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Abstract 
Through weekly participant observations and eleven semi-structured interviews 
conducted with second-generation bilingual students in the Arabic for Native 
Speakers/Heritage Learners course at one of City University of New York’s 
(CUNY) senior colleges, I investigate the interdiscursive connections between the 
students’ notion of “broken Arabic” and the concept of “incomplete acquisition 
and/or attrition” (Montrul, 2013) from SLA research on heritage speakers. This 
paper moves away from the concept of proficiency towards performativity in order 
to recognize and support diverse repertoires in motion. 
 
Keywords: heritage language, Arabic sociolinguistics, incomplete acquisition, 
linguistic anthropology 
 

 اللغة في فصال تابعوا الذین عربي أصل من اللغة مزدوجي من طلبة حول دراسة أنجزت لقد .:ملّخص
 درست مركبة. نصف مقابلة ١١ وأنجزت قرب عن أسبوعیا تابعتھم إذ نیویورك، مدینة جامعة في العربیة
 كما )٢٠١٣ (مونترول، التآكل" أو الناقص "التحصیل ومصطلح الركیكة" "العربیة مفھوم بین العالقة
 توظیف الى الدراسة ھذه تسعى الموضوع. ھذا حول SLA ثانیة لغة بتعلّم المتعلقة األبحاث ذلك إلى أشارت
 إلىficiencyPro  "البراعة" مصطلح من االنتقال أجل منTranslanguaging  اللغوي" "التداخل أدوات

اإلنجاز. قید مختلفة لتجارب ودعما اعترافاPerformativity   "االستعراضیة"  
 

 التحصیل اللغوي، التداخل العربي، الحقل في لغةال اجتماع علم اللغوي، المیراث :الرئیسیة المصطلحات
اللغویة األنثروبولوجیا الناقص،  

 
Résumé 
A travers des observations participantes hebdomadaires et onze entretiens semi-
structurés avec des élèves bilingues de deuxième génération du cours d'arabe pour 
locuteurs natives/patrimoine des apprenants à City University of New York, 
(CUNY), j'enquête sur les connexions interdiscursives entre la notion de "l'arabe 
cassé" et le concept "d'acquisition et / ou d'usure incomplète" (Montrul , 2013) à 
partir des études de la SLA (Acquisition de la deuxième langue) sur le patrimoine 
des locuteurs. Cet article se déplace de la notion de compétence vers la 
performativité afin de reconnaître et de soutenir divers répertoires en mouvement. 
 
Mots-clés: patrimoine linguistique, sociolinguistique arabe, acquisition incomplète, 
anthropologie linguistique. 
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Introduction  
In November of 2015, newspapers around the United States reported that two passengers of 

Southwest Airlines, Maher Khalil and Anas Ayyad, were pulled aside during the boarding 

process at Chicago’s Midway Airport.1 The reason given to these two men—a Philadelphia pizza 

shop owner and his friend—was that another passenger had overheard them speaking Arabic and 

became concerned. A similar case was reported in April of 2016 when Khairuldeen Makhzoomi, 

a student of the University of California, Berkeley and an Iraqi refugee, was pulled off of his 

flight and questioned by the FBI for speaking with his uncle on the phone in Arabic.2 The mere 

speaking of the Arabic language in the context of the post-9/11 United States—coupled, no 

doubt, with the racialized bodies of these men—had apparently been the cause of alarm. Arabic, 

much like many other immigrant languages in the US, has become an icon and emblem of 

supposedly intractable cultural differences and of the suspicion and fear of linguistic, cultural and 

religious diversity: that is, “the other within”.  

It was with these stories in mind that I began to analyze my data from the weekly 

participant observations and eleven semi-structured interviews I conducted with students in the 

Arabic for Native Speakers/Heritage Learners course at one of City University of New York’s 

(CUNY) senior colleges. I asked myself: Considering this context of growing xenophobia, 

Islamophobia and prejudice based on race, religion and linguistic practices, how do second-

generation students see their relationship to the Arabic language? Under these politicized 

conditions, in what ways do they consider their Arabic backgrounds to be a valuable resource 

inside and outside the classroom? From my participant-observation and interview data, I 

observed that many of the students expressed an uncertainty towards their Arabic speaking 

competencies, often referring to their practices as “wrong,” “inappropriate,” “slang” and speaking 

“broken Arabic”. What struck me as significant was the ways in which these students’ narratives, 

in fact, corresponded in some key ways with the emerging body of research on heritage speakers, 

which often characterizes second-generation language practices in terms of their “interrupted” 

and “incomplete acquisition” (Montrul, 2013; Schachter, 1990; Bolonyai, 2007; Valdés, 2005) of 

their first language. How can we conceptualize the similarities between the discourses of 

“brokenness” emerging from the students’ narratives and those of “incomplete acquisition” 

proposed by SLA researchers? How does knowledge production on heritage learners in the 



80  Love 
	

 
Bellaterra Journal of Teaching & Learning Language & Literature. 9.2 (May-June 2016) 

ISSN 2013-6196 
	

academy both reflect and (re)produce ideological claims about “proper” language and its moral 

and ethical implications in US society? In this sense, the very concept of “incomplete 

acquisition” found in SLA literature and “broken language” (be it, “broken Arabic,” “broken 

Spanish,” or “broken English”) in the everyday parlance of my interlocutors confirms the 

pervasiveness of the normative ideology of monolingualism and its impact on heritage language 

classrooms in the United States.  

In this essay, I aim to situate Arabic heritage students’ apparent insecurities and anxieties 

around the “appropriateness” of their language practices in the university classroom within the 

larger interdiscursive frame in which language policies and academic knowledge production 

often unwittingly help support “the erasure of other languages by denying their speakers social 

capital and resources” (Mendoza-Denton & Osborne, 2010, p. 115). These ideologies are 

connected through the semiotic process of iconization or rhematization (Gal, 2005), in which 

“linguistic features that index social groups or activities appear to be iconic representations of 

them, as if a linguistic feature somehow depicted a social group’s inherent nature or essence” 

(Irvine & Gal, 2000, p. 37). In this sense, the “broken” or “incomplete” language practices of 

second-generation bilinguals are seen as iconic representations of their supposedly problematic 

deviation from the monoglot standard (Silverstein, 1996), as the example of Maher Khalil, Anas 

Ayyad and Khairuldeen Makhzoomi at the beginning of this essay demonstrated. As Otheguy 

(2013) has argued, by classifying them as “heritage” instead of “native” speakers, SLA 

researchers have been able to brand second generation bilingual speakers as deficient in ways that 

they would be weary of doing for linguistic practices classified under the label “native” speaker. 

Yet, on the other hand, other researchers have noted that the notion of “native language” 

presupposes its existence, that is, that each of us has a native, mother or first language in the 

singular (Pennycook, 2012). Similarly, as Mendoza-Denton and Osborne (2010, p. 114) have 

argued, “the very project of defining ‘bilingual’ as a category ultimately serves to normalize the 

monoglot standard, and historically this has helped bolster the status of nation-states as bounded 

and fully controlled entities”. It is in these complex socio-linguistic, political and ideological 

terrains in which I would like to contextualize my study. 

Much of the literature on second-generation students in heritage classrooms has focused 

on how to define these students, that is, who and what is a heritage speaker? Similarly, research 
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on heritage Arabic speakers in the US has largely focused on the linguistic characteristics of 

second-generation students, who, in turn, are distinguished by how they differ from the native 

speaker norm (Albirini, Benmamoun, & Saadah 2011; Albirini & Chakrani 2016). In contrast, I 

take an anthropological approach that asks the questions: what work does the category of 

“native” or “heritage” speaker do? For whom and with what consequences does this category do 

its work? These questions significantly differ from the common aim to come up with a universal 

definition and category of these learners based on certain perceived linguistic characteristics and 

proficiency. It instead requires researchers to focus on the pragmatic functions of language, that 

is, it forces us to recognize that language is always embedded in social systems and contexts in 

which speakers negotiate their position.  

In the following sections, I first describe the driving questions and methodology behind 

this study. Next, I investigate in more detail the interdiscursive connections between the students’ 

notion of “broken Arabic” and the SLA concept of “incomplete acquisition and/or attrition” 

(Montrul, 2013). Interdiscursivity refers to how any given utterance is always connected to and 

reflective of past and future discourses that circulate in wider social, political and historical 

contexts (Bakhtin, 1981; Bauman, 2005). In this essay, I call for a theory and pedagogy of 

contingency, which takes into account the many different contexts in which students use their 

language resources. This approach moves away from an overarching concept of proficiency 

toward a concept of performance in order to teach second-generation speakers in ways that 

recognize and support their diverse and creative repertoires. 
 

Research Design and Methodology 
This paper draws upon the initial findings from an ongoing research project at the City University 

of New York (CUNY) on heritage Arabic teaching and learning. The title of the course that I 

observed was Arabic for Native Speakers/Heritage Learners, which defined native/heritage 

speakers in its course materials as “students who grew up in an Arabic speaking household” (in 

the diaspora, not in the Arabic speaking world). While some of the students placed in the class 

had had some instruction in Arabic literacy (for example, in Saturday Islamic schools), all the 

students had a functional understanding of oral Arabic and were considered beginners in standard 

Arabic literacy as assessed by the program’s professors. One of the most immediate problems for 
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this Arabic course has been the dearth of resources for heritage learners. In fact, Arabic 

pedagogical materials to-date have not factored in activities in which heritage students can draw 

upon their rich linguistic resources and backgrounds in vernacular Arabic varieties in order to 

scaffold their learning of reading and writing in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).  

In collaboration with the professor of this course, I engaged in weekly participant 

observations in the fall and winter of 2015. As an advanced Arabic student (but a non-heritage 

learner) and a teaching fellow of anthropology at a different CUNY senior college, I explained to 

the students that I was observing the classroom with the aim of helping produce new materials for 

heritage students in collaboration with the course’s professor. My ethnographic work included 

participant-observing classroom activities and engaging in conversations in Arabic with the 

students about their linguistic experiences inside and outside the classroom. Despite the fact that I 

was clearly a language learner myself, the students would often ask me clarifying questions about 

the classroom activities and Arabic grammar and lexicon. While some students in the classroom 

would confidently answer my questions in Arabic, other students would only respond in English 

or with very short answers in Arabic. I observed the same situation in interactions between the 

professor and the students. From these ethnographic observations, an important classroom 

dynamic became apparent. Many students would often claim that they couldn’t speak or 

understand Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), appearing not to see how their home linguistic 

backgrounds in their variety of vernacular Arabic could translate into useful knowledge in the 

classroom. The result was that the students continued throughout the semester to speak mostly in 

English with one another in the classroom. 

With these two ethnographic observations in mind, I conducted 11 semi-structured 

linguistic oral history interviews with the students on a volunteer basis, each interview running 

between 20 and 30 minutes. The interviews were conducted on campus, in English and outside of 

classroom hours. During the interviews, we discussed the students’ relationship to the Arabic 

language, their home language practices, trips to visit relatives in their parents’ countries of 

origin and their impressions of the course. The purpose of the interviews was to get a sense of 

what Arabic means to the students, why they decided to take the course, and what were some of 

their psychosocial concerns about speaking Arabic at school and in their lives. The analysis of 

this paper is based on three important themes that emerged from the interviews. First, most of the 
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students interviewed discussed the different contexts in which they speak Arabic (at home, in the 

classroom, with friends, in the community, etc.), alluding to how their perceptions of how they 

speak differ in each context. Second, many students discussed their Arabic speaking using 

negative evaluating terms, such as “broken,” “improper” and “bad”. Finally, the students 

described what they saw as significant differences between the standard register of Modern 

Standard Arabic (MSA) and their home varieties.    

The students I interviewed are members of families from a variety of geographical 

backgrounds and part of the second-generation (either born in the US or coming by the age of 1). 

Of the 11 students I interviewed, five are of Egyptian origin (Hamid, Zahia, Samia, Ahmed and 

Amel), three of Lebanese origin (Fatima, Irene and Sarah), one of Moroccan origin (Rabah), one 

of Tunisian/Iraqi origin (Safia), one of Yemeni origin (Mahmoud), and one of Sudanese origin 

(Karem). All names are pseudonyms and some identifying information has been changed to 

protect the privacy of the participants. 

 

The native speaker vs. the heritage speaker: What’s in a category? 
Safia, a 25-year old student in the Arabic for Native Speakers/Heritage Learners course, 

characterized second-generation language practices as such:  

I feel like there is a certain level that everyone in this area who grew up with Arabic 
parents tends to speak…that same level of brokenness, where you start a sentence in 
English and end it in Arabic, or vice versa. 

This characterization of brokenness raises an important question: Who is a native speaker and 

what is a native language?  

Safia’s father fled Iraq decades ago, and while working as a sailor on ships throughout the 

Mediterranean, he met and married Safia’s mother, a Tunisian woman. They came to the US in 

the 1980s, where Safia was born. Safia grew up in and still lives in a city in New Jersey where 

there is a large Egyptian population. Because of this, Safia linguistically identifies with the 

Egyptian vernacular, not her father’s Iraqi or mother’s Tunisian. In fact, she told me, since her 

father left Iraq as a refugee, he lost contact with his family, and therefore Safia is unsure if she 

has any Iraqi features in her repertoire since she has never spoken to another Iraqi other than her 

father in Arabic. Because of the community in which they live, her parents speak with their 

friends mostly in the Egyptian vernacular and between each other in Egyptian and Iraqi, but 



84  Love 
	

 
Bellaterra Journal of Teaching & Learning Language & Literature. 9.2 (May-June 2016) 

ISSN 2013-6196 
	

never in her mother's Tunisian. Despite having spent many summers in Tunisia with her mother’s 

family, Safia denies that she is able to speak the Tunisian vernacular at all. With her parents, 

Safia reported that they speak mostly in Arabic with some “broken English”. Safia emphasized 

that growing up in a very urban area with many Hispanic and Arabic kids, her mother didn’t want 

her to be placed in ESL so when she was younger, her mother spoke to her in English. While she 

considers Arabic to be her first language, by Kindergarten, she reported that she spoke English 

fluently, and her Arabic went to the wayside. She describes her family language practice as such: 

With my parents, I speak mostly Arabic. Dialect-wise…it is very broken. It’s not like 
Tunisian-style at all. The only thing is that where we live (in New Jersey), the Arabs that 
live there…it is a very heavy Egyptian population, and when I was younger, I went to 
normal public schools but…(my parents) sent me on Saturdays to learn Arabic at a 
mosque; it was with a whole bunch of Egyptians so I picked up on that dialect more, not 
100%, like I don’t say the “ga”, but it’s a mix…When I am at home, (I speak) mostly in 
Arabic with broken English in-between. 

Reflecting the dominance of the Egyptian vernacular throughout the Arabic-speaking world, 

Safia’s case is an interesting example of the ways that Arabic language practices in the diaspora 

are shaped by features of sociolinguistics, patterns of migration, and hierarchies of language that 

emerge locally, regionally, and globally. 

When thinking about students such as Safia and her complex, variegated repertoire, I 

question: What would SLA researchers consider to be her native language? Roughly half of the 

students I interviewed claimed that their Arabic vernacular varieties were their first language, 

while the other half claimed English to be their first language. Others claimed that both English 

and their Arabic colloquial variety were their first language. In any case, it is clear from Safia’s 

experience that, in contexts of multilingualism, children often have a composite repertoire from a 

very early age. 

 In the emerging field of heritage language research and pedagogy, many scholars have 

cited Valdés’ (2005, p. 412) definition of these students as “raised in a home where a non-English 

language is spoken”, which conforms with the definition provide by the Arabic for Native 

Speakers/Heritage Learners course of this study. A large portion of the literature on heritage 

students aims to grapple with, in one way or another, the dilemma of whether or not to define 

these learners as native speakers. Certainly, in sociolinguistics, the notion of native speaker has 

been extensively critiqued over the last decades, with some scholars questioning the analytical 
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purchase of the category (Cook, 1999; Firth & Wagner, 1997; Pennycook, 2012). Nevertheless, 

the notion of native speaker is still widely used in SLA research and language pedagogy.  

In this context, the category of “native” is a powerful social fact that is resisted, debated, 

contested and adopted by speakers in order to make certain social, political and ideological 

claims. My interviews and classroom observations suggest that students and professors 

strategically draw upon the label of nativeness at certain moments; while at other times, they 

reject the label. Rabah, for example, sustained that his native tongue was English even though 

Moroccan Arabic was the primary language spoken at home during his childhood. During class, 

he would often refuse to respond to the professor in Arabic, although the professor would often 

speak to him in Moroccan Arabic. Irene also expressed that while she can understand the 

Lebanese dialect relatively well, she conflated “Arabic” with MSA, stating that she “can’t speak 

Arabic very well for the most part”. Zahia reported to me in an interview that:  

…ever since I was younger, I had no real first language, I learned both (Arabic and 
English) hand in hand at school. 

Though Zahia reported being very confident in her Arabic speaking competence, she nevertheless 

didn’t claim Arabic as her first language. What these statements allude to is a significant 

ambivalence on the part of many students towards their status as “native speakers” of Arabic in 

the context of this university heritage language program.  

Montrul (2013, p. 154), a leading scholar in the field of heritage language pedagogy, has 

argued that, while a native speaker is difficult to define, “when we see or hear a native speaker 

we intuitively recognize them as such”. Comparing second-generation speakers to what she sees 

as the “complete and successful outcome of acquisition of a first (or native) language in a 

(predominantly) monolingual environment” (p. 154), Montrul concludes that because many 

second-generation speakers’ practices fail to reach these intuitive “native” standards due to the 

processes of “incomplete acquisition and/or attrition” (p. 153), these speakers should be 

understood as heritage speakers, even when “it is possible to retain native-like ability in some 

specific areas” (p. 153), such as phonology. In this context, the goal of heritage classrooms 

should be to aid students in “(reaching) the highest levels of linguistic achievement in their 

heritage language” (p. 154). 

There are at least three problems with Montrul’s definition. First, as Dąbrowska (2012) 

has argued, researchers are starting to question the validity of the notion that all speakers of a 
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language share one mental grammar. Dąbrowska found that the common notion that first 

language speakers eventually converge on one single mental grammar, the acquisition of which is 

complete by the age of 5, fails to account for the reality of variation in speakers’ repertoires. She 

writes, “Assertions about convergence in L1 acquisition are rarely justified, presumably because 

they are regarded as self-evident: we can understand one another, so we must have the same 

grammar. But this is clearly a non sequitur: sharing the same grammar is not essential for 

successful communication” (Dąbrowska, 2012, p. 4). Second, the supposedly intuitive 

recognition of a native speaker is never solely based on an objective judgment of another’s 

language practices. To be fair, Montrul (2013) does recognize that the notion of a native speaker 

is largely a myth though she continues to use the concept. But, she does appear to fail to note that 

other non-linguistic aspects of a speaker’s identity often shape and condition the ways that 

language practices are perceived by listeners. A speaker’s perceived race, name, clothing, 

immigration status, nationality, etc. can influence the ways that the listener’s “intuition” works 

(Flores & Rosa, 2015; Hill, 1998). Finally, Montrul’s definition also assumes that there is such a 

thing as an ultimate or target attainment, that is, a moment when language acquisition can be 

understood as complete.  

As Pennycook (2012) has argued, the question of nativeness is rooted in a deceivingly 

simple question: what does it mean to know a language? In order to answer this question, one 

must recognize that the notion of linguistic competence is never neutral and that the concept of 

linguistic proficiency cannot be separated from the socio-political notion of the “legitimate 

speaker” (Bourdieu, 1977). While many scholars strongly critique the usefulness of the term 

“native speaker,” the discursive power of the concept cannot be ignored. Most importantly for 

this paper, Pennycook (2012) draws attention to the particular contexts in which someone can 

pass for a native speaker—a status that one attains but is not necessarily born with—which shows 

that the category itself is mobile, shifting and performative.  

 

Ideologies of Incompleteness and “Brokenness” 
One particular vexing question for the Arabic for Native Speakers/Heritage Learners 

course has been how to conceptualize the students’ backgrounds in vernacular, regional Arabic 

(‘ammiyya) with the course’s goals of reading and writing in Modern Standard Arabic (MSA or 
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fuṣḥā). Most of the students I interviewed displayed significant uncertainty regarding the 

relationship between MSA and their vernacular varieties. In fact, many students reported to me 

that they speak their vernacular varieties with confident fluency in some contexts (for example, 

with their parents or in individual meetings with the professor), but display a lack of confidence 

when they are expected to speak in MSA in the classroom. One student, Mahmoud, whose 

parents are both from Yemen, shared with me that before this class, he “didn’t know fuṣḥā 

existed honestly”. He currently works in an Arabic-speaking doctor’s office in Brooklyn, which 

has exposed him to many different vernacular varieties. Yet he believes that his own language 

practices are very different from the MSA that he is studying in the classroom. Similarly, Sarah, a 

student from a Lebanese family, said:  

I always knew there was fuṣḥā but I never really looked into it. And obviously my parents 
don’t speak to me in fuṣḥā. (In this class), we are expected to learn in fuṣḥā because we 
need to be uniform, or otherwise everyone would be writing in muṣri (the Egyptian 
dialect) or something like that. 

Amel, a student born in Egypt who came to the US at the age of one, said that she 

sometimes practices fuṣḥā at home with her family, but always as a joke. She said that one time 

her little brother protested when she spoke in MSA at home, saying “That’s not Arabic, you’re 

not learning Arabic.” Zahia, another student of Egyptian origin, showed the affective and 

interpersonal weight of this second-generation repertoire. She said:  

When I am mad at (my sister), I start speaking to her in Arabic because it sounds madder. 
I flip flop with her, I can have half a sentence in Arabic and half in English; with my dad 
it’s the same thing. Half English, half Arabic. In a sentence, I can have 4 words in Arabic, 
and 3 in English, it's a mixture.  
Other students also noted that is it common with their family and friends to easily access 

and engage with the different varieties and registers within their repertoire at any given moment. 

Considering the great diversity and complexity that constitutes the students’ repertoires, what are 

the implications of comparing second-generation speakers in the diaspora with speakers educated 

and socialized in the Arabic-speaking world? 

In fact, many SLA researchers of heritage language learning have done precisely that 

(Cook, 1999); by comparing second-generation students to monolingual “native” speakers, this 

research has adopted the analytical framework referred to as “incomplete acquisition and/or 

attrition”, characterized by the processes of language interference, arrested, flawed or disrupted 
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acquisition and the “the erosion, decay, contraction, or obsolescence of a language” (Valdés, 

2005, p. 417). Researchers have argued that this incomplete acquisition is brought about by the 

language shifts that arise from schooling in the dominant societal language. Otheguy (2013) has 

strongly criticized the notion of “incomplete acquisition” in terms of the linguistic-psychological 

flaws in its research, arguing that the term should not be used at all. He argues that what these 

researchers have called incomplete acquisition is instead the product of “normal intergenerational 

language change accelerated by conditions of language contact” (Otheguy, 2013, p. 1). In fact, 

socially disfavored varieties of language are often characterized as deviant and deficient. Cabo 

and Rothman (2012) have also argued that comparing bilinguals to monolinguals is unjustified 

and that characterizing bilingual practices as incomplete misses the point that they are simply 

different. Cabo and Rothman (2012, p. 452) write: 

The term incomplete is not only imprecise, it is misleading. Since incompleteness is often 
interpreted as a deficiency, the term is not appropriate when comparative differences can 
be traced back to contact-induced changes in first generation immigrant input providers to 
subsequent generations of (heritage speakers).  

Yet the comparing of multilingual speakers with monolinguals is precisely what many studies on 

heritage learners have done. Regarding the term “heritage speaker,” Otheguy (2013, p. 12) writes: 

The ill-defined term contributes to the unfounded initial legitimacy of the incomplete 
acquisition hypothesis, for it serves to naturalize the position that heritage speakers, 
whatever they are, are not native speakers. This removal of second-generation bilinguals 
from the groups of native speakers makes it possible for linguists to overcome what 
would otherwise be a reluctance to view anyone’s native language in deficit terms. In 
addition, the terms makes it acceptable to dispense with the common assumption among 
linguists that, when confronted with unfamiliar items in speakers who have used a 
language from earliest infancy, what we are witnessing is dialectal differences among 
natives rather than incompleteness.  

This insight has at least two notable implications. First, it calls for a macro-contextualization of 

the knowledge production in the academy. Second, it emphasizes the ideological work of the 

notion of “native speaker”. In the case of heritage language research, removing the term “native” 

from the definition of heritage speakers allows researchers to make claims about the 

inadequateness, deviance, and erroneousness of heritage language, as those who have not 

acquired the legitimate status of native speaker (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Firth & Wagner, 2007).   

Here, I argue that the supposed deviance of second-generation language practices as 

described in SLA literature is interdiscursively connected to the students’ representations of a 
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part of their repertoire as “broken Arabic”. The students I interviewed often expressed shifting 

views of their language practices within the same discourse—at times reporting that they speak 

well, and at other times, claiming they could hardly speak at all. The parallel cases of Irene and 

Sarah demonstrate the ways that students draw on divergent narratives regarding their linguistic 

backgrounds within the same utterance in order to make certain social and academic claims. 

Irene’s parents emigrated from Lebanon after they were married and shortly before Irene and her 

five brothers and sisters were born. She told me that at home she doesn't speak much Arabic 

though her parents speak exclusively in Arabic with each other. Irene reported that she doesn’t 

recall speaking Arabic as a child, but she said:  

I can understand it, not formal (fuṣḥā) at all, but speaking for the most part (I can 
understand).  

Yet Irene saw her proficiency in Lebanese Arabic quite differently from the MSA studied in 

class, giving herself a relatively high self-reported proficiency score (8 out of 10) in her 

colloquial variety. Sarah, also of Lebanese origin, described the emotional push-and-pull 

embodied in her relationship to Arabic. Sarah considered Arabic her first language, which is the 

language she speaks with her grandmother, who she said raised her and who still lives with her. 

Yet Sarah reports that she speaks mostly in English with her mother, father and four sisters. Like 

Irene, Sarah considered the Lebanese vernacular she speaks at home to be very different from 

fuṣḥā.  

Both Sarah and Irene in their interviews made it a point to explain to me that they do not 

think they belong in the Arabic for Native Speakers/Heritage Learners course. Both students 

demonstrated resistance to the use of the category of native speaker in describing their 

relationship to Arabic. Regarding enrolling in this class, Sarah reported that the professor:  

…told me to take the heritage speaking one. But I wish I didn’t. I feel like more than half 
the class already knows how to write it and speak it, so I feel like I’m at a disadvantage 
because I actually don’t know how to write it, and I think the class is much more 
advanced than I am. 

Sarah reported that her mother agrees with her. Sarah said:  

My mom said, ‘this is not at your level, this is way too advanced, how are you going to do 
well?’ I was like, I really don’t know I am just going to try my hardest.  
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What is interesting about Sarah’s narrative is that while she distanced herself from the native 

speaker category, at other times she referred to her abilities in positive terms. She said:  

I know how to speak it well, and in the hospital I translate for people, but I don’t know 
how to write it.  

What I want to emphasize here is that students often draw upon the category of native speaker at 

different moments in order to make specific social claims. The concept of native speaker does 

particular social and linguistic work, which is always contingent on context. Speakers may in a 

specific context, such as in the heritage classroom, consider themselves to have “broken” 

language practices, while in other contexts, such as the home, consider themselves fully 

competent and fluent. A speaker’s perceived performance also depends on the audience.  

Conclusion 
Public debates around the social function of bi-/multilingualism draw heavily upon “folk” 

discourses that say more about the social and political hierarchies, ideologies and economies that 

structure social relations than the nature of language itself. As Silverstein (1996, p. 301) 

poignantly writes, “Monoglot Standard is a cultural emblem in our society, it is not a linguistic 

problem as such that we are dealing with”. Language researchers and policymakers are far from 

immune to this “folk” understanding, at times with serious consequences for second-generation 

students (Cook, 1999). The circulation of “folk” discourses around the incompleteness of certain 

language practices (and iconically representing certain types of “incomplete” citizens) have been 

reinforced and constituted through academic knowledge production. The result can be language 

pedagogies that unwittingly reproduce the social dynamics of exclusion and inclusion through the 

categories of “native,” “heritage,” and “broken” language. Shedding light on the cultural, 

political and economic (in contrast to linguistic) implications of these debates over bi-

/multilingualism is central to an analysis of how conscious and unconscious linguistic choices 

work to position speakers within and resist power structures while leaving space for speakers’ 

agency (Gal, 1987).  

In conclusion, there is an expression in Algerian Arabic—لسانك میزانك—which roughly 

translates to: your language is your balance. For language researchers and social scientists who 

are tasked with the production of knowledge, we should take this warning to heart. The words we 

use matter. Yet, this is true perhaps less due to the capacity of words to describe a preexisting 
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reality than for the ability of words to bring a concept into existence and transform it into a social 

fact. The notion of “incomplete acquisition” that has become popular in the emerging field of 

heritage language research should be understood as embedded in larger sociolinguistic and 

racioideological discourses that (implicitly) represent second-generation bilinguals as deficient, 

incomplete citizens. Their perceived dual allegiance to the United States and their countries of 

origin come to be iconically represented in the fears and suspicion aroused by their allegiance to 

two languages. As the cases of Maher Khalil, Anas Ayyad and Khairuldeen Makhzoomi at the 

beginning of the paper suggested, the language ideologies that construe the United States in terms 

of one language = one nation = one religion = one race continue to have a devastating impact on 

the lives of multilingual speakers today.  
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Notes 

                                                             
1 See http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/nov/21/southwest-airlines-muslim-middle-eastern-passengers  
2 See http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/19/why-speaking-arabic-america-feels-like-crime  
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