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Abstract 
1
 

It is well-established that social class is an important aspect of the demography of immigration 
(Sassen, 1997), but how class conditions are understood, by immigrants as well as by member of 

the host society, is much less well studied. Similarly, although the influence of social class on 

language use and educational attainment is well-documented for native US populations (Heath, 
1983; Lareau, 2003), its influence on immigrant language learning and education is under-studied 

(Chavez, 1992; Zentella, 1997). In the literature on second language learning, there is awareness 

that social identities play an important role in learning dynamics (Norton Pierce, 2002), but little 

attention to evidence that role class conditions also play a role in (second) language learning 
(Farr, 2005; Rampton et al., 2006). The reasons for this neglect are discussed, along with a 

proposal for new approaches to class analysis, capable of grappling with multilingual diversity 

and transnational identities, conceptualizing class as a process rather than structural given. 

 

 

Introduction 
 
This paper is concerned with social class as an issue among immigrant communities and for 
research on multilingualism. It explores the lack of attention to class in recent work on language 
learning and bilingualism, asks why that might be so, and makes some initial proposals for 
addressing this lack. Let me begin, however, with an example. In Time magazine of February 6, 
2006, the cover article, “Inside America’s Secret Workforce,” features the life of one Mario 
Coria, a Mexican immigrant who had come to Long Island 29 years ago, founded a successful 
landscaping business and is now a wealthy man. But the writers of the article are troubled by one 
consequence of economic success such as Coria experienced. Tens of thousands of this man’s 
co-nationals, immigrants from Mexico, have poured into the New York City region, and they 
now live in desperate circumstances, crowded into shared housing, lining up for day labor, 
unlikely, to make more than $15,000 a year in income. What I’d like us to consider is this 
question: Is it likely that the children of these two types of person, the owner of the landscaping 
business and the day laborer, would experience different educational trajectories and pathways to 
learning English? Put another way, does social class matter in second language learning? 

It is well-established that social class is an important aspect of immigration (Sassen, 
1997), but how class conditions are understood, by immigrants as well as by member of the host 
society, is less well studied.2  Similarly, although the influence of social class on language use 

                                                
1 This paper was presented in earlier versions at the 27

th
 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. I am grateful to audiences at all venues for comments, questions, and criticism. 

2 A recent multi-part series of “Class in America” in the New York Times (NYT, July, 2005) documented the 

profound differences of social class in the contemporary United States and the implications for health and health 

care, residential patterns, educational outcomes, and the life-chances more generally. One pointed message of the 
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and educational attainment is well-documented for native US populations (Heath, 1983; Lareau, 
2003), its influence on immigrant language learning and education is under-studied (Chavez, 
1992; Uricuoli, 1996; Zentella, 1997). In the literature on second language learning, there is an 
emerging awareness that social conditions matter. Norton Pierce (2002), for example, argues that 
both gender and ethnic identities are important in the practices of language learning. But there 
appears to be little current interest in what role class conditions and identities might play in 
language learning practices. Indeed, it seems that in the literatures on first and second language 
learning, social class is the ‘category that dare not speak its name’. Like other displaced and 
repressed formations, it is known indirectly through its effects.  

What this state of affairs suggests is that we need new approaches to the phenomenon of 
class difference, capable of grappling with multilingual diversity and transnational identities, of 
exploring class as a process rather than treating it as a fixed social position.  
 
The puzzling occlusion of class in second language research 
 
For the sake of brevity let us accept that the United States is a highly class differentiated society, 
with large social and economic differences between the owning and managing elites and the 
working-class majority, and a widening gap between the incomes and education of middle class 
and working-class households (Henwood, 2003; Zweig, 1999). Let us also accept that immigrant 
populations are sharply differentiated with, for example, wealthy entrepreneurs, middle class 
professionals, and low-wage service workers found among most groups.3  Put briefly, class is a 
significant structural feature in the contemporary US, and it is a significant ‘category of 
difference’ in immigrant communities. There is, in addition, quantitative evidence that social 
class influences second language learning. In a recent dissertation on national patterns of 
language shift among U.S. Hispanics, Lutz (2002) shows that both upper class and working-class 
Hispanics are more likely to retain Spanish than their middle class counterparts. She also reports 
that “fluent bilingualism” is strongly associated with middle and upper class resources. 

It is therefore quite striking how little reference to social class there is in the literature on 
second language learning and teaching, including the literature in the relatively new arena of bi- 
and multi-literacy research. For example, upon examining five recently published textbooks and 
edited collections (Cook, 2001; Foley & Thompson, 2003; Hornberger, 2003; Martin-Jones & 
Jones, 2002; Mitchell & Myers, 2004), I found that none mentioned class in their chapters, 
sections, or subsections; nor did any of these works mention social class, socioeconomic status, 
economic difference, or poverty in their indexes. In Language learning by Foley & Thompson, 
which carefully develops a “social model of language learning,” there are numerous references to 
the work of Basil Bernstein, but there is no mention of Bernstein’s lifelong concern with the role 
of social class in educational processes. In Mitchell & Myles’ Second language learning 

theories, there are lengthy discussions of social context and sociocultural models, alongwith 

                                                                                                                                                       
series was that contemporary immigration into the US can lead to lives trapped in low-wage, working-class hardship 

as well as to the popularly-depicted ‘success’ via intergenerational economic mobility. 

3  There will be characteristic demographic patterns, with some immigrant groups more middle class or working 

class than others. For example, the bulk of Mexican immigrants appear destined for factory, agricultural, and service 

sector work (PHC, 2005); Korean’s are associated with an entrepreneurial and professional middle class (Hong, 

2006), and Chinese show both strands: An emerging professional and merchant class, together with a steady influx 

of those driven by economic desperation and facing the harshest low-wage, working-class circumstances here in 

‘Golden Mountain.’ (Steinburg, 2004). 
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references to gender and ethnicity, but no mention of social class. In Hornberger’s otherwise 
excellent edited collection, The continua of biliteracy, various chapters contain references to 
“critical perspectives,” “power relations,” “transformative practices,” to “majority and minority 
groups,” and even to “dominant languages,” but there is no direct reference to social class or 
economic relations.  

This lack is curious, of course, and must make us think. For it is not the case that 
evidence of class processes are absent from these studies. Instead, like the proverbial elephant in 
the room, they are omnipresent, but not spoken of. Rather, class is part of the texture of a 
background, part of an immense taken-for-granted. Thus Foley & Thompson discuss research on 
households with “High Autonomy” and “Low Autonomy Parents,” in which households children 
experience sharply different kinds of language socialization. It turns out on inspection that “high 
autonomy” and “low autonomy”, are terms referring to parents who hold middle class or 
working class occupations (pp. 146-148). In Cook’s textbook, Second language learning and 

teaching, there is a discussion of “elite bilingualism,” at the end of which we are told that “while 
L2 learning if often considered a ‘problem’ in the education of low-status people, it is seen as a 
mark of distinction in high-status people” (p 160-161).  This is a familiar observation, but one 
which should raise questions.4   

As another example, consider a chapter by Bloch and Alexander (2003) in Hornberger’s 
Continua which is concerned with multilingualism and multiliteracies in a South African school. 
We are told that this school is located in Cape Town, but that the school children, who are a 
polyglot tapestry, “arrive by taxis” “from the townships.” (pp. 96-97). If we know anything about 
South Africa, we know that those who use taxis don’t have private cars; and that “from the 
townships” means from residential areas outside of the official city, comprised of Black African 
and Colored working-class and poor people. Lastly, in the Mitchell & Myles, there is a lengthy 
and interesting discussion of second language learning in “communities of practice” and in 
respect to “power relations”. It turns out upon inspection, that most of the “communities of 
practice” discussed and the “power relations” of interest, largely taken from research by Norton 
Pierce, are filled by immigrant women who are seeking General Equivalency Degrees and other 
forms of minimal educational qualification, and who are either unemployed or employed in low-
skill, low-wage jobs.    
 
Using class analysis in studies of second language learning 

 
I want to suggest that class is a significant influence on identity and social organization in the 
settings of second language learning, but that it tends to be misrecognized, to be noticed through 
its effects: as a feature of the kinds of jobs people might have, as ‘low’ or ‘high’ autonomy; or as 
a puzzling aspect of the valuing and devaluing of bilingualism, so that some people’s learning a 
second language is a wonderful attribute, while for others to do the same is viewed as a problem. 
There are many reasons for this misrecognition, among which are the following (taken from 
Rampton, Harris, Collins & Blommaert, 2006/in press): 

1. the success of cross-class social movements for civil rights during the 1970s and 80s, so 

                                                
4  Questions for which we do not have ready answers: Why should this be the case, what are the consequences for 

the different bilingual children, what does it say about the institutions they encounter and the society they inhabit? It 

is significant that Cook argues that “elite bilingualism” or what she terms “bilingualism by choice” “mostly takes 

place outside the educational contexts of L2 learning” (Cook, 2001, p. 161). 
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that gender and ethnorace became more salient principles of unity and criteria of identity; 
2. the subsequent success of neoliberal governments in undermining labor unions and class-

based political discourse, a converse process, which weakened the organizational and 
discursive resources for a collective, class identity; and  

3. the general decline in academic discourse, from the 1980s onward, of class as an analytic 
concern, thus weakening another source of representations of and about class in 
contemporary social formations.  

More pertinent to our concerns today, however, are ways to address this erasure of class from 
the social and intellectual terrain. First, we need new approaches to class and class difference, 
capable of grappling with the upheavals wrought by global economic restructuring, new media 
and the heightening of multilingual diversity and transnational identities. In addition, we need an 
ethnographic orientation, exploring class as a process, rather than simply treating it as a position 
in social structure, in part because social orders are mutating, in part because like identities, 
inequalities are not ‘single source’, they are composite. Put most generally, we need to recognize 
that:  

The term ‘class’ points to a very broad principle of organization in capitalist 
societies, a principle of inequality (‘stratification’) structuring the distribution of 
resources, both material and symbolic, a source of domination, conflict, and 
suffering. As with other ‘principles of organization’ (e.g. race, gender), class is 
lived with varying degrees of awareness and expression. …As lived, class is 
always entangled with other forms of social being and social consciousness. 
(Rampton et al., in press, p. 1) 
 
Using such an approach to class analysis means that we remain analytically alert to class 

as a position in social structure, a nodal point in the flow of resources, but we also and 
simultaneously attend to class as a feature of identity, a contextualized sense of self in relation to 
others, and thus one among a constellation of potential features of self (often significant, but not 
necessarily salient [Blommaert, 2006/in press; Hicks, 2005; Rampton, 2006). Such an approach 
makes certain demands and enables certain affordances. Minimally, it requires comparative 
analysis, a sense that class is relational. This means that we need to study the affluent and secure 
as well as the poor and the troubled, and also that we need to be aware of national differences in 
class structures, including the ‘declassing’ or downward mobility that affects many migrants as 
they cross national borders (Steinberg, 2004). Such an approach requires multi-contextual 
analysis, as sense of class as multi-faceted. Class is expressed in children’s play as well as 
parental desires (Hicks, 2002, Lareau, 2003), in the organization of friendship as well as the 
organization of school (Willis, 1977; Rampton, 2006). 

Properly handled, class analysis can provide us a better approach to certain puzzles in the 
fate of so-called ‘linguistic minorities’. It suggests that we need to pose again the old question – 
“When is knowledge of a second language seen as an advantage, and when is it seen as a 
problem”? – and to be aware that the answer varies depending on where such knowledge is 
displayed and by whom it is evaluated (Blommaert, 2005; Extra & Yagmur, 2004; Heller, 1994). 
As we will see in the papers in collection, especially those by Lei and Collins and La Santa, 
middle-class parents and working-class parents may both value their children retaining their 
mother, native, or heritage language, but the reasons for their valuing that bilingualism differ. In 
addition, schools appear to perceive the multilingualism of middle-class students differently from 
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that of working-class children. This is suggested by Hong’s observation in her paper, that in the 
classroom she studied, the Anglophone teacher chooses to learn and use some Korean with her 
young middle-class immigrant charges, while in Collins and La Santa’s study, teachers who can 
speak Spanish nonetheless choose not to use the language with their working-class immigrant 
students. In either case, there are complex, contextually-sensitive aspects to consider. 
Demography matters in school response, but so does the interplay of class and ethnicity. Such 
school-based responses are likely influenced by societal assumptions about ‘model-minority’ 
Koreans versus ‘poverty-level’ Puerto Ricans or ‘illegal’ Mexicans. Such assumptions often 
express, in indirect form, the racialization of groups that lack class mobility (DeGenova, 2005; 
Urciuoli, 1996).  Furthermore, using one or another language can mean different things for one’s 
relation to others in the home, at school, work, or a public event. It matters for language use if 
one’s kin are near or far, seen in transnational or local terms, and, as La Santa and Collins 
discuss, there is often a class inflection to this globalization of identity. Lastly, it matters also 
whether a school is public or controlled by an ethnic association. Here also there is often an 
interplay between class and ethnicity. ‘English Only’ is the prevalent language policy in the 
public schools in the US in which most working-class Hispanics receive their education 
(Crawford, 2001; Zentella, 1997). Conversely, as Lei reports, Chinese heritage schools have a 
very long history in the United States, but with an apparent middle class orientation in recent 
years. As she reports in her paper in this collection, the Albany-area the Chinese Community 
Center Heritage School is used nearly exclusively by middle class families. The children of the 
undocumented, low-wage work-force serving chains of Chinese restaurants, takeout eateries, and 
buffets in the Capital District may attend a New Year’s celebration, but they do not attend the 
heritage school. 

Taking class into account in the manner indicated above can also enable us to address 
certain gaps in the literature on bilingualism. These include Lutz’s (2002) report, based on a 
large-scale quantitative study, that Hispanic groups in the US show class-specific patterns of 
language retention and language shift. Elites, because of transnational linkages, aspirations, and 
resources, are likely to foster fluent bilingualism; the working-class speakers, because of 
household densities and local immigrant communities, maintain Spanish proficiencies, but 
struggle with stigmatized varieties of English (see also Farr, 2005). Lutz’s report resonates with 
Urciuoli’s Exposing prejudice: Puerto Rican experiences of language, race, and class (1996), 
which argues that there is a long tradition of two bilingualisms on the island of Puerto Rico, in 
New York, and in the diaspora more generally.5  Among the working-class Nuyoricans of 
Urciouli’s linguistic ethnography, both Spanish and English are exuberantly mixed in the “inner-
sphere” of home and local neighborhood, but otherwise English is a sphere of uncertainty, a 
class-based linguistic resource feeding a racialized and linguistically-marked identity – at the 
intersection of social structure and subjecthood.   
 
 
Conclusion 

 
Like all social categories, class needs to be analyzed relationally: A working-class class is 

                                                
5   Based on Urciuoli’s report, it appears that there is an elite, educated bilingualism, of confident, strategic use of 

both languages, and a popular, vernacular bilingualism, occurring only after migration from the Island, in which 

class and race are compounded in the experience of English and Spanish. 
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defined in relation to middle and upper classes, and a class attains its specificity in relation other 
aspects of social being and identity, such as gender, age, and ethnicity. Attention to class as a 
social condition and feature of subjectivity forces us to confront both structural determinism and 
personhood, including psychic ambivalence (Bourdieu et al., 1999; Willis, 1977). Regarding the 
former, it is surely significant that when millions of Mexican and Mexican Americans took to the 
streets on May 1, 2006, they emphasized their working-class condition, their super-exploitation 
as always-deportable workers with non-citizen status, rather than say their religion or their 
language (Blommaert, 2006/in press). Working-class status, involving what DeGenova (2005) 
calls a process of labor subordination, is an invariant feature of the 150-years history of 
‘Mexicans’ providing labor for US enterprises. Regarding the latter, personhood and 
ambivalence, it is a commonly reported feature of the intertwined experience of class, migration, 
and language. Chavez reports in Shadowed lives: Undocumented immigrants in American society 
that for working-class Mexican immigrants in the San Diego region, learning English was always 
doubled edged. Children’s knowledge and use of English, while desirable as a route in social 
empowerment, also brought dangers and foreclosed options.  English-speaking among children 
raised the possibility of challenges to, loss of respect for, parental authority expressed in 
monolingual Spanish; it signalled as well as that return to Mexico was less and less likely, for 
Anglophone children could not function ‘back home.’   

Cook argues regarding elite bilingualism, that “it mostly takes place outside the 
educational contexts of L2 learning…” (p. 162), but this is probably true of much L2 learning. 
What is undeniable is that the products of learning lacking the legitimation of an elite family 
background or school credentialing are typically devalued, though they are nonetheless often the 
‘tools of life.’ Chavez (1992) reports that while the overwhelming majority of his working-class 
interviewees had at one time or another taken adult ESL classes, if they had acquired English, it 
was ‘on the job’, in the practice of work and life; De Genova (2005) provides a similar report 
from Chicago.  

If we wish to understand the social conditions of second-language learning, we must be 
alert to the wider world, a world in which ethnic identities are enacted and class conditions shape 
one’s home, workplace, and school encounters with multiple languages. Let the papers of this 
collection comprise an extended argument that the identity dynamics of ethnicity and class are 
complexly interrelated, and that they have considerable bearing on the communicative practices 
which constitute language learning. Let our understanding of each term in our triad – class, 
ethnicity, and language – advance as we develop tools for investigating them together. 
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