students, but then it falters in nourishing these 

vital world readiness skills into young adulthood, a time when these skills are needed the most.  

The NHLL alumni in this study stated they were able to see the world through the cross-

cultural lenses of compassion, heightened sensitivity, and communication across broader and 

more complex audiences. They felt their perspectives were not the same as monolingual 

speakers, altered and morphed from years of immersion in a second culture, and this divergence 

does matter. It would matter more if it could be combined with a young, educated work force 

who embraced their critical language proficiency skills to work in both governmental and private 

sectors as leaders in their field. These leaders arguably have the skills to function highly in 

today’s globalized world. The literature review consistently illustrated people who speak another 

language have access to a wider variety of jobs, meet the world readiness standards, and can 

more fully participate in other cultures.  

Specifically, this researcher has the following recommendation:  



 162 

• Most participants, over 75%, were not leveraging their Mandarin skills during job 

interviews even though a majority of them were pursuing, or planning on pursuing, 

careers in business. Therefore, programs need to be developed for college-aged students 

through the collaborative effort of universities, multinational companies such as Coke, 

Microsoft, Amazon, Nike, and Proctor & Gamble, and organizations such as P21, Asia 

Society, and ACTFL. These programs align all organizational needs and values with the 

intentional focus of preparing floundering bilingual students with clear pathways to add 

economic value. These initiatives would align with international business degrees and 

lead to internships where graduates are placed in multinational companies where their 

skills, knowledge, and dispositions are put to best use.  

• Examine and explore the methods by which OECD countries are successfully producing 

bilingual/trilingual students. Specifically, university requirements across countries, 

university culture that successfully supports bilingualism and any mechanisms that 

launch graduates into bilingual rich careers.  

• Offer programs nationwide to be disseminated at both public and private schools t0 offer 

students concrete understanding of the world that they are growing up in and the 

important role that bilingualism will play in their futures. Mentors and mentorship 

programs can make vital connections between application in the real world and the 

promise that they hold in their lives at that time. Equal rights, diversity, and xenophobia 

will always be extensive units of study in schools. Language potential and linguistic 

capital deserve placement as well, for both heritage and non-heritage learners.  

• Investigate whether a program such as the State Seal of Biliteracy can track the progress 

of a bilingual student from preschool to college, signaling clearly they have these 

proficiency skills on their transcripts. As alumni were apparently reluctant to share their 
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bilingualism, this added certification may offer enough concrete evidence to change their 

minds.  

Conclusion 

The problem statement in this research study stated there was a lack of research to 

support true knowledge of how the bilingual journey matters in the life of alumni. Knowing what 

this researcher discovered, further research performed in ways that are more robust can lead to 

important understandings in how we are failing our bilingual students. This failure has 

implications not only for the sample of alumni included in this study, but a more wide-reaching 

population of individuals contributing to the U.S. economy as residents.  

The OECD (2010) has identified the United States as being one of three OECD nations 

that devotes extremely limited resources to the schools facing the harshest of socioeconomic 

difficulties and challenges. As this literature review described from the PISA 2018 exam, the top 

performing countries on the worldwide comparative examination were all in Asia, namely China, 

and all of these countries offer divergent thinking in two critical ways from the U.S. education 

system.  

The top performing countries invest resources where they can hold the greatest impact in 

education and are systematically addressing their own issues to advance and uphold a national 

oath to educate and prepare one’s youth for 21st century challenges. China, Finland, Hong Kong, 

Singapore, and Korea are giving students the skills, knowledge, and perspectives they will need 

to function successfully in a global era. The international benchmarking assessment tool known 

as the PISA exam offers countries opportunities to learn from other higher performing 

geographical places to gain insight into how to improve their own education system. In their 

report on PISA results, the OECD acknowledged, “Few countries have been able to capitalize 

more on the opportunities the globalized world provides than the United States (OECD, 2016, p. 
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15).” However, they caution this advantage was in danger of imminent erosion as more and more 

countries have surpassed educational standards and U.S. students were less well positioned to 

seize opportunities in the future. The PISA international benchmarking assessment does not 

provide encouraging results for U.S. students in regard to the 2018 exam results (OECD, 2019). 

What it offers is an opportunity for us to look carefully at what value placement in bilingual 

education was being manifested in the U.S., and where the early promising tracks of biliteracy 

and bilingualism become derailed.  

President Obama reacted to international benchmarking by launching one of the world’s 

most aggressive education reform agendas to date. His agenda “Race to the Top” would have 

adopted internationally benchmarked standards and assessments, and built data systems that can 

identify and assist in turning around the lowest-performing schools in the nation (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2020). These measures have stalled under the current administration. 

The benchmarks remain and U.S. educators must continue to evaluate the best ways to reach 

them.  

Another factor all of these PISA high performing areas hold in common is every student 

was being educated fully in bilingual education. Students were accessing academic content in 

two, and sometimes three languages. One solution offered in this study is to research further 

bilingual measures seen in other OECD countries with continually high performance on the 

PISA triannual exam and for educators, policy makers, and organizations to revisit the economic 

price if students in the U.S. are not able to compete, as coined by Thomas Friedmann (2005), in 

this new era of globalization.  

Despite the United States’ traditional record since WWII as a political and economic 

superpower, there is a threat to becoming narrowly sequestered in our own boundaries due to the 

nativist agenda, short staffing of all qualified teachers, and lack of federal and state directives to 
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improve education in equitable ways. A bilingual education, in addition to the multitude of 

benefits largely due to increased executive functioning and higher academic achievement, also 

enhances skills defined by 21st century benchmarks for 21st century learning.  

The lengthy childhood experience of a bilingual experience mattered to the alumni, yet it 

could matter more. More of them could be strategically placing themselves as future bilingual 

global leaders in the field of business, with the cross-cultural skills to lead ever changing 

populations of diverse people. The benefits they stated of stronger communication skills and 

cross-cultural awareness harmonizes with world readiness standards, but the rhythm of their own 

potential impact in the workforce as global citizens is disrupted, and opportunity is potentially 

lost. Other OECD nations and esteemed bilingual global leaders are illustrating the balance 

between language skills and its priceless dispositions offers great promise to U.S. students. The 

United States is, effectively, most of the way there. The United States can illuminate this 

intentional bilingual pathway and keep it bright for a new generation of world ready leaders.  
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Appendix B 

Qualitative Data from Interviewees 

 
Interview Transcription Participant A  
April 24, 2020 
 
Years Attended CAIS  I attended CAIS from K to 8th Grade. I 

graduated in 2008. I didn’t take it at all in High 
School but took it two years in college, did a 
summer program in program in Beijing while I 
was at college. I went to Princeton 

Home Language  Neither of my parents spoke Chinese. My Mom 
is ethnically Chinese but her family came over to 
the states around 1900 and so her generation 
didn’t speak and same with the generation above 
her.  
 
My Dad was a PhD in neuroscience, and I guess 
there was a lot of research at the time that 
showed that kids who learn multiple languages 
when they are young is beneficial to brain 
development. So, he was actually the one 
pushing for me learning second language and it 
just happened there was a lot of Chinese schools 
in the Bay Area (indecipherable) My Mom didn’t 
really care either way because she can’t speak 
and no one else in the family can.  

Remembering CAIS I knew it was difficult but at the same time when 
you start at the age of 5 or 6 you don’t really 
have much to compare it to right? It just seemed 
normal, I guess? For sure, the first year or two, I 
remember, I had to spend a lot of time with the 
teachers after class because I was kind of behind 
and I didn’t speak at home but after that, I felt 
that it was an even playing field, I felt like.  

High School/College I didn’t study in High School, I would have 
placed out of the program.  
 
(might lose it) It did, fortunately some of my 
good friends from CAIS were either first gen or 
second gen or whatever but they spoke Chinese 
at home and so when I would go over, or stay at 
their house, I would end up practicing with their 
parents. 
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Definitely, the Chinese program at Princeton was 
topnotch. They have some really good programs 
and the summer programs that they have are 
probably the best ones at college whereas 
regardless of what year you are at, you take a 
language pledge to basically not use any of your 
native tongue for the entire summer so kids who 
were there for the first or second year, it’s really 
tough but it’s a really good thing. And they have 
a native track as well as a normal track, so it 
wasn’t a problem finding the right track. 

Motivations  It was primarily a continuation (of the foundation 
that I had built) a secondary fact is that a lot of 
people can basically agree that China is going to 
play a huge role in the world from this point 
forward, so yeah, knowing that Chinese would 
kind of, help you out whether you use it as a 
primary responsibility in your job or not having 
that skill is just so valuable. 
 
For sure and also for more selfish reasons, just 
the feeling of losing something that you worked 
so hard at. You know it’s like My Chinese has 
gotten worse, than I don’t know, where it was. 
And so yes, you realize it right away. 
 

Ability to relate in High School   

Friends from CAIS  By the time I graduated CAIS, there were 30 of 
us in the grade and there was a huge attrition 
rate. Huge. Partly because, obviously, it is very 
challenging and very hard and because you can’t 
gain students along the way. So, if a student 
drops out in second grade because it isn’t worth 
the blood, sweat and tears, which is totally valid, 
but we can’t find anything who can fill that spot 
in 6th grade because they aren’t at that language 
level. So, there was a huge rate of attrition.  
 
My point being is that there about were 30 of us 
and 3 of us had no Asian background 
whatsoever. I am not sure how many were 
heritage speakers and how many just had Asian 
parents but because we were in the Bay area we 
had a huge number of Cantonese speakers but not 
necessarily Mandarin. It’s definitely a mix.  
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Life after College  I have been doing management consulting for I 
guess the past three years. I recently quit and 
travelled to China for like two months but yeah 
took a trip to China by myself for a bit. And now 
basically switching into software engineering. 

Degree in   

Leveraging it at Work  I didn’t (have opportunities to use Mandarin) but 
I wasn’t really expecting to either. There 
certainly were opportunities to work in China, 
but I didn’t really seek them out. I have been in a 
relationship for a pretty long time now so it just 
wouldn’t have worked.  
 
I don’t know if I have leveraged it, but I have 
always put it on my resume. People know it’s a 
hard language to learn, so I feel, I think it does 
look good but no, I haven’t really leveraged it.  
 

Personal Life  Tough to say, I made friends with a lot of native 
Chinese speakers, just by virtue of being a CAIS 
student. I wouldn’t really say that that has 
happened all that much. Or in the cases that it 
has, it has been my other connections first, not 
really me being a Chinese speaker. I live in 
Brooklyn. For sure, I think I am like the only one 
that went through a program like that.  
 
Surprisingly, a lot of my good friends are multi-
lingual. (are you drawn to it because of your own 
background) It could be, that definitely could be 
part of it. At Princeton, most of my friends were 
international students and in high school, 
everyone spoke multiple languages also, most 
spoke Spanish.  
 
I’d say that from CAIS, to High School to 
College, most of my friends were multilingual.  
 
 

Leveraging/Appreciation for Mandarin skills 
now.  

You know, I think it played a huge role, in like, 
my development. From my class, I mean if you 
looked at my class, everyone did, tremendous, 
really well. Whatever you want to measure that 
by. People in my class did really well. So, I think 
that based on the small size, based on kids I 
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knew from CAIS, either everyone was already 
set for greatness or it really is beneficial. At least 
in respect to taking notes through the years, it 
looks like everyone is really thriving.  
 
I think the biggest thing, is just kind of, I think 
it’s a combination of things. But I mean, learning 
Chinese, or learning another language is very 
difficult, I think learning Chinese is so different 
than other romance languages. I think the 
characters require a lot of memorization which is 
its’ own learning technique. I think the way you 
need to train your brain to learn Chinese is really 
good for learning other things as well. Yeah, 
well, it carries over to a lot of other fields. So 
that’s one thing, the other thing is that I don’t 
know how familiar you are with CAIS or not, but 
it is a private school in San Francisco, where 
tuition is not cheap so you are also surrounding 
yourself with kids who come from privileged 
families so the average level of interest and 
engagement in academics from a lot of the kids is 
extremely high due to pressure from the parents 
and whatnot. So, the bar is set really high from a 
really early age.  
 
Off the top of my head, you know, we would 
have outperformed people with similar 
demographics who went to private schools. Like 
in our class, there is a kid who is an Olympic 
fencer, another girl in our class went to 
Princeton, like a bunch of Ivy League kids, one 
girl went to music school and got a Grammy at 
the age of 20 so people doing really interesting 
and crazy things.  
 
Compared to other classes, I think we did 
outperform the class above and below us. It’s 
tough to say. But I also do just feel like a lot of 
us, I’m trying to think, continued to take 
Chinese, either in High School or college. I am 
trying to see if that means anything, but I don’t 
know that it does.  
 
Obviously, I think for a lot of us, we turn our 
measures of success to where you went to school, 
but the fact that a lot of us are musicians or 
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athletes, also means that it’s not just on the 
intellectual side, there is also a character 
component to it where it’s like the challenge of 
learning something as hard as Mandarin, at like, 
first grade or like learning other cultures from an 
early age that just helps you, kind of broaden 
your perspective, and what your brain considers, 
that could also be a huge factor.  
 
I think that language in particular is such a really 
good way of understanding a culture or at least 
like a people’s history kind of. I think that for 
Mandarin that’s especially true. For example, it’s 
like the “bu ho” the drawing of the meaning from 
doing that from a very early age, gives you an 
insight into what Chinese culture is like. I think 
that also understanding what “Jung guo” means, 
it’s not just China, it is the central country, it is 
also an insight into China’s history. How they 
see themselves as being the chosen people in 
some sense. “Mei Guo” same thing there as kind 
of an aspirational country. Especially those that 
didn’t learn Chinese, everybody cares about 
China now and its place in the world, so it 
constantly comes up.  
 
I definitely would, ugh, yah. I think it would be 
more important for them, yes, definitely.  
 
I do not, not at all. If any regrets, I wish I had 
taken more of it. It wasn’t really feasible, but if it 
had been feasible, it would have been great to 
have that option. Ideally, I would have taken it 
through high school and then carried it on 
through college. That would have been the most 
ideal, but it wasn’t really possible.  

 
 
 
Interview Transcription Participant B  
 
Interview Date: April 28, 2020 
 
Years Attended CAIS  I graduated in 2008 and I was there for 10.5 or 11 

years, so I was there from Pre-K all the way to 
8th grade.  
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Home Language  What I typically say to people is that my parents 
“hen you yen jian” They knew had a lot of 
foresight, so they knew initially when they 
started looking at schools that they wanted me to 
be bilingual. My mother went to bilingual 
schools etc. growing up so they looked into all 
sort of Spanish immersion, French immersion 
programs. They happened upon CAIS and 
realized what a boon Mandarin fluency would be 
in the coming years. It wasn’t a popular decision; 
I think a lot of extended family really didn’t 
understand because it wasn’t quite the thing in 
the 1990’s as it is now. But yeah, they had a lot 
of foresight and I was really lucky.  

High School/College I graduated from CAIS and then went to 
International High School which was ironically 
in the same building for 3 years of high school. It 
has the IB program and second and third 
language classes actually. They ended up 
creating a separate class for the CAIS alumni 
from my year because there were 5 of us and 
they hadn’t previously been equipped to handle 
our level. I transferred high schools my senior 
year and they did not have an adequate Chinese 
class so instead I TA’ed their 101 Chinese Class. 
I took a year off at that point, a gap year, 
between high school and college and the later 
part of that year I lived in Taiwan which was 
super beneficial to my Chinese. After that, I 
transferred to Oberlin College in Ohio and I did 
not take Mandarin my first year because there 
was so much more to explore. Which was a hard 
decision, especially coming straight out of 
Taiwan, to not take it. I ended up taking it my 
second, or was it my third year, but took it for the 
rest of my time there as I was an East Asian 
Studies Major. Partly because half the major was 
done for where I tested into Chinese 

Motivation  The more mercenary answer is that I knew that 
Chinese was going to help me get into college 
and help me later in life etc. etc. But CAIS didn’t 
just give me the language, it gave me another 
culture that I identified with. I mean yes, I am 
100% white, as white as white can be, but I grew 
up in such a rich cultural environment that it felt 
like home to me. My mother loves to tell the 
story of when I was in I think second grade, my 



 211 

mother had to explain to me that I wasn’t 
Chinese nor would I ever be Chinese.Because for 
a child, you don’t make your connections or 
build your relationships based on what you share, 
what your similarities with people are, there’s no 
concept that the relationships you have are based 
on something aesthetic like race, everyone else 
around me was Chinese so why wasn’t I? That 
was the community and the culture that I was 
brought up in and comfortable in.  
 
I was vaguely uncomfortable when I went to 
High School because there were so many white 
people. (laughs) It’s just something that I 
identified with, not that I presumed myself to 
take any ownership over the culture, but it was 
something that felt like home, that was familiar 
and that I understood. It also imbued in me a lot 
of cultural values. My family is Jewish so I can 
say this with a lot of good authority, there are a 
lot of similarities in Jewish and Chinese values 
but I didn’t get them from being in Jewish 
community, I got them from being in a Chinese 
community, whether it’s a high premium placed 
on education or hard work or it’s the way that I 
interact with my peers or my elders, especially 
my teachers. I was in college before I learned 
how to say NO to a teacher. And it was my third 
or fourth year of college before I figured it out. 
And being around people who shared that culture 
made it so that I could share those values and be 
around people who share those similar values 
which was another challenge that I encountered 
when I went to high school. It was a rowdy high 
school and there were students who didn’t 
appreciate the privledige that they had of being 
there. That was hard for me, because it was such 
a given that they were going to pay attention in 
class, and do what your teachers were telling you 
and have a certain amount of self-discipline. That 
was something that I truly valued thanks to CAIS 
and that wasn’t something that I found 
everywhere and it was a shock. What I am trying 
to get at is that CAIS didn’t just give me a 
language, it gave me a sense of community, a 
sense of home and a sense of culture and so I was 
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tracked into continuing my relationship with all 
of those things.  

Cultural Context from CAIS  I think yes, Every Chinese holiday was 
celebrated, every history of every Chinese 
holiday was explained, there was foodm there 
was history, we skirted around modern Chinese 
history very neatly. Taiwan, all of that was neatly 
avoided. I never took a language class until I 
went to college instead I had taken classes in 
Chinese.So everything that I gained at CAIS was 
gained with a different perspective ditto. Math is 
a great example. In 4th grade, I had a lot of 
trouble with fractions and decimals, I just didn’t 
understand it and Mr. Sticko my English teacher 
was teaching math in English and he spent a lot 
of time explaining it to me, but I just wasn’t 
getting it. So I went to Zhen Lou Shr who was 
my 3rd or 4th grade Chinese teacher and spent 30 
minutes on it, or not even, and all of a sudden I 
went home and totally understood fractions 
because the perspective had just shifted. The way 
that it was explained, the way that it was framed 
even the words that were used, just clicked in my 
brain and I understood a concept that I previously 
had not understood. So that was part of it…the 
time that was spent and the time that was spent 
on the songs, the history and the stories and the 
folktales and the holidays and all of that also. 
And then the rest of it was sort of osmosis. The 
one thing that I wasn’t aware of at the time, but 
that my mother brought my attention to later is 
that one of the reasons I very distinctly never felt 
like an outsider is that she put in a lot of effort to 
get me included. There is a very essential 
element to Chinese culture this element of 
family. It is a much larger idea of family that 
some American view of family or some 
Caucasion view of family because it includes so 
much extended family but it is family centric. 
Which means that when a family is going to 
celebrate Chinese New Year or sit down for a 
holiday, they invite all of their family but it’s not 
necessarily how we treat Thanksgiving here 
where it becomes a Friendsgiving as well. So, my 
mother made a lot of effort with the parents in 
my grade to get me included, to get me to go to a 
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family Chinese New Year. That was when I was 
very young obviously, by the time I was in third 
grade Charlotte’s family is like my family and 
Charlotte is one of my very best friends to this 
day. I have been to CNY at her house for the last 
15 years. I think that creating that community 
among the parents so that it transcends or that it 
is there in addition to these family centric units is 
super important when you are learning in an 
immersive community like that. Because that 
was a big part of it, being able to go to people’s 
homes and meet everyone’s parents. To this day, 
all of my friend’s parents are Aunty and Uncle, 
so it’s things like that really create a connection 
to the values and the culture that you can’t get 
just in a classroom.  

Ability to relate in High School  Just for reference, half of the students that went 
to International High School and a good ¾’s of 
the people in my school were bilingual and a lot 
of them were actually trilingual so it wasn’t 
actually the trilingual elements that set us apart 
so much as the cultural elements. Partly because 
we were all fairly disciplined as kids and fairly 
sheltered both socio-economically privileged as 
well as culturally privileged um so going into 
High School with people who were maybe less 
so or had different values. I mean, straight up 
things like it would never even had occurred to 
me as a 14 year old to show up to class high, I 
mean that is so disrespectful to the teacher who is 
trying while you are in the back of the class 
watching a soccer game on your laptop. These 
were such foreign concepts to me and there were 
things in high school that some people didn’t 
give a second thought about. And it was bizarre. 
And there were things like, I know this is 
superficial, but not caring about grades and 
things like that, not caring about academic 
success was just bizarre. That would have been 
something that CAIS could have drilled in a little 
bit less and I would have been okay with. I am 
not sure that is a universal issue. If anything, a lot 
of my friend’s from CAIS who I am still very 
close to, we all experienced a little bit of the 
shock for having been sheltered for so long. But I 
think we all experienced it in different ways; for 
some people it was academically, for some it was 
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socially, for some it was racially. I think some of 
us experienced it less so than others.  

Friends from CAIS  By the time I graduated CAIS, there were 30 of 
us in the grade and there was a huge attrition 
rate. Huge. Partly because, obviously, it is very 
challenging and very hard and because you can’t 
gain students along the way. So, if a student 
drops out in second grade because it isn’t worth 
the blood, sweat and tears, which is totally valid, 
but we can’t find anything who can fill that spot 
in 6th grade because they aren’t at that language 
level. So, there was a huge rate of attrition.  
 
My point being is that there about were 30 of us 
and 3 of us had no Asian background 
whatsoever. I am not sure how many were 
heritage speakers and how many just had Asian 
parents but because we were in the Bay Area we 
had a huge number of Cantonese speakers but not 
necessarily Mandarin. It’s definitely a mix.  

Life after College  It has not yet (made an impact) mostly because I 
haven’t made a whole lot of very smart, 
intentional decisions yet. I am definitely still 
flying by the seat of my pants. Immediately upon 
graduation, I was intending to come home and 
doing some intentional thought about what to do 
with my life. I had an intense, intense yearning to 
be abroad. Just anywhere, CAIS made me, and I 
made me as well, but CAIS helped me incredibly 
desirous of being part of different cultures. What 
you get from immersion is like nothing else and I 
just want to be immersed in everything all the 
time always be learning new things and eating 
new things and trying new things so I very much 
would like to be abroad but anyway I came back 
from college with that intention, put some 
intentional thought and then I instantly got 
offered a job at an organization that I had 
volunteered at and been an intern so I moved to 
NY and I took that job for a non-profit that works 
in education. Shortly after that, my father passed 
away and so I moved back and forth between NY 
and SF every six weeks for a year and then I 
finally got them to let me move to Berkeley 
which is where I currently work at the same 
nonprofit and then my mother got cancer. I 
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haven’t’ had a moment to figure out what I am 
doing with my life. My Mom finished radiation 
and then the Corona Virus hit so I am still 
figuring that out.  

Degree  So I was an East Asian Major with an emphasis 
on Chinese culture and language. I am currently 
working for a nonprofit that works with students 
with learning disabilities. But I have learning 
challenges and ADHD and so that was quite the 
experience going through an immersion program 
so that is its own cup of tea.  
 

Uses Mandarin at all now?  No, I used it a lot in previous internships and 
roles. Here I don’t use it much at all, which is 
unfortunate. It’s getting rusty! It needs a trip 
back to Asia. 
 

Language Maintenance  It’s rough, it’s very rough. The level of 
acquisition that students got at CAIS was super 
varied, that is very important to realize. I was 
very lucky in that somehow through the teachers 
and a lot of hard work from my parents and 
whatever else, and other variables came into it, I 
was able to acquire the right tones and the right 
accents and the right sounds and so for people 
who are able to do that, the only variable is the 
level of vocabulary. But there were also people at 
CAIS who never really grasped the sounds and 
the tones and have always had a very American 
accent that fortune has not left me, I still have 
that. What I currently lack is the vocabulary that 
flies out of your mind faster than you know.  
 
But what I am counting on which is what 
happened when I went to Taiwan, is that is 
comes back very quickly when I am immersed in 
it. What I do in the meantime is a lot of radio, 
when I am driving and I have the radio on, it’s 
Chinese talk radio. If I am doing my list work at 
work, I have Chinese radio on in the background. 
That’s a super great way to keep up with the 
sounds, keep up with the, I don’t even know 
what the word is, the vibe? I have books but my 
reading level is lacking because that also flies out 
of your head. But that never got really high at 
CAIS. CAIS gave me the speaking and the 
listening and the talking, but did not give me 
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excellent reading skills, so I spend a lot of time 
on that trying to improve those. 
 
My friends and I, and again because they’re 
varied levels, some acquired it better than others, 
which didn’t impact who I picked as my friends. 
My friend Charlotte, from CNY, she actually 
took a gap year in the middle of college and 
moved to China to do Opthamology research so 
her and I will speak Chinese. But more often we 
speak Chinglish. I don’t know if you found this 
but more often than not there are some things 
that are easier to say in one language more than 
another. And often it will come out in that 
language. For me, it’s “What time is it?” I hate 
saying that in English, for me, it’s such an 
uncomfortable phrase. And so I always, always 
ask “Ji dian jung” Especially when I am tired, the 
simplest things will just come out instinctively in 
Chinese because it’s easier. I don’t know why, I 
can’t tell you why, it just is. It takes a lot of 
intention and a lot of effort (to maintain it) but I 
am working on it.  

Preparing Kids for Futures  There is a huge lack in secondary and higher-
level education in terms of preparing people for 
the world. On the other hand, I think there is 
huge pressure on people to go into higher 
education, so there is that.  
 
I do believe and I can’t express this strongly 
enough, the exposure I got at CAIS to different 
people and different cultures that were different 
than my own and the importance in 
understanding them has definitely played a huge 
role in how I look at the world and how I interact 
with people. Like I was telling you about my 
addiction to be immersed in different cultures. I 
had such a positive experience with that, and I 
continually want to go back because I know that 
is the best way to understand a country, a people, 
a place. I am not going to understand Italians by 
looking at the Tower of Pisa, I want to be in the 
thick of it among the people going about their 
everyday life.  
 
I think that level of desire does lead to a level of 
empathy or a lack of xenophobia or lack of fear 
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of the other or a lack of what makes people hate 
each other. Because I think that comes from 
ignorance and I was given such an opportunity to 
be anti-ignorant.  
 
In terms of global citizenship, I think that 
bilingualism and exposure to other cultures 
motivates one to be more aware of yourself in a 
global context. Global citizenship is really tricky 
because I think that it is very easy to theorize 
about but very hard to act on. Both because of 
the way that the world is set up but perhaps 
because of a lack of privilege. It’s a very 
privileged thing to be a global citizen to be able 
to focus on what is beyond what is immediately 
accessible to you. On the other hand, I wish, I 
hope that is the way that the world is trending. 
For each people and each country to look and see 
how each decision it is making and is affecting 
so much more than just themselves.  

Next Steps in Career  I know a lot about what I want to be doing, but I 
don’t know it is, so I know the types of work 
environments and the sort of feelings that I have 
around that work. For ex, I need to be around 
really smart people, really engaging people. 
Something that is fast paced but at the very least 
not monotonous. I want to feel like I am making 
a difference or that I am helping people in some 
way and that I am contributing. I have not 
identified the field or the goal that I should 
pursue. But that is part of what I am getting at. I 
left higher education with a terrific liberal arts 
education but with very little practical 
qualifications. When I graduated from college, I 
said I would go anywhere…Malaysia, London, 
Asia anywhere except NY but then I went back 
to NY. So, I am more than willing to move 
anywhere, and the language barriers is not 
something that I worry about, it’s just another 
opportunity to learn. WOOFing. I did it in Italy 
speaking no Italian, I spoke zero Italian and I 
decided to go WOOF in Italy and again, totally 
immersive and getting to know the people and 
being on the ground of it and understanding what 
drives these people what motivates them. What 
are they thinking about on a day to day basis. 
That kind of experience is incredible, anyhow, 
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my point is that I am happy to go anywhere so 
that I can find some purpose for me.  

Early Journey  It’s in your mind, it’s how you interact with the 
world. I think about when I was in PreK or 
Kindergarten and you walk into the Chinese 
classroom and you don’t have any idea of what’s 
on the walls or what the hell is happening and the 
teacher stands up and you are all crowded around 
on the rug and the teacher says “Haidz Zuo Xia” 
( Please sit down) and people start to sit down 
around you and then the next day when she says 
“Haidz zuo xia” and you know what she means. 
So there is this flexibility that you have to your 
environment and adapting and that has served me 
so well, especially with my restless spirit, but 
also that you have so many paths open to you and 
you can be so open about taking them.  

Flexibility  For me, I know what I am lacking the most is the 
work world language that is an environment that 
I have not yet entered in Mandarin. I haven’t had 
to learn that yet, but as a student you can name 
all the things in your backpack or what is in your 
hand. So you do lessons in your class, but it isn’t 
the same as using it.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interview Participant C  
 
Interview Date: April 30, 2020 
 
Years Attended CAIS  So, I attended from when I was 3 until I was aged 

14 and I graduated in 2012. I was actually at 
CAIS for 11 years because two years PreK, one 
year Kindergarten and then 1st – 8th.   

Home Language  My Dad is white, he is half Norwegian, half 
English and my Mom is ethnically Chinese, but 
she was born in the U.S. So no Mandarin but she 
knows some Shanghainese because that was her 
dialect. They wanted me to learn Mandarin 
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because it was part of my Mom’s culture but also 
because she say what potential China was going 
to play in the future and how they were going to 
have a huge economy, very powerful so they 
wanted to set me up for success. And they 
wanted me to learn language from a young age 
so that I would have Mandarin for life and have 
Mandarin to do business and for whatever.  

Mandarin Immersion journey I was in between people who were native 
speakers and whose parents are native speakers, 
and then there is people like me who had no one 
in their household who could speak Mandarin to 
them. I think that starting out so young definitely 
helped as well.  

Post CAIS  I went to Lowell High School after CAIS and 
after Lowell I went to Colonia Santa Cruz and I 
am double majoring in global economics and 
politics  

Language Maintenance  When I was at Lowell, (High School) there was 
no AP’s available to freshman so I could have 
gone into Chinese 4 or 6, but those were 
integrated classes and not immersion so they use 
English to learn Chinese and I wasn’t a huge fan 
of that style to learn Mandarin and all the Bay 
Area schools and most of the colleges I looked at 
use those books to study as well.  
 
So, my freshmen year I went to Oakland with 
some other graduates of CAIS and we were 
doing an AP class in Oakland and I took the AP 
test my freshman year and that year my class 
went to Shanghai together in a program called 
“Connecting your Roots”  
 
I would say it was definitely my initiative 
absolutely even though my parents were 100% 
supportive of those sorts of things, but I just 
really loved speaking Mandarin and loved the 
people I was able to connect with as a result of 
speaking Mandarin. 
 
So that’s why I was so excited and so determined 
to pursue opportunities beyond CAIS.  

Leveraging Mandarin at Work I think in HS, I was imagining myself being a 
lawyer for a while and I was also interested in 
international relations because I was a Student 
Ambassador for a while at the World Affairs 
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Council in HS. But then I decided that I wanted 
to pursue business once I entered college because 
I saw the opportunities and thought that I could 
utilize my skills best in business. Because I like 
to do things that communication and help people, 
but I also like to work out problems and to think 
about companies and all those kind of things.  
 
In terms of geography, I have always wanted to 
live in China for some period of time, and I have 
thought about maybe moving to Seattle or NY to 
see another part of, you know, the United States 
as well.  

Leveraging Mandarin cont.  I think it did play a role because when my 
parents first enrolled me at CAIS they envisioned 
me doing business with China. So that was 
probably a motivation.  
 
And I actually studied abroad in Shanghai this 
past year. I went to Fudan University as part of 
their global studies program. And there is like 
2,000 or more International Students from all 
around the world, like every country you can 
think of, who were all there to study Mandarin or 
to pursue other courses like economics or politics 
in China.  

Post-University Honesty, my Mandarin isn’t good enough to use 
Mandarin in business, like on a professional level 
I could probably use it if there was a client and I 
was going to play golf with them or something 
and I can talk to them in Mandarin and it’s fun 
but I don’t think I can conduct business deals in 
Mandarin or anything like that. It definitely plays 
a big role though but I am interested in doing 
business in China, or Asia because I have been 
there and I have taken courses from professors 
who do business in China who are entrepreneurs 
but also help the government plan so I have seen 
the way that trade works and how different 
groups in China interact and I kind of hope that 
my future will help smooth relations and foster 
cultural interchange in between China and the 
United States.  
 
I think that it gives me a lot of perspective and 
that is the most important part for me. I think the 
advantage is the cultural perspective and that 
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knowledge and I think that in China you have a 
lot of collectivism and in the U.S you have a lot 
of individualism and I think that translates as like 
culture and business it has an impact and puts me 
ahead of others which is why I am considering 
my role in business.  

Impact of being a Mandarin speaker I think that a lot of material that you learn in 
schools is very US-centric and everything you 
learn in schools like history is discussed with the 
US as the center point. The truth is we are a new 
nation that like started 200 years ago, whereas 
with China you have over 5,000 years of so I 
think the perspective is that having another is 
both fascinating and intriguing and the more that 
we can accept diversity and understand a 
globalization and a world perspective, it helps us 
foster new ideas that others can’t really think of. 
It gives us yes, more perspective.  
 
Yes, I think that when you learn a language at a 
young age or a little older than that, being able to 
think in another way, will give you that extra 
edge and extra thought. 

 So I guess that for me, the one way that my 
personality has been affected, by learning 
Chinese, I think that it’s made me more resilient 
first of all, and you have to try to learn and a lot 
of kids in my grade did leave CAIS because 
CAIS was too challenging for them, and that was 
not the case for me. I had to, you know, like ask 
for help. I had some teachers along the way that 
stayed with me and came in early before class to 
be sure that I like, understood pinyin, because 
one day we changed from Bofomofo and I was 
really confused by that. There were people 
around to help but with another language I 
became more comfortable with cross-cultural 
communication but also just with people in 
general. And I was able to ask for help as a 
result, that it’s okay to ask others for help and 
that is part of the journey.  

 You can now sharpen your own skill set because 
not knowing another language doesn’t mean that 
you can’t learn another coding language or some 
other technical skills or soft skills that make you 
stand out. I think (employers) can find someone 



 222 

for the role who is not ultimately bilingual, and I 
think that they stand a chance as well.  

Any regrets I guess I don’t really have any regrets, one thing 
that I am proud of, is that I did the exchange 
program in 8th grade where I went to Beijing and 
I had a Beijing buddy and it was very authentic 
because I got to live, when I was in Shanghai last 
year I met a lot of international students and we 
were living in a bubble, but when I was in 
Beijing, I was living the life of a local so that was 
something that I am proud of.  

Knowledge on Bilingual Research I do know about that research in general, I guess. 
I have heard that bilingual speakers have higher 
executive functions or whatever.  

 
 
Interview Participant D  
 
Interview Date: April 27, 2020 
 
Years Attended CAIS  So I was there from Kindergarten through 8th 

grade. I graduated in 2014 

Home Language  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My Aunt originally taught preschool at CAIS so 
that’s how I found out about it. But from the start 
both of my parents wanted me to learn Chinese. 
My Mom speaks Mandarin, but my Dad just 
speaks English. My Mom is originally from 
Burma. (She is from Burma but she speaks 
Chinese? Yes, she speaks many languages.  
 
 Yes, I also have a sister and she tried to get into 
CAIS but she couldn’t get in but she took 
Chinese classes at Saturday school so I spoke to 
my sister and my Mom in Chinese growing up.  

Post University Work  I have no idea, I am an engineer major but I have 
no idea what I will do that, I might change that.  
 
I just thought that I could always land a job 
somehow. It’s (speaking Mandarin) really unique 
and it helps me stand out. 
 
Yeah, I guess I am a little less worried about my 
future plans. Because I kind of view Mandarin as 
my backup. If my engineering career fails, I can 
always go into the CIA and be a spy because 
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people won’t feel that I speak Mandarin because 
I don’t look Chinese at all. It gives me some self-
assurance that I can always do something like 
that in the future, probably. 

Peers post CAIS  I know that once we graduated CAIS, there was 
probably 40 people that went to 10 different high 
schools and really only two high schools offered 
Chinese at a high enough level that people could 
keep it up. So I went to one of those, but amongst 
everyone else, I am not too sure. The people that 
I graduated high school with, who also went to 
CAIS, none of them are keeping up their Chinese 
in college like me. But a lot of them have parents 
who speak Chinese so I am sure that their 
Chinese is still really good.  

Impact of being Mandarin speaker When I see a mountain, I just have to climb it, I 
don’t know why, It’s just the way that I am. I 
don’t know if that relates to being bilingual.  
 
So I went to the International High School and 
our class had like 100 students and everyone 
graduated and basically graduated bilingual. 
Most people who graduated had French or 
Spanish as their second language.  
 
So, in studying Chinese, we definitely had a 
much harder High School experience than the 
French and Spanish students. I think that we 
were more culturally aware because they got to 
learn about European culture which is closer to 
American Culture, but we got to learn about 
Asian Culture which doesn’t come as natural 
living in California.  

Leveraging Mandarin  Everyone knows that China is going to be really 
important in the coming years, it already is so I 
guess I could always get a job in China if I 
wanted. But I don’t really want to. I have been to 
China many times and every time wasn’t the 
greatest trip, the food definitely I struggle with 
 
Well, I know it certainly can’t hurt. I know that 
like in college, I was able to connect a lot with 
international students from China whereas a lot 
of my American friends, they never really liked 
to talk to the International students from China 
they thought they were like snobby or whatever 
but since I speak Chinese, they feel more 
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comfortable approaching me and so a lot of my 
really good friends are from China and that could 
possibly help build connections in the future. 
Language is a powerful tool in building 
relationships period. I definitely wouldn’t build 
those relationships with the Chinese international 
students if I didn’t speak Chinese. 
 

Regrets  I have no regrets; I think that every moment I 
spend investing into my Mandarin language is 
good and I don’t regret any of it.  

Self -Concept Yeah, I guess I am a little less worried about my 
future plans. Because I kind of view Mandarin as 
my backup. If my engineering career fails, I can 
always go into the CIA and be a spy because 
people won’t feel that I speak Mandarin because 
I don’t look Chinese at all. It gives me some self-
assurance that I can always do something like 
that in the future, probably.  

Would you want your kids to speak Chinese? My kids are definitely learning Chinese, without 
a doubt. I just basically thank my parents a lot 
because they basically forced me into learning 
Chinese as a kid. I just think it’s such a gift that 
you are able to graduate middle school and high 
school with this skill. Not just with this skill, I 
think it helps you with other aspects of 
academics and for sports for that matter too. It 
teachers you perseverance, which applies to all 
aspects of life, to stick to something for your 
entire life.  

 


