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Abstract 1 
 

Although the educational difficulties Latinos experience in US are well-documented, the 
interplay between social class and ethnic status is controversial and poorly understood. 
Additionally, we lack models which translate ethnicity and class, as social categories, 
into the processual and interactional concepts likely to generate insight into learning 
processes. In order to address these issues, we have conducted a study of the influences 
of ethnonational status and social class position on how immigrant Hispanic children 
encounter and acquire English. The study analyzes ethnicity and class in of terms of 
social networks, transnational orientations, and multilingual experiences, developing 
"communicative practices" approach to these social-structural categories. It analyzes how 
ethnicity and class devolve into communicative settings and interactions and the 
implications of setting and interaction on identity formation and language learning. We 
have preliminary evidence that middle-class participants are differentially likely to live in 
close-knit communities versus diffused networks, that ethnonational groups differ in the 
strength of ties they maintain with their country of origin, and that class-and-ethnicity 
influence the linguistic regimes children encounter in schools. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
The educational difficulties that US Latinos experience in are well-documented, but the 
interplay between social class and ethnicity in this process is controversial and poorly 
understood. Some argue that caste-like ethnoracial status is of primary importance (Díaz  
Soto, 1997; Ogbu, 1979, 1987), others argue that class dynamics can override the 
importance of ethnoracial hierarchies, especially in the post-Civil Rights era (Foley, 
1990). There is no consensus, though many newer studies note that racialization and class 
dynamics often work together, for example in the fear of ‘illegal’ immigrants (De 
Genova, 2005; Hammond, Wortham & Murillo, 2002; Zentella, 1997). In order to 
explore how the intertwining of class and ethnicity influence learning and learning 
identities, we need models which translate ethnicity and class, as social categories, into 
the processual and interactional concepts likely to generate insight into such situated 
processes (Hicks, 1995; Urciuoli, 1996).  
                                                 
1 This paper was presented in earlier versions at the 27th Annual Ethnography in Education Research 
Forum, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, February 26, 2006; the Northeast Anthropological 
Association Annual Meeting. Albany, NY, May 5, 2006; and at the Research Workshop on Urban 
Languages and Literacies, Kings College, London, May 31, 2006. We are grateful to audiences at all 
venues for comments, questions, and criticism. 
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This paper comes out of a larger study that we have been conducting for the past 
ten months about the influences of ethnonational status and social class position on how 
immigrant Hispanic children encounter and acquire English in the Capital District region 
of Upstate New York (Collins, 2004). In what follows, we explore how ethnicity and 
class can be approached processually, analyzing the overlapping influence of 
ethnonational status and class position on communicative settings and interactions.  We 
present case studies of Mexican and Dominican immigrant families from different 
socioeconomic statuses, analyzing social networks, transnational orientations, uses of 
languages in different settings, as well as children’s school-based language experiences. 
In agreement with many recent arguments about discourse (Blommaert, Collins, Heller, 
Rampton, Slembrouck, & Verschueren, 2003; Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Gee, 
1999) we argue that the category/process relation needs to be seen as bidirectional: That 
is, class and ethnicity can be seen as ‘causes’ which channel and constrains networks, 
orientations, etc., but networks, orientations, and uses of language also represent the  
enactment of the social categories, without which the categories are inert reifications.    

Our case studies include the Fernández family, a working-class family from 
México with four children, which came to the Capital Region of Upstate New York a 
little more than a decade ago; the Martínez family, a middle class family from México 
with one child, which came to the region four years ago for graduate education; and the 
Paredes family, a middle-class family from the Dominican Republic with three children, 
which came to the area a year ago. 
 
 
Social networks 
 
Sociolinguistic research has long demonstrated that social networks are the effective 
channels through which social class and ethnic group membership devolve into 
experiences of language (Milroy, 198; Gumperz 1982, Rampton 1995). Based on our 
ethnographic data, we have preliminary evidence that class as well as ethnicity influences 
families’ social networks. The Fernández family provides a good example of such 
influences. This family belongs to an ethnic Trique-speaking group in the Capital Region, 
that is, they are Mexican Indians who have migrated to Upstate New York from the State 
of Oaxaca in Mexico. Their basic social network is composed of other Trique speakers, 
many of whom are kin from the same village in Mexico. They compose a multilingual 
social network: for most, their first language is Trique; the great majority also speak 
Spanish (which they learned at school in México); and some, especially the children, are 
moving towards trilingualism as they also acquire English. However, there also seems to 
be a replacing of Trique by English. The parents speak Trique among themselves, but the 
second generation has been losing the knowledge of Trique while acquiring English. Put 
otherwise, the families are moving towards overlapping bilingualisms: the first 
generation speaks Trique among themselves, the children prefer English with each other, 
and Spanish is becoming the common language. 
 In contrast, the middle class research participants, such as the Martínez family, 
present different networks and linguistic repertoires. For them, the social networks tend 
to be composed of friends and colleagues, not kinspeople. Many in the network come 
from Latin American countries, so Spanish and English are the lingua franca for adults. 
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Most appear to be bilinguals who are comfortable in both English and Spanish. There do 
not appear to be third languages in use, but switching between Spanish and English is 
common, among adults and some of the children.  
 In brief, the social networks of the working-class families do not require or, in 
some cases allow for, encounters with English outside school or job environments. In 
contrast, the social networks of the middle class families require a different repertoire of 
language skills, and encounters with English are more frequent, within and across 
settings. 
 
 
Transnational orientations 
 
It is now widely-accepted in the research literature that migration is often transnational 
process rather than a one-way experience of leaving one country forever in order to take 
up a new life in another (Basch, Schiller & Blanc, 1994).  Instead, many migrants have 
ongoing transnational identities, that is, they orient to and have enduring contacts with 
both the ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ countries (Sassen, 1997). Our findings support this 
generality. Both the working-class Fernández and the middle-class Martínez families 
have strong transnational orientations, though their transnationalism differs in its 
temporal dimensions, the economic resources upon which it (can) rely, and the 
implications that it has for their children’s projected bilingualism.   
 The Fernández family has lived in the Capital region for more that a decade. 
Although Ms. Fernandez expresses desires to return to Mexico, and the children looked 
forward to a family wedding in Oaxaca during the summer of 2006, such trips are 
infrequent. During the decade of their life in the Albany region, they have visited México 
as a family just two times “to show the kids were their parents are from.” However, 
although the family have not had much opportunity to visit México, they do have a strong 
local network of relatives and friends in the Albany area, who come from the same 
villages in Oaxaca, and who now live and work in the Capital Region. This reinforces the 
Fernandez’s identity as Mexicanos, though as Mexicanos in the diaspora, and it the 
family with a Spanish- and Trique-speaking social network.  
 The Martínez family presents a contrasting case. They have lived in the Capital 
Region for a shorter period of time, while both parents are finishing advanced degrees. 
After that, they intend to return to México. Because of the parents’ studies, they do not 
have many opportunities for going to México as a family, but when they visit, it is for 
extended periods of time, for example, up to two consecutive months during the summer. 
A significant transnational contact that they have, and to which their son Daniel is 
regularly exposed, are visits from the maternal grandmother. Twice yearly she comes to 
the Albany area and stays with the family for a month or more. She brings books in 
Spanish as well as other articles from México that are difficult to find here in the United 
States. Apart from their extended trips to México, the visits from the grandmother are 
also times when Daniel has pressure to speak only in Spanish. Although the Martínez 
family does not have a strong local network of co-nationals, and so has less interaction 
with Spanish speakers outside the home, their visits to México are longer, and their 
intentions to return and resources for return to México are stronger. In brief, we find 
transnational orientations in both working-class and middle-class families, though with 
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different temporal projections of a likely return, and different experiences of when and 
how the use of Spanish is salient.   
 
 
Functions or uses of language 
 
Our research suggests that both ethnicity and class influence family attitudes toward 
attitudes toward language use and multilingualism. Although the Fernández parents speak 
Trique, they have decided that the “important” language for their children is Spanish and 
not Trique. This position doubtlessly reflects their experience in Oaxaca, where once 
Trique people begin school, or leave their locals villages, then all interchange with 
outsiders is done in Spanish. So for this family, living now in Upstate New York, English 
is vital for the children, but Spanish remains an important lingua franca. From the parents 
perspective, the fact that the children know Spanish will enable them to help other 
newcomers in getting adapted to the new place (Upstate New York) and the new 
language (English). A second reason mentioned by the parents for the children to know 
Spanish is that when the family does go to México on vacation, the children should be 
able to “read the signs” and talk to their other family members in Oaxaca. For the 
Fernández family, knowledge of a language is for maintaining social relations. 
 The Martinez family sees Spanish primarily in the light of their prospective return 
to Mexico. Their transnational orientation does not entail much of a local orientation, but 
they are sure that in the next couple of years they will be going back to live in México, 
and so it is important that their son Daniel knows well both Spanish and English. Also, as 
noted, Daniel’s grandmother comes to Albany for two months every year, and since she 
does not speak English, it is important for Daniel to manage Spanish so that they can 
understand each other, and so that he can translate for her should they go out by 
themselves. Put otherwise, the Martinez’s see the value of Spanish in light of a likely 
return to Mexico, and secondarily, in light of a regular visit from a family member.  
 The Martinezes also express the value of bilingualism differently. They argue that 
knowing two languages represents an advantage for Daniel in the sense that he “thinks in 
two languages”.  This view of language as cognitive advantage was reported by other 
middle-class research participants. For example, the Paredes parents, from the Dominican 
Republic, wanted their children to keep their knowledge of Spanish “complete” because 
believed that bilingual kids “think in two ways” and that their opportunities for the future 
would be superior, educationally and occupationally, if they knew both languages well. 
 In sum, ideas about languages as well as linguistic practices seem to be related to 
both ethnicity and socioeconomic status. As an ethnolinguistic minority in Mexico, the 
Fernandezes seem resigned to the loss of their native language, but they emphasize the 
importance of Spanish as a lingua franca which, along with English, will connect their 
children to the worlds in which they now live. However, they argue for the value of the 
lingua franca in class-based terms. They emphasize the value of (a second) language for 
maintaining social relations, while our middle class families emphasize that knowledge of 
two languages confers a cognitive advantage. This contrast, between social-relational 
versus cognitive ‘models’ of language, has been reported by studies of class differences 
in monolingual American communities (Gee & Crawford, 1998; Lareau, 2003). 
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Settings and interactions 
 
The research literature on language and class has established that social class influences 
the settings to which children have access, the kinds of linguistic interaction in which 
they habitually engage, and the link between domestic interaction and institutional 
expectations about language (Bernstein, 1975; Heath, 1983; Lareau, 2003). Our 
preliminary evidence agrees with these general findings. Among our working class 
families, there are often members of the extended families living in a single household. 
This provides family members with a valuable sense of community and a Spanish-
speaking network, though it also it lessens their opportunity and need to deal with 
English language speakers. The domestic situation can result in particular language 
configurations.  In the Fernandez household, for example, Trique is spoken only among 
the first generation. Because the parents see Spanish as a crucial lingua franca, they 
communicate with their children in Spanish only, and this pattern appears to be upheld by 
other adults in the household. For their part, the children learn English at school, 
sometimes also at home with siblings, and they adopt it as their language of choice. They 
speak in English at all times except when they are speaking with their parents or with 
other recently arrived members of their household or social network, with whom they 
will use Spanish.  
 In addition, most of our working class consultants have jobs in the food service 
industry. This often provides them with an environment in which the need to use English 
is utilitarian and there are other Spanish speakers at the worksite. They speak English 
only when they have to, and from what they report, there are a limited range of tasks that 
require their knowledge of the language, for example, when they are taking food orders 
from Anglophones.  

In contrast, the middle class consultants such as the Martínez family work in 
office settings. The Martinezes work in higher education domains, where they are called 
upon to use a broad range of Spanish and English. At home, they live in a normative 
middle class nuclear household: Two parents, one child. They appear to have few if any 
Spanish-speaking neighbors and, as noted, both parents use English as well as Spanish 
with their son. Also as mentioned before, their social networks include people from a 
number of Latin American countries as well as English speakers, and so in work as well 
as social life, they must use a broad range of types of English and Spanish.  
 For our working class families, churches seem to be reliable places outside the 
home where they encounter both Spanish and English and can find translation services. 
There are several churches in the Capital Region area, both Catholic and Protestant, 
which address the linguistic needs of the Hispanic population. This role for religious 
institutions is reported in other studies of migrant populations in Europe and North 
American (Blommaert, Collins & Slembrouck, 2005; Muse, 2004; Pujolar, 2006). In 
contrast, our middle class families do not report the need for translation services from 
churches or elsewhere. Instead, the Martinez family occasionally attends activities such 
as the English “story hour” at the local bookstores and libraries, through which their son 
and the children of friends are simultaneously, exposed to the English language, 
American culture, and school-like literacy events. 
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 In sum, socioeconomic status has an influence on the composition of households, 
the communicative settings typically encountered, and the need and opportunity to use 
varieties of Spanish and English. 
   
 
School experiences and language use 
 
When we turn to consider the relation between school-based language norms and home-
based practices with multiple languages, we can again find general guidelines from the 
literature on social background, language use, and education. Bernstein’s oeuvre on 
language, class, and education shows that schools establish a hierarchy of official, 
accepted codes and vernacular or non-school codes, whether in varieties of the same or 
different national languages (Bernstein, 1975, 1996). Heath’s (1983) classic work on 
class and race, language socialization, and home/school disjunctions establishes the 
importance of the scheduling of home-based patterns of learning and language use vis à 
vis school-based activities and evaluations.  Lastly, Lareau’s (2003) recent comparative 
study of class and ethnoracial patterns in child rearing and communicative practices 
demonstrates the importance of group-based patterns of language use, interaction, and 
models of development and learning.   

Our initial ethnographic evidence also suggests that the language experiences and 
learning opportunities of the children are affected by the resources of the family as they 
intersect with institutions such as schools. The Fernández Family provides a case in 
which it appears that the school is the first setting in which the kids are regularly exposed 
to English. Even though the youngest children were born in the United States, the 
Fernandez parents identify the school as the place where the language shift from Spanish 
to English occurred.2 As occurs in other cases of monolingual education policy, 
(Blommaert, Creve & Willaert, 2004; Díaz  Soto, 1997), there appears to be a sharp 
separation for linguistic minorities of languages spoken at school and at home. In our 
case, at school English is the language of instruction and all interaction, except for 
occasions in ESL class or during recess; at home the parents speak to their children only 
in Spanish. 
 In the case of the Martínez family we find a different situation. Daniel’s parents 
report that school was not the place where he encountered English for the first time. Prior 
to school, Daniel had begun to learn English by attending ‘story hour’ at local bookstores 
and libraries, attending a day care in which he was the only Hispanic child, watching 
television in English, and being read to in English at home. At home Daniel’s parents 
prefer to use Spanish, and communicate most of the time with him in this language, but 
they do allow him to speak to them in English occasionally, a language in which both can 
conduct a conversation.3 For Daniel, school continued a process of learning English 
already well underway. 
                                                 
2   It is significant, but not a matter we can develop here, that the Fernandez children report a different state 
of affairs from the parents. They report that they began to learn English, from siblings, before attending 
school. While this calls for nuance in interpreting reports about  language use and language learning, it does 
not negate the general parental account of  ‘Spanish in the home, English in the school,’ which does 
characterize the general behavior in the school or by the parents in the home.  
3   An audio-taped sample of dinner table conversation and bedtime story reading showed that Spanish was 
predominant, though the parents and Daniel switched easily between the languages.  
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Although we do not have extensive data on the matter, how the knowledge of 
Spanish is perceived by the school is another aspect of the home/school dynamic, bearing 
on the issues of the scheduling of language learning and of ‘models of learning.’ In the 
case of the Fernández family, both the parents and the school perceived formal education 
as entailing a sudden transition for the children, from a Spanish-speaking home to an 
‘English Only’ school program. Although three of the Fernandez children were born in 
the United States, and all are accomplished speakers of idiomatic English, the two eldest 
of these were placed in the school’s ESL programs, and at the time of our study were still 
receiving special classes at school, in what were their fifth and sixth years of primary 
schooling. The fact that they spoke Spanish as their first language was seen as a source of 
potential educational problems by some school personnel, and so they received ESL and 
literacy services.  The one case for which we have best information, however, suggests 
that school problems were more a matter of dis-identification with the school (‘attitude 
issues’ as teachers put the matter), classic for minority children of this age – 5th and  6th 
grade (see Labov, 1995; Ogbu, 1979) – rather than problems of language proficiency per 
se.   

For the Martínez family, conversely, it is acknowledged that Daniel must function 
in two linguistic worlds, a Spanish-speaking home and an English-speaking school, but 
they report more connections between the two, and there appears to have been no 
problem on the school’s part with the fact that Daniel speaks Spanish. He was tested at 
the school, and the school personnel did not see any reason for having him receive any 
kind of special services, including ESL. It is probably significant that Daniel tells his 
mother than he wants to return to Mexico, that he does not like speaking English, and that 
he will not say the pledge of allegiance, but the school does not seem to know of these 
matters. Instead, Daniel is sometimes asked to share his knowledge of Spanish with his 
schoolmates.  

An instructive intermediate case is offered by the two oldest children of the 
middle-class Paredes family. Both of these children, in the fifth and seventh grade, 
receive ESL services. Nevertheless, their experiences have been very different. At the 
beginning, the eldest child, Ann, and the second, Ralph, were placed in different schools 
in the city of Albany. Ann went into a Dual language program in one of the city schools, 
while Ralph was placed in a regular elementary school program in the same system. That 
Ann was already comfortably literate in Spanish, and that she was in a Dual Language 
Program, seemed to help her succeed as a student. She drew on her full linguistic 
proficiencies and felt comfortable in school, and she is now on the honors roll at a city 
middle school with an all-English curriculum. Ralph, on the other hand, initially had 
many problems. He was confronted with an all-English environment, had difficulties with 
academics, and quickly grew unhappy with school. After a semester of unfruitful school 
performance, his mother managed a transfer, and he was moved to the same Dual 
Language program his sister had attended. There his knowledge of English and his 
attitudes toward school improved. In his case he appeared to need a gradual immersion 
into English, which could be achieved in a Dual Language program.  

Two points are relevant in this last case. First, the Paredes parents had a middle-
class ‘interventionist’ attitude towards schooling (Lareau, 2003); when Ralph had a 
problem, his mother knew about the Dual Language program and had the resources and 
strategies to get her son transferred into that program. Second, the scheduling of the use 
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of one or both languages, and the transition to ‘English Only’ in school settings, can be 
important and require adjustment for individual needs. This is something that many 
public schools are not set up to accommodate.  

 
 
Conclusion 
 
In most general terms, our argument is that class and ethnicity should be seen as lying at 
the intersection of objective social structure and subjecthood, feeding into patterns and 
processes of stratification, including those of language learning and educational outcome. 
Our conclusions, however, can only be tentative. Having worked with a small number of 
families in our overall study, 3-4 middle class and working class families, plus larger 
groups in two public school settings, and conducted general ethnographic work on the 
demographic, organizational, and cultural dimensions of the Hispanic population in the 
Albany area, we recognize the need for care in making generalizations. The Upstate 
region of our study presents its own peculiarities as a ‘Hispanic community’ (Collins and 
Slembrouck, 2006); the majority of Mexican immigrants are working-class, but not 
Trique-speaking; and middle class Hispanics come in many forms, though we have 
focused here on a family with both parents pursuing advanced graduate degrees.  
Nonetheless, we regard it as more than coincidence that the working-class Fernandez 
family lives in a network of dense, overlapping association. Kin, friends, workmates, co-
religionists, and co-ethnics overlap, and live within close physical proximity – this is a 
classic pattern of working class settlement (Collins, 1988; Lareau, 2003). Similarly, it 
seems more than coincidence that the middle class Martinezes have traveled great 
distances to pursue education and career, that they live in a comfortable nuclear 
household, though with few friends and no family immediately nearby, and with primary 
affective ties through a multinational and multilingual friendship network that is widely 
spread across the entire Capital District region – also a classic middle class pattern 
(Collins, 1988; Lareau, 2003).  
 What we have explored in our analyses are some of the interactive, cognitive, and 
cultural dimensions of class-and-ethnic-based social conditions. In doing so, we have 
presented findings as well as a approach to investigation and analysis. The dimensions 
explored include networks of association that connect domestic arrangements to wider 
worlds of peers; how migrants construct and construe their transnational identities as 
pasts, presents, and futures; how people value the different languages that make up their 
linguistic resources; and how the experiences, resources, and expectations of family 
match those of the school. We have presented particular findings and arguments, for 
example, that while for schools the speaking a second language is often seen as a problem 
to be overcome, Hispanic families often see bilingualism as a resource (Gonzalez et al., 
2005). However, the kind of resource seems to vary by social class – primacy is given 
either to its capacity as a tool for strengthening social relations, or to its ability to confer a 
cognitive-academic advantage. In assessing these and other claims, the reader must do so 
against the backdrop of our more general approach, in which we have tried to hold onto 
class as a general principle of inequality, while exploring in detail how class and ethnic 
categories connect to communicative practices. 
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