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ABSTRACT
This study focuses on how teachers of minority ancestries construct and represent their family
language identities. Drawing on poststructural (Hall 1996; Norton 2000) postcolonial (Ang 1994;
Luke and Luke 2000) and sociocultural (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain 1998) theory on
culture, identity and language we explore the complex nature of the linguistic identities of 25 teachers
of Chinese and 20 teachers of Punjabi ancestries. We consider the different ways in which
respondents of these ancestries represented their identities in minority languages in various
sociocultural settings and the implications of these representations for employment. Accounting for
this diversity should contribute to reconstructing authoritative discourses (Bakhtin 1981) regarding
employment of racial minorities in public education and thus to making mainstream institutions more
equitable and inclusive.

Key words: linguistic identity representation; employment equity in education
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INTRODUCTION
If I went for a job I would never say that Chinese language was a skill I had. God
forbid somebody would call me on it! To speak it means to speak it perfectly and
there is a lot of shame in not speaking it perfectly (Nan, second generation, speaks
Cantonese with her family and attended five years of after school Cantonese and
Mandarin classes).
I… wrote down that I could speak Punjabi on my resumes … I thought that if they
want to have parent communication … then they actually need to have people who
can speak the other language too…[During my interview] I kept pushing … “I can
speak Punjabi; I can also speak a little bit of Hindi” and I kept saying that … I went
to that school purposely because I knew there was a high Indo-Canadian population.
(Sahibjeet, second generation, speaks Punjabi with her family, but has had no formal
conversation or literacy instruction).
The complex, multi-faceted nature of (minority) ethnic identities is becoming a prominent
concern in theory and research, and language is one salient dimension of identity (Hall 1996; Luke
and Luke 2000). Moreover, we see in theory and research regarding language identity specifically,
that it is similarly viewed as multifaceted and complex (Norton 2000). Some of the complexity is
theorized in relation to how minority language speakers’ engagements with mainstream society are
implicated in the process of learning to speak and identify with new (dominant society) languages
(Churchill 2000) Other complexities relate to the relative emphasis minority individuals place
respectively on reading, writing, speaking and listening, in constructing their identities as learners of
a dominant language (McKay and Wong 1996).
In contrast to the research outlined above, which is concerned with individuals’ experiences
in learning English, our present research is interested with the complexities of how teachers of
minority ancestries with minority languages in their biographies construct and represent their
linguistic identities as members of both English and minority language communities. Through indepth interviews, teachers narrated the complex circumstances implicated in how they construct and
represent their linguistic identities. Some of these circumstances relate to relative roles of literacy and
conversation in their minority language communities. Some of the complexity relates to their
understandings of minority community and family standards (Krashen 1998). Age at which they
immigrated, diversity of minority languages in their families, availability of and attendance at formal
school programs, and the availability of peer and other social settings for using the language (Tse
1998) may be involved, as well.
In this paper, we inquire into the diversity outlined above with the intention of developing
recommendations that will assist employers and teachers to best include the diverse, complex, and
rich resources that teachers of minority ancestry could bring to their professional work. It is common

4
practice for employers to use questions about language as an expedient way of dealing with what they
construct as problematic issues in employment equity policy requiring diversity in the workplace.
Asking, “Do you know your language?” appears to be a way of responding to this requirement
without getting caught up in uncomfortable (to employers) issues of race. However, this apparently
“safe and simple” question about language in fact masks a great deal of complexity. It draws
employer and potential employee into a frame of reference which not only fails to get at the
complexity of language identities, but also fails to acknowledge that minority teachers have valuable
experiences to bring to students (of all backgrounds) regardless of their particular conversational
and/or literacy skills in their family languages.
This research was part of a larger study undertaken to gain broad perspectives on how
teachers of minority ancestry perceived their positions within public education.2 In the course of
analyzing and interpreting data on a wide range of experiences related to their own education,
families, profession, and identities we began to discern that language in particular, and teachers’
perceptions of and experiences with ancestral languages, were a prominent dimension. Thus, while
our initial broad focus was on diverse aspects of teacher identity and identity representation and
implications of these for employment, through the use of a grounded theory approach to analysis of
this data, considerations of construction and representations of linguistic identity and the relation of
these to employability were more specifically brought into focus. Within this specific focus on
minority language identities and employment we are especially interested in how, and if, minority
ancestry teachers of Chinese and Punjabi Sikh ancestry respectively, represent their (heritage)
linguistic identities when seeking employment.
The thesis of this research is that these variable constructions and representations, and the
ways they are taken up in mainstream institutional discourses of equality in employment, have
important implications for racial/linguistic minorities seeking teaching positions in public education
(Abella 1984; Henry, Tator, Mattis, and Rees 1995; Omi and Winant 1994). 3
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See Beynon, Ilieva and Dichupa (2001), Beynon and Toohey (1995), Beynon, Toohey and Kishor (1992,
1998), Hirji and Beynon (2000). Teachers of Chinese and Punjabi ancestry were selected for this study because
they are the two most populous minority language groups (257,000 and 75,000 respectively) both in the
province of British Columbia and in the greater Vancouver metropolitan area, with a population of almost 3
million.
3
We recognize that equal employment opportunity legislation or “affirmative action” in the United States may
operate in a variety of different ways. In Canada, The Employment Equity Act (1986) is the outcome of
research by a Royal Commission on Equality in Employment which examined US policies, among others. A
key feature of Canadian legislation is a focus on recruiting and hiring individuals from four designated groups:
women, native people, individuals with disabilities and visible minorities. It is not necessary in Canada (as
apparently it has been in the US) for discrimination to be proven in court before programs are required. (See
Blumrosen 1985).
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Language and Identity
Hall’s (1996) poststructural theoretical approach to identity and the linguistic dimensions of identity
helped us to frame the present research. Hall specifies that language is one potential dimension of
how individuals may represent their identity.
Actually identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language
and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not “who we are” or “where
we came from,” so much as what we might become, how we have been represented
and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves (p. 4, our italics).
In the same theoretical frame of reference, Luke and Luke (2000) critique the essentialist
theoretical notion that minority language “competence” or “fluency” is the sine qua non of
racial/ethnic/cultural identity. Their research documents that many bi-racial individuals who, for
various reasons, were unable to develop skills in Chinese languages when they were youngsters,
nevertheless maintained a sense of Chinese identity and selected to learn family languages as adults.
Ien Ang (1994), writing about her experiences in post-colonial Indonesia, Holland, and
Australia, also addresses the complex relationships between language, identity and authenticity:
Throughout my life, I have been implicitly or explicitly categorized willy-nilly, as a
“Chinese.” I look Chinese. Why then don’t I speak Chinese? I have had to explain
this apparent oddity countless times (p. 3)…. A self-assured, Dutch, white, middleclass Marxist asked me, “Do you speak Chinese?” I said, “No.” “What a fake
Chinese you are!” was his … kidding response. In being defined and categorized … I
was found wanting (p. 11).
Just as Luke and Luke and Ang demonstrate that cultural identity is complex and not
reducible to linguistic skills only, we wish to explore the complex nature of linguistic identities and
the values ascribed to these by families and communities, employers and the teachers themselves. The
data in our present research suggest that the criteria for linguistic identity/competence and the values
attached to different kinds of competence (oral, written, etc.) are variable from family to family and
community to community. We are intrigued by the apparent differences in linguistic practices
experienced respectively by Punjabi and Chinese interviewees within their families and communities
of origin and the implications in turn of these practices in teachers’ representations of their linguistic
identities.
We are also interested to find an apparent difference in the literature on language and identity
that seems to be related to the ethnicity of the writers. A few theorists of Chinese ancestry identify the
problematic and complex relationship between language and identity (Luke and Luke 2000; Ang
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1994), but none of South Asian or Indian ancestry whom we were able to identify appears to do so.
We understand that historically/culturally specific circumstances might contribute to these differences
in theory, as well as differences in family and community language practices (Gibson and Ogbu 1991;
McCarthy 1990). Hence, we make some preliminary inquiries into the post-colonial and diasporic
experiences of Chinese and Punjabi Sikh in the geographical location of greater Vancouver, British
Columbia in which this research is situated.
POWER AND IDENTITY
The works of Bannerji (1993), Foucault (1980), Mohanty (1991), Henry et al. (1993) contribute to
this research a theoretical approach which identifies and analyzes policies and practices by which the
“gaze” of mainstream institutions confers positions of relative privilege or powerlessness. Power in
educational institutions commonly consists of being in positions to define what is normative and
selecting the attributes that will be considered desirable in employees and clients (Apple 1996; Dei
1996; Giroux 1993). Much critique of mainstream institutions in education is directed at the inability
or refusal of decision-makers to incorporate minority culture and language into curriculum (Banks
1991; Cummins 1986; Ghosh 1996) or teacher education (Cochran-Smith 1995; Martin 1995; Sleeter
1992). Notwithstanding these critiques regarding inclusion of language and culture, we direct our
attention here to possible consequences of attempting to include minority language as a criteria in
hiring, but doing so without appreciation of the complexity and diversity of language practices and
their relationships to linguistic identities. We see that the complex nature of the relationship between
language and identity varies not only between ethno-cultural linguistic “groups,” but within them as
well.
LANGUAGE, IDENTITY AND SOCIO-CULTURAL CONTEXT
The focus of the present research is on individual teachers’ constructions (assessments) and
representations of their heritage linguistic identities. We see clearly that these linguistic identity
constructions are transacted within family, community, and institutional contexts, or what Holland et
al. (1998) refer to as a series of cultural worlds, and we explore these in order to gain some
understanding of what factors might be implicated in these differences. Norton’s work on linguistic
identity construction (2000) suggests some possibilities for identifying what factors might be
involved.
Norton (2000) uses the term investment to describe the intricate, socially and historically
constructed, relationships of learners to a target language arguing that,
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when language learners speak …they are constantly organizing and reorganizing a
sense of who they are and how they relate to the social world. Thus an investment in
[a] target language is also an investment in a learner’s own identity. (p. 10-11)
Norton further specifies this formulation when she says:
investment is best understood in the context of a poststructural notion of identity.
When we “invest” in a second language, we desire a wider range of identities and an
expanded set of possibilities in the future. Conversely, if we are not invested in a
particular target language, it may be as a result of limited options for identification
and possibility (Churchill 2002).
McKay and Wong (1996) interpret what Norton says about learners’ investments in speaking
and apply this notion to all four language skills, arguing that these have differential values for
learners in relation to their identities. These studies examine social identity construction of
individuals engaged in diverse aspects of language learning. In the present study we look not at
language learning per se, but rather at how teachers construct their knowledge of heritage languages
and how they represent these constructions. We find intriguing, in the respective narratives of the
teachers of Punjabi and Chinese ancestry, indications that their families’ (and hence their own) sense
of heritage language identity were reflections of varying options and possibilities.
The works of Krashen (1998) and Tse (1998) respectively suggest some useful ideas about
the nature of variation in opportunities for formal and informal heritage language use. Krashen
identifies a phenomenon that he calls linguistic “shyness.” When speakers of a heritage language are
criticized for their efforts, they can become shy about using the language. Hence, the speaker
becomes unwilling to use the language for fear of being criticized. Complementary to Krashen’s
work, Tse calls attention to the powerful influence of opportunities to use languages in settings where
the speakers feel comfortable as accepted group members.
Norton, McKay and Wong, Krashen, and Tse all research language experiences of
individuals; in contrast, we are looking at how groups of individuals represent their linguistic
identities and at apparent contrasts between these representations. We keep in mind dangers of
essentializing groups; nevertheless our data do suggest some patterns. We consider the possible sociocultural characteristics of these respective groups that might contribute to the different ways in which
teachers constructed and subsequently represented their knowledge of their heritage languages. We
see that teachers of Chinese ancestry are inclined to tell us a great deal about whether as children and
adolescents they had formal literacy instruction. Punjabi ancestry teachers rarely mentioned literacy
instruction in Punjabi; they talked more about their confidence in their conversational abilities. We
consider how these different representations may have come about and how they may be more and
less advantageous from an employment perspective.
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Finally, we consider issues of language identity representation in relation to official Canadian
employment equity policy, and the ways in which identity representation may be implicated in
employment experiences of teachers of minority ancestry. Bakhtin’s (1981) ideas about the struggles
between “authoritative” and “internally persuasive” discourses are useful here. Whereas authoritative
discourse is fused with political and institutional power (Bakhtin 1981, 343), internally persuasive
discourse is “tightly interwoven with one’s own words” (p. 345) and is creative and productive.
Bakhtin’s distinction between and description of the interplay between the two types of discourse
suggests ways of analyzing the manner in which teachers’ internally persuasive self-descriptions of
their (heritage) linguistic selves take up and interact with official institutional discourses, especially
when teachers are seeking employment.
Viewing employment equity as an authoritative mainstream discourse helps us to see how
teachers’ differential success in their struggles with this discourse may be related to the ways they
represent, to themselves and others, their linguistic investments and identities. Based on the nature of
their investments in their family languages it may be easier for some to successfully engage their own
internally persuasive discourse about their language abilities, “with its own gestures, accents and
modifications” (Holquist 1981, 424) in the inevitable struggle with mainstream authoritative
discourse. These individuals might more easily be able to get jobs.
Policies in mainstream institutions, (for example, employment equity hiring policies,
admissions policies to professional programs of teacher education, and credentialing policies of the
British Columbia (B.C.) College of Teachers and B.C. Teachers’ Qualification service) may be, as
Luke and Luke and Ang caution against, reducing minority identity to minority linguistic identity.
These mainstream authoritative policy discourses structure the ways in which minority teachers may
be able to insert themselves into mainstream institutions, at least in regard to their self-described
sense of security in their heritage language identities. Using language as an employment criterion may
serve to “control and contain” (Chakrabarty 1993) rather than to include these minority ancestry
teachers. Thus, these policies may privilege language skills and devalue the importance of knowledge
that is rooted not solely in teachers’ linguistic competencies, but in their experiences in their families,
communities and as minorities in mainstream schools.
METHODOLOGY
In-depth interviews (Marshall and Rossman 1995) were conducted with 25 teachers of Chinese
ancestry and 20 teachers of Punjabi ancestry who responded to a call for volunteers placed in The BC
Teacher, a publication distributed to all teachers in British Columbia. One and a half hour interviews
were guided by a consistent series of open-ended questions on the following topics: family

9
background, school experiences from elementary to post-secondary teacher education and
employment experiences. These questions were formulated from a theoretical perspective on identity
issues. Our specific focus in this paper on (heritage) linguistic dimensions of identity reflects a
grounded theory approach where data collection precedes theory building (Strauss and Corbin 1990,
23). This theme of linguistic identities was not a specific focus in our initial, more broadly based
inquiries regarding teachers’ identities and the ways in which family, community, and educational
experiences were implicated in professional identities (Beynon, Ilieva, and Dichupa 2001; Hirji and
Beynon 2000). However 17 of the 20 Punjabi ancestry teachers and 21 of the 25 Chinese ancestry
teachers introduced issues of language in a variety of ways in their narratives. Hence, we turned our
focus to this area that they had identified as important.
Inevitably our representations of the interviewees’ narratives are reflective of our own
subject positions and locations (Patton 1990). Hence, it is important to make explicit that the
researchers themselves were of minority ancestry. Interviewers of Filipina, Singaporean, and Ismaili
ancestry respectively, established connections with the interviewees by reference to their own
experiences of being visible minorities in Canadian society and schools. Similarly, each of the
researchers engaged in data analysis and interpretation has occupied subject positions as minorities
(racial, linguistic and/or religious), within mainstream Canadian education.
We used a variety of approaches to checking the trustworthiness of the data and our
analyses. Transcripts of interviews were sent to the interviewees who were invited to correct, delete,
comment, or add to these. After these member checks were completed, each of the two data sets (of
transcribed interviews) was read and coded for themes, by three of the four researchers working
independently of one another. In this way, we cross checked and verified our analytical work. We
then sent copies of previous publications to the interviewees and invited comments on these. Our
analysis and interpretations were presented in a conference paper (Beynon, Ilieva, and Dichupa
2000). Professionals of minority ancestry who work in executive positions in Chinese and Punjabi
community social service agencies responded with commentary regarding community practices and
diasporic histories that might contribute to the respective profiles of language practices documented
here (McCarthy 1990). The responses of these key informants (Miles and Huberman 1984) are
presented in the following section on the post colonial diasporic context of Vancouver (Rai 2000; To
2000) and provide valuable contextual information to supplement the scant information we were able
to find in historical sources (Jagpal 1994; Johnston 1988; Yee 1988).
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Post-colonial, Diasporic Context of Vancouver
The century long histories of immigration to the Vancouver area from a diverse array of nations in
the Chinese diaspora and the Punjab province of India are the context for our research. The linguistic
dimensions of these histories may be implicated in the language experiences teachers narrated.
CHINESE COMMUNITY
The Chinese community is made up of individuals who trace their backgrounds to a wide range of
regions and nations and this is reflected in the diversity of languages and dialects in the community.
While Cantonese and Toisan predominate, they are not universal. Even community (clan)
associations (tongs) important in early settlement were conducted, respectively, in a variety of
dialects (Li 1988). The ongoing history of immigration to Vancouver reflects political events in Asia
and has resulted in an ever increasing diversity of languages and dialects such as Cantonese, Toisan,
Mandarin, Taiwanese, Hakka, Shanghainese (Yee 1988), which may in turn limit the respective
teachers’ opportunities to learn their family languages in social settings beyond their own households.
As well, religious affiliations, as a consequence of overseas religious traditions of a variety of
colonizers, are similarly diverse and do not provide a central community activity with a sacred
language the same as and, hence, reinforcing the secular language.
After school and Saturday Chinese language programs conducted by a variety of community
and church based groups appear to have offered one location outside of the family where children
could associate with their peers in a setting designed to focus on the development of their family
languages. However, this setting also presented some complexities. Even in the early history of
Chinatown there are reports of dissonance between teachers who were instructing in Cantonese and a
large group of Toisan speaking families (Yee 1988). Moreover the focus of these schools was on
literacy rather than conversation, and developing literacy in the traditional Chinese script of 22,000
characters requires memorizing approximately 3,000 characters (Miller 2001; Ping 1995). Children
developing literacy in their mother tongue in Hong Kong and other overseas communities spend their
first three school years in formal study before they are considered to have learned the basics of
beginning reading and writing (Ping 1995). In Vancouver, the fact that the programs were held at the
end of the regular school day or Saturdays contributed to the resistance of many youngsters as they
set about this major task. The recent introduction of the potential lingua franca of Mandarin in the
public high school curriculum (and in one elementary school) may provide a new opportunity for
language learning. However, this opportunity has its own set of complexities relating to the
historical/political relationships between Mainland China and the respective Hong Kong and Taiwan
diasporic communities.
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In past years, when children objected to this formal schooling, parents were likely not to push
them, because they felt that English was the more important language for further education and
employment (To 2000). Many sources (Hsia 1988; Leong and Hayes 1990; Pang 1990; To 2000)
report the very high value that families place on academic excellence which is associated with
emphasis on the importance of English language study (sometimes to the detriment of Chinese
language fluency).
PUNJABI SIKH COMMUNITY
Conversational fluency in varying degrees in several different languages (Punjabi, the regional
language; Hindi, the national language of India; and English, the language of the colonizers) is
considered common although fluency in Punjabi is a common denominator. Osler (1997) reports that
most of the Punjabi teachers she interviewed had “a level of technical competence required to act as
an effective translator or interpreter” (p. 114). Parents stress that it is easy to learn several languages
and many parents speak Hindi and English as well as Urdu (Gibson and Bhachu 1991).
In contrast to the diverse political and linguistic histories and the large size of the Chinese
population in Vancouver, the smaller size and relative historical, cultural, and social homogeneity of
the Sikh community in Vancouver is striking. Religion is a cohesive factor in the Punjabi community
(Johnston 1988) and Punjabi language is a vital part of the religion. However, literacy is not a
prerequisite for either religious or social activities. In the temple (gurudwara), Punjabi is the language
in which the services are conducted, but it is not necessary to be literate to join in. On special
religious occasions, families are able to hire a reader to hold a continuous reading (akund phat) of the
religious text (Guru Granth Sahib). The gurudwara also has an open kitchen (langur) accessible to
the community and frequented by elders and their pre school grandchildren.
A common family practice, given the wide availability of the VCR in the 1980s, is weekly
family gatherings to watch Punjabi and Hindi movies. Conversations about the movie are in Punjabi
and parents ask children if they understand the meanings of particular words or events (Rai 2000).
Ghosh (2000) also reports this practice in her work with Punjabi speaking immigrants in Australia.

DATA ANALYSIS
Data were analyzed by ethnic group and by gender within ethnic group, although analysis by gender
revealed no salient differences. Similarly, while interviewees came from a range of socio-economic
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backgrounds, this feature did not appear to be salient. We considered teachers’ references to their
families’ language practices during their childhood and adolescent years. We also took note of their
descriptions of their strategic uses of their first languages in seeking employment and substantive uses
in their professional work.
Because of length constraints, we will not present here specific data on classroom and school
(professional) uses of family languages. Previous research on perceptions of teachers of Punjabi (Hirji
and Beynon 2000) and Chinese ancestry (Beynon, Ilieva, and Dichupa 2001) illustrates that in
addition to their normative responsibilities, teachers use their minority languages for translation and
interpretation between their respective communities and the mainstream education system. They also
use these languages to provide instructional assistance to students for whom English is a second
language. Holland et al. (1998) theoretical framework on identity and agency in cultural worlds
helped us to see how these teachers also drew selectively on their family and community experiences
of being a minority in shaping their professional work and challenging institutional barriers to their
own and their students’ accomplishments.
In the present research, we bring Holland et al. framework on identity and agency to bear on
issues of language investment patterns and identity construction. The authors articulate the socially
situated nature of identity. In this perspective, identities are shaped in interaction with socially
prescribed norms and other actors in a variety of social contexts. We focus on the interviewees’
perceptions of the following socially situated contexts or interactional spaces in which family
languages are salient: the home, formal childhood schooling experiences, adult experiences with
learning ancestral languages, the job market and the place of employment. These interactional spaces
were social locations shaped in part by parents and community, in part by educational institutions and
in part by the teachers themselves. In the family context, we are interested in the circumstances that
teachers perceived as salient in forming their assessments of how and how well they used these
languages with their family.
We will also look at the ways individuals from both groups strategically used their
knowledge of languages other than English outside of the family to gain employment when they saw
that prospective employers would value these language skills. It is in regard to these strategic uses of
language that we see important, ordinarily unacknowledged differences for issues of equity and
employment. These differences relate to how individuals, in the two groups respectively, describe
their capabilities in their family languages. Thus, the focus of our research was these teachers’
perceptions of their language use, and not an externally developed academic assessment of language
competencies.
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The teachers of Chinese ancestry in this study were from diverse national/regional
backgrounds including Hong Kong, Mainland China, Vietnam, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, the
United States, and Canada and identified a range of family languages/dialects including
Cantonese/Toisan (20) and Mandarin (5).4 The teachers of Punjabi Sikh ancestry all traced their
family histories to Punjab. Teachers of Chinese and Punjabi ancestries had all done their teacher
education in western Canada and were employed in public schools in the greater Vancouver
metropolitan area, albeit across a spectrum of neighborhoods with varied ethnic/demographic
compositions and socio economic circumstances. In addition, there were differences regarding age at
immigration, languages spoken, grade level and subject matter of teaching assignments, and length of
teaching career but we did not discern that any of these characteristics was an important influence on
the teachers’ constructions of what it means to know their heritage language
TABLE 1.

Demographic Background on Teachers of Chinese and Punjabi Sikh

Ancestry

SOCIOCULTURAL GROUP
YEARS OF TEACHING
Beginning
1 to 5
6 to 10
11 and up
POSITIONS
Teacher on call
Elementary
Secondary
SPECIALTIES

CHINESE :25
11
5
7
2

7
6
3
4

11
9
5
(specialties are more common in secondary schools)

7
5
8

ESL
Math/Science
Heritage Language
Other
AGE AT IMMIGRATION
Canadian born
1 to 5
6 to 10
11 to 18
Over 18
LANGUAGES
Primary heritage language
Individuals also reporting
4

PUNJABI:20

7
1
1
5

3
4
1
2

14
4
1
3
3

5
9
1
3
2

21
11

17
4

Three of those identifying Mandarin also identified Taiwanese and one identified Hakka. Five identifying
Cantonese (Toisan) also identified respectively Shanghainese, Fukienese and Vietnamese. Three individuals
identified Cantonese and Mandarin.
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additional minority languages

Language in the Family and Childhood Heritage Language Schooling
Teachers of Chinese ancestry
Many of the interviewees said they retained the ability to converse in a heritage language because of
the need or desire of communicating with a parent or grandparent who did not speak English. For
example Maureen, born in Canada, whose family speaks Toisan, said, “Because my mom speaks
mostly Chinese that's why I've retained my Chinese.” Similarly Lynn, also born in Canada, recalled:
I grew up [until age 5] speaking Toisan. My mom and dad were pretty fluent in
English, but because we lived with our grandma, I think they wanted us to learn our
own language first.
Paradoxically neither of these individuals considered themselves to have particularly good
conversational skills in Toisan. Rather they stressed that their oral language skills were equivalent to
those of a five year old (the year they entered mainstream schools).
While the family language was considered important for communication at home many
teachers expressed the feeling that parents saw this language as a barrier to developing English
language fluency. Sharon was born in Canada and “did not speak a word of English” when she started
kindergarten. She reflected on her mother’s motivations regarding Sharon’s use of Cantonese.
For my mum particularly, she wanted us to be schooled exclusively in English
because she saw it as the route to integration and success. So there was never any
reservation on her part that we're being schooled in English. Nor did she really
attempt to press us to retain our native [Cantonese] tongue. One of the drawbacks is
that we had a very difficult time communicating [with her] but it's not something she
forced.
In the variety of childhood experiences that teachers recounted regarding family language
use, the institution of the Chinese (Cantonese) school, with a strong emphasis on literacy, was a
prominent feature on the terrain of language learning. These Chinese out of (mainstream) school
programs (where available) were salient parts of the teachers’ narratives, whether or not the
individual teachers actually spent any length of time in them or learned skills they considered
valuable.
Trish, born in Vancouver, said English was the primary language in her family. She attended
Cantonese after school programs from age 4 to 12 and describes her Cantonese conversational
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abilities as being at a “preschool” level. Her statement illustrates a commonly held perception about
the relatively stronger emphasis on literacy rather than conversation in Chinese school, and implied
this was a deterrent to spending more time learning conversational Cantonese.
We went to Chinese [Cantonese] school for a number of years … down in
Chinatown; you learned how to read and write but you didn't really learn
conversational Chinese. So it was always a problem. My parents said they wanted us
to learn the language and immerse ourselves in the culture. But as a child you tend to
resent that more than appreciate it. I didn’t really learn how to speak it fluently; I
learned how to read and write.
Like Trish, Maureen also recalled the emphasis on literacy skills as a deterrent in
involvement that would have helped her to learn more conversational skills:
When my parents told me about all those children going to Chinese school I
remember watching my cousin doing his homework during the weekend with the
brush strokes: the calligraphy of the Chinese characters and I thought “Oh boy! I’m
so glad I don't have to do it.” You’ve got to do pages and pages and pages. But now
that I’m older I wish I had taken Chinese school and learnt the characters and how to
write and speak it. When you’re young, you just don’t appreciate things like that. My
parents never pushed us. They never did.
In a contrasting account, Gwen, who was born in Vancouver and whose parents were from
(mainland) China, spoke confidently about her conversational fluency in Cantonese. She attributed
this both to the fact that her parents spoke Cantonese at home and to the fact that:
I had attended Chinese school in my elementary years, right through, in fact, to
graduation. I am still quite comfortable with the language.
Nan immigrated to Vancouver as a pre-school child; her parents spoke Cantonese and
Fukienese at home. She attended after school and Saturday programs for 6 years. She referred to the
development of difficult (for her) literacy skills through the “kill and drill” approach. She attributes
this emphasis to inhibiting her opportunities for developing conversational fluency. This contrasts
with the experiences of many of the Punjabi Sikh ancestry teachers who did not spend any time
during childhood in formal literacy instruction in Punjabi.
Teachers of Punjabi ancestry.
Like their colleagues of Chinese ancestry, teachers of Punjabi ancestry have retained their
conversational abilities in Punjabi primarily for the purposes of communicating with their families.
Interestingly, some, like Baljeet and Roopinder, for example, “picked up” the language mostly in
their adolescence as their families moved to live in closer proximity to other members of the Punjabi
community. Despite a far from perfect command of the heritage language, many of these teachers
express confidence in their abilities to communicate in Punjabi. As Baljeet, who came to Canada at
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age 2 and lived until adolescence in a neighbourhood where his family were “the only East-Indians,”
puts it:
I can understand [Punjabi] really well and I can speak it, I would say fairly well. My
pronunciation of some words isn’t proper, yeah, but people can always understand
what I am saying.
Many teachers feel secure in their heritage language (and religious) identities. For example,
Satinder, who was born in Kenya and came to Canada from England in his adolescence, began his
answer to the interviewer’s request to talk about his family as follows: “We’re Sikhs and we speak
Punjabi.” Similarly, Jane, born in Canada, reported that even though her parents were very fluent in
English:
We were brought up speaking Punjabi ‘cause it was important that we retain our
culture and therefore we still speak a lot of Punjabi in our own home and my parents
put in so much effort and emphasis on language. Even when my Kindergarten teacher
was concerned that my English wasn’t fluent and said she might have to fail me if it
didn’t pick up by the end of the year, even though my mom was concerned, she
didn’t speak English with us, she refused to.
Sahibjeet echoed similar views:
I am quite fluent in speaking Punjabi. When we were growing up mom always said, “You’re
all gonna learn English so you have to speak Punjabi in the home. If we don’t stress it now,
you guys will forget and you don’t know how good of an asset it is.” …So they always pushed
it, amongst my siblings we always spoke English, but with my mom and dad [we] always
[spoke] in Punjabi…This has turned out to be an asset in my teaching.
Each of the individuals interviewed, regardless of parents’ linguistic backgrounds and their
own age at immigration, felt they were competent in oral Punjabi and that they could easily carry on
an informal conversation. Comments such as Amanpreet’s were common: “I sometimes get worried
that I am forgetting [Punjabi], but then I talk to one of the parents of my students, and they seem to
understand, so it’s O.K.” In one linguistic history after another, in answer to questions about literacy,
interviewees reiterated that it was conversation in Punjabi in the family that was important. Only one
individual had attended a Punjabi language school and Mundip, who came to Canada at age 3 and
teaches Punjabi in secondary school, had literacy education at home, although even he seemed to
emphasize conversation rather than literacy because of the communication it allowed with his parents.
I speak Punjabi fluently. It is great because communication with my parents [neither
of whom spoke English] would not have been possible for me. I could never imagine
myself having gone through life without a second language. I received a lot of
Punjabi training, [oral and written] from my mom and dad. They played a big part
and then if it wasn't them directly there was somebody at the gurudwara [temple]
who helped.
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A few others who had learned to read and write Punjabi as children had done so in Punjab or
Kenya. A few of these individuals also reported that they also spoke one or more of Hindi, Gujerati or
Urdu.
Adult Experiences with Learning and Using the Heritage Language
Teachers of Chinese ancestry.
As adults, a number of individuals developed their own approaches (Holland et al. 1998) to
improving their skills in their family languages. Trish who felt that in Chinese school she only
learned to read and write, has since enrolled in Cantonese conversation courses through a local
community college and the Chinese cultural centre. Vincent has begun an informal exchange at home
with his mother. He is teaching her conversational English and she is teaching him conversational
Cantonese.
Joanne, who emigrated to Canada as an adult, undertook formal language studies. Her family
language, in which she feels fluent and literate, is Hakka. Her Canadian University degree is in
English literature and she also develops secondary school curricula in Mandarin.
Before going to Canada [from Malaysia] I finished senior Cambridge [Mandarin]
Chinese and my father has always been an intellectual and so he made sure I learned
my Chinese. I didn’t have the confidence to teach Chinese even though I was
involved in curriculum development. Then I had a chance to study language in China
and it was like a homecoming. I found myself quite fluent again. Everything came
back.
Her concern about high standards is prominent in her teaching of Mandarin.
I say to the students, “"When you learn a language, you have to do it really well.
When I learned English, I wanted to learn it better than a native speaker. Despite the
accent, despite whatever. I want to learn it better. In learning Chinese,” I told them,
“you have to be able to go to Beijing and open your mouth and speak to the locals
and people should not know you are a foreigner.”
From Joanne’s narrative, we gained the impression that considering oneself knowledgeable in
Cantonese and/or Mandarin was identified at least in part with literacy skills and that it was perceived
as a formidable task to develop competency in these. Wallace, fluent and literate in Cantonese had the
following perceptions regarding literacy:
The characters are a very important part of knowing the language … part of the
aesthetics of the language … learning them is really labour intensive. I am still
working on it … you have to keep working on it.
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Another dimension of being considered knowledgeable was articulated by Nan (among
others) in the interview excerpt with which we opened this article. Nan said to consider herself
knowledgeable meant having nothing less than perfect skills. She told us how, in family gatherings,
relatives constantly teased and corrected her efforts. Nadia related her experiences immigrating to
Canada at age 9 and knowing no English. School pressures including “English only” classroom
strategies quickly led to diminishing use of Cantonese, even though she needed to use the language at
home for quite a long time with her monolingual mother. In her early 30’s, she took a university
course on multicultural education and read about issues of first language retention and second
language acquisition:
I went back home after one class and said to my parents. I want to use my Cantonese.
If you keep making fun of me how will I ever learn? And so now I am using it a little
more every time I visit them and I keep persisting and telling them they are not
allowed to laugh.
Finally, emphasizing the expectations required in Chinese languages and their connection to
being accepted as Chinese, Denise, who is a French immersion teacher, compared her adult
experiences as a language student in Hong Kong with her experiences in Quebec:
I stayed for 4 months in Hong Kong and worked on my Cantonese. People said this
learn more Chinese ways because she’s Chinese and don't you dare forget it.
In contrast:
The French became a safety net … a place where I could just be myself, be who I
was and not have to hide under all these facades … Joie de vivre … you just be
yourself and be happy … so then my education all went towards the French.
Teachers of Punjabi ancestry had different stories to tell. For them, becoming literate was not
presented so much as a complex identity issue as it was a more straightforward pragmatic
consideration in relation to their marketability. Possibly, this difference accounts for the relatively
less elaborated narratives of these Punjabi ancestry teachers.
Teachers of Punjabi ancestry
Many teachers of Punjabi ancestry confidently use the language a great deal in their jobs primarily to
communicate with parents and, like Roopinder, “feel really good” about it. Some, like Jane, decided
to develop literacy skills as adults, as they saw these skills as a professional asset:
I am just now in the process of learning to read and write Punjabi [for the first time].
I decided when I got into a teacher education program that it was important, because
if I can read and write it, I can communicate to a lot of parents in writing, ‘cause the
English notices [that go home from school with the Punjabi kids] get tossed in the
garbage.
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Sahibjeet, who counts herself “quite fluent,” related her efforts to develop literacy in Punjabi.
When I was in university I decided to take the reading and writing course because the
script is very different [from English]. I was successful there. But I really haven’t
kept up with it. I can read slowly word for word and I can write it, but I've got lots of
spelling mistakes, right, but we can get by, my spoken is very fluent.
Mundip (see earlier quote), who teaches Punjabi in high school, also took classes in
university as an extension to the literacy skills he developed at home under his parents’ guidance.
Perceptions Regarding Languages and Employment
Teachers of Chinese ancestry
Many of the individuals interviewed were in positions with an ESL component and each of these
individuals had taken university course work to prepare in this area. These teachers pointed out that
the preparation to teach E.S.L. was advantageous in securing employment. It was a skill that they
made prominent in their presentations of themselves to employers. Employers for their part were
inconsistent regarding the “language question.” Some asked about language skills in interviews and
others did not mention this area. However, only three of twenty-five teachers had “marketed” their
abilities in Cantonese as an employment asset: Lucy, several years after she had completed her
education, and Vancouver born Gwen and China born Wallace at the outset of their job searches.
Lucy, unable to find a classroom position when she completed teacher education, was
volunteering in a school when a white friend suggested she apply for a paraprofessional position as a
home school liaison worker for a school district with a high Cantonese enrollment. This friend also
suggested that she should highlight her ability to speak Cantonese. In this home school worker
position, Lucy interpreted for parents and teachers and after several years, in which she got to know
teachers and school administrators, she was hired as an enrolling teacher. This time she took the
initiative to make explicit in the job interview that her Cantonese oral and written skills would be a
job asset.
Gwen was born in Vancouver and did not want to relocate out of this competitive job market
to find a teaching position. She “highlighted [in my applications and job interviews] that I spoke
Cantonese fluently [and could also write it].” We note that Gwen linked her confidence to continuous
attendance in formal language learning programs she attended in Chinese school (after school
programs):
I attended Chinese school in my elementary years right through, in fact, to graduation
… I felt that I was still quite comfortable with the language and could understand the
culture to be able to bring that into my teaching as well.
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However, a number of individuals who used their family language in informal conversation
with their own parents felt insecure in their knowledge of their heritage language in their professional
positions. Sandra explained it this way:
All the times, you know, if a [white] teacher is having a problem with communication
with the parents, they’ll come and ask me, come and translate, you know. And all the
times I’ll say well, I don’t really feel comfortable doing it. And certainly I’m
illiterate, I can’t read and write Chinese, which I find is a real detriment in some
ways.
We will take up these somewhat ambivalent dimensions of Sandra’s narrative about minority
language use in the school when we consider how employers might best broadly envision the skills
that minority ancestry teachers can bring to the mainstream educational system.
Teachers of Punjabi ancestry
Like their colleagues of Chinese ancestry, some of the teachers of Punjabi Sikh ancestry had teaching
positions with a strong ESL component, a teaching area for which they had a variety of types of
professional preparation. Employers (similar to the cases of Chinese ancestry teachers) did not deal
with this area in a consistent way. However, in contrast to their colleagues of Chinese ancestry, all but
a few (whether or not they were asked) highlighted, for potential employers, that their conversational
fluency in Punjabi was an important skill they could bring to their work. Some, like Sahibjeet and
Baljeet, attributed a large part of their success in securing employment to their minority language
skills. Baljeet most succinctly articulated a perspective commonly referenced by many of the
interviewees:
Just being Indo-Canadian and being able to speak the language, I think that was an
asset to get this job. Because with this school having such a big population of IndoCanadians, I mean they didn’t have any Indo-Canadian role model as teacher here, I
think that was a big factor in me getting the job.
Punjabi ancestry interviewees unproblematically presented themselves as knowledgeable.
The complexities and variations evident in the narratives of Chinese ancestry teachers were not
apparent for the Punjabi ancestry teachers and this helps explain the relative brevity of this section.
INTERPRETATION
Issues of Language and Identity
In our earlier research, we saw that both Punjabi or Chinese ancestry teachers were negotiating in
similar ways in their professional work sites to creatively use their knowledge of their respective
languages as an important (if often professionally unacknowledged) dimension of their roles
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(Beynon, Ilieva and Dichupa 2001; Beynon, Toohey and Kishor 1998; Hirji and Beynon 2000).
However, analysis of the interview data on family language practices in home and community in the
present research highlights differences between the two groups of teachers.
In spite of a range of teacher perceptions about language use, both within and between
groups, different notions emerge from the respective groups of what constitutes “knowledge” of their
language. We see that individuals in each group have a range of linguistic identities situationally
constructed in the variety of family and professional circumstances in which they operate. In this
section, we specify these different notions. In the final section, we consider possible implications of
these varying notions for the training, employment and professional practice of teachers from these
respective groups.
We see that the respondents of Punjabi and Chinese ancestry were diversely engaged in a
range of options and identification with their family languages (Norton, forthcoming). In the
narratives of the teachers of Punjabi ancestry we repeatedly heard about the ways in which parents
emphasized using Punjabi as the primary language of communication in the home. In some instances,
this was because the parents could not communicate in English. In other cases, the parents were
competent in English but deliberately decided to use Punjabi, confident that their children would
learn English in school (even if it took a bit longer). The family’s sense of itself was highly identified
with conversational fluency in Punjabi. Most teachers of Punjabi ancestry were comfortable with that
identification and used their conversational skills to communicate with parents and students in their
schools. Literacy, while a valuable addition, was not an intrinsic part of their sense of identity as
persons knowledgeable in their language.
In contrast, Chinese interviewees constructed their linguistic identities largely in relation to
their written as well as their conversational skills, and they recounted the high family expectations for
what constituted competency. Hence, we heard a great deal about the institution of Chinese out-ofschool programs regardless of whether individuals spent much time in these programs or felt they
learned much from them. From interviewee accounts it appears that Chinese school emphasized
literacy rather than conversational skills and this made it difficult for individuals to easily participate
in a social group that used the language, and thus might support the development of identity and
security in the heritage language (Tse 1998). Moreover, a variety of narratives (Nan, Denise) affirm
Krashen’s notions about language “shyness” in critical environments.
Another important theme relates to the interviewees’ (and their parents’) understanding that
learning family languages will interfere with learning English. One way in which the concern about
English proficiency was expressed was the issue of English pronunciation consistently present in the
interviews with teachers of Chinese ancestry and not present in the Punjabi teacher interviews. In
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reflecting on a friend’s difficulty in getting a job, one of the teachers of Chinese ancestry remarked,
“[my friend] has had trouble getting a job, she still doesn’t have a full time job, I think it is because of
her accent.” Accented English was repeatedly represented as an important negative marker of
identity. Therefore, not only was it important to do everything possible to learn English (written and
spoken), but also to acknowledge that even grammatically written and spoken English would be
undervalued if the individual spoke with an “accent.” In some instances, time that might have been
invested in becoming literate in Chinese was put into English conversational and literacy skills.
Another factor possibly implicated in, and complicating the opportunities for teachers of
Chinese ancestry in confidently representing their heritage language identities, is described by
McKay and Wong (1996) when they note the complex political/national historical experiences of the
students and their families in their study and suggest that combined with “the fact that Chinese has a
single written language but numerous regional dialects (some mutually incomprehensible), it is not
surprising to find the immigrant students making delicate maneuvers about “being Chinese.” (p.
588).5
It is not difficult to imagine a teacher of Chinese ancestry, aware of the complex tapestry of
Chinese languages and associated political histories in Vancouver, being reluctant to claim that he/she
can easily communicate with students and parents. It seems to us that these overlapping factors
regarding diversity of languages, nature of family expectations and emphasis on literacy as well as
conversation make it complicated for these teachers to confidently represent themselves as
linguistically knowledgeable in “Chinese.”
IMPLICATIONS FOR EMPLOYMENT EQUITY POLICY AND PRACTICE
The official authoritative discourse (Bakhtin 1981) of Canadian federal employment equity policy
focuses on increasing the numbers of employees of visible minority ancestry to be reflective of the
Canadian population (Abella 1984). The Employment Equity Act applies to federally regulated
companies; it encompasses universities that receive federal research funds, but does not extend to
employment practices in provincial school districts. Henry et al. (1995) establish that among other
factors, the voluntary nature of compliance, absence of strong sanctions, and the fact that the federal
civil service itself is exempted from the policy all contribute to the weakening of this official
discourse and the possible modeling it might provide.

5

McKay and Wong (1995) provide a detailed history of the relationships between mainland China and Taiwan
in reference to implications for language identification. Use of traditional calligraphy by many diasporic
Chinese compared to the pinyin system of mainland China is also a divisive linguistic/political issue.
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Few school districts in British Columbia engage in employment equity policies or practices,
and even among these few that do, the focus is on voluntary ethno/racial/ identification by potential
employees (Fisher and Echols 1989). In spite of this apparent lack of official concern, there appears
to be a shared unofficial, but nevertheless authoritative discourse (Bakhtin 1981), of employment
equity among educators. These professionals construct their authoritative employment equity
discourse around notions of skills and abilities, rather than (official notions of) proportional
representation (Henry et. al 1993).
In this unofficial authoritative discourse, minorities are, in the first instance, frequently
constructed as potentially “under-qualified.” In the normative gaze of mainstream educational
institutions, they are often assumed to be wanting (Ang 1994; Bannerji 1993; Foucault 1979). Many
mainstream and minority professionals seem to have shaped a common discourse around the
consensus that professionals of minority ancestry must be “as good as” the white mainstream
candidates. In regard to the question of language, which is the focus of this paper, this is often
implicitly assumed to mean, by all parties, firstly, that minority candidates’ spoken English should
conform to mainstream English dialects.
Secondly, growing out of this discourse, comes the following question with which we started
this paper: “Do you know your language?” (of your family or ethnic community). The question is
based on the notion that these teachers have an “extra” skill that “others” (white Anglos, usually) do
not. Like coaching extra mural sports or organizing a drama club, it is considered a legitimate and
advantageous asset in a competitive job market. However, the question often also serves another
purpose. It functions as a way of avoiding the issue of race as a legitimate consideration in issues of
employment. Thus, it becomes “possible to perpetuate racial domination without making any explicit
reference to race at all” (Omi and Winant 1994, 7-8).
In the context of this unofficial employment equity discourse, we see that the concerns
regarding representations of language identities that we have analyzed in this research provide us with
important information about how employment opportunities might be more equitably structured for
these minority teachers. We have considered the complexity of factors implicated in linguistic
identity representations. On the other side of the dialogue is the employer. We see that informal
employment equity discourse among professional educators privileges minority language abilities and
(perhaps inadvertently) undervalues or ignores other aspects of minority experience. We see that this
informal discourse provides an opening in the employment conversation for teachers of Punjabi Sikh
ancestry. Teachers of Chinese ancestry, for the variety of previously outlined reasons, often don’t
even want to get into this conversation. Justin spoke only Cantonese before he entered kindergarten,
and his mother still speaks only Cantonese at home. He summed it up this way:
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When I started in the teacher education program people would say to me, “you have a
definite advantage because you are Chinese.” But the way I look at it is I am a
minority, but I don’t speak the language so that’s almost a knock against me. But it
was never something I brought up even when I wrote my letters of application (to
teacher education), I didn’t put down anything about being Chinese.
The research presented here, which focuses on individuals’ family and community
experiences with their heritage languages and how, in turn, interviewees represent their internally
persuasive discourses (Bakhtin 1981) about their linguistic selves in these languages, has, we feel,
important implications for how the discourse regarding employment equity in education might be
constructed to be more equitable and inclusive.
Minority Languages are Valued, What about Minority Voices and Experiences?
The data in this research illustrate what many individuals of Chinese or Punjabi language
backgrounds have in common. They have conversational abilities, but not literacy skills, in their
family languages. They can, for example, use their family language to help a student feel comfortable
in the classroom, but they cannot write translations of letters that go home to parents. Rather than
asking “do you know your language?” employers might more usefully engage candidates in
conversations about their experiences with language learning and how they might be able to build on
these experiences to help learners. They could also ask how candidates might be able to use
knowledge of languages other than English for a variety of purposes in classroom, school and
community.6
Teachers of minority ancestries can potentially bring a rich variety of experiences to their
work with young people and colleagues. When employers’ authoritative discourses focus on language
as a marketable commodity and avoid inquiries into the diversity of teachers’ racial, linguistic, and
cultural experiences and identities, these discourses implicitly negate the value of these multifaceted
identities (Hall 1996). Avoiding this complexity of identities and experiences becomes a way of
silently asserting the power structure of mainstream education. This silencing is a negation of the
reality that racial minority professionals have long participated on unequal terms in the racialized
environment of the school (Dei 1996).
When minority teachers are encouraged to bring their variety of internally persuasive
discourses about their diverse and multifaceted identities and experiences with language learning into
classroom discourse, they contribute valuable knowledge to students engaged in the processes of
language learning. Moreover, as illustrated in earlier research, (Beynon, Toohey and Kishor 1992 and
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There were no questions about candidates’ experiences as learners. The few queries relating to diversity of
ancestry focused on whether interviewees “knew their language.”
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1998; Beynon and Toohey 1995; Beynon, Ilieva and Dichupa 2001; Chinn and Wong 1992; Ghuman
1995; Gordon; 2000; Hirji and Beynon 2000; Osler 1997), when teachers of minority ancestry share
their own cultural experiences as well as perspectives shaped from their minority positions in
mainstream schools, they also contribute a great deal to all students’ understanding of the dynamics
of power and privilege in North American society. By going beyond the question “Do you know your
language?” and exploring more deeply the meanings of various responses to it, we hope to open up
the discourse around hiring and employment to include the wide range of capabilities and experiences
in which teachers of minority ancestry are conversant. We want to include in the dialogue the diverse
voices and identities of minority teachers regardless of their levels of oral or literacy skills in their
families’ languages.
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