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Factors in Individual Acquisition of English:
A Longitudinal Study of Hmong Adults*

by

Karen Reed Green
Stephen Reder

Within the past 10 to 15 years, adult second language acquisition has become
the subject of a number of studies. Second language acquisition research ix
general has followed in the footsteps of studies of first language acquisition,
primarily focusing on children learning a language and attempting to answer the
question, "Is serond language learning like the first?" (e.g., Ervin-Tripp 1974).
Adults' experience with language learning has been compared with that of children.
Studies have pointed out the similarities in the processes of first and second
language learning (Chamo%t 1981; Krahnke & Christison 1983); they have also shown
that children and adults tend to follow similar patterns in the order in which they
acquire certain grammatical aspects of the second language (Dulay & Burt 1974;
Bailey, Madden & Krashen 1974). Although comparisons of rate of acquisition and
proficiency attained by children and adults appear to vary in their fiudings, in
general such studies concur that adults and older children acquire the second
language faster in the early stages, but that children will usually attain greater
proficiency than adults in the long run (Krashen, Long & Scarcella 1979).

Considerable discussion has evolved regarding factors which may explain these
differences in rate of acquisition and proficiency between children and adults, as
well as individual differences observed among adults. Suggestions include
characteristics such as language aptitude, verbal intelligence, sense of
self-esteem, willingness to take risks,; attitude toward the language or culture in
which it is used {social and psychological distance), and mc’ivation to acquire the
language. Other factors beyond the individual also considered to be influential
include social aspects of the interaction between the two language groups (relative

size of the groups, atcitudes toward each other, etc.). Researchers generally
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agree on the importance of social and affective factors in second languaqge
acquisition (Gardner & Lambert 1972; Krahnke & Christison 1983; Lambert 1981;

Schumann 1975, 1976; Stauble 1980). However, they have found such factors

difficult to measure. i

Despite the growing interest in adult second language acquisition, most of the
research to date has been of only minimal utility to individuals who teach English
to recent immigrants and refugees in this country. 1In part, this is due to the
still limited numkter of studies which focus on adults. However, the major barrier
to applying the research is the disparity between the characteristics of the adult
subjects of most studies and the oackgrounds of the many adults who have arrived in
this country in the last 5 years. 1In general, researchers have examined the
acquisition of a host country language by foreion students or educated foreigners
(such as Americans living abroad). Such individuals have been highly educated in
their own countries and enter at a high level into the educational system in the
country in which they are studying. The differences are verY clear between the
educational attainment and other background characteristics of university-level
foreign students and adult refugee ESL students from Third-World rural agricutltural
backgrounds.

The present paper contributes to the growing body of research on factors which
influence adult second language acgaisition by clarifying the important role of
background characteristics in the acquisition of English. The backgrounds of the
adults in this study contrast sharply with those of participants in other studies:
The subjects here are Hmong refugees--slash~-and-burn farmers from the mountains of
Laos, individuals with little or no formal schooling and often no prev-ous literacy
skills. Through a combination of qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the

study examines these individuals' acquisition of Engiish in light of the differing




background experiences each individual brings to the acquisition process and also
considers the influence of each person's current activities.
Our research with the Hmong has been conducted in several phases:

1) ethncgraphic fieldwork and informal English classes with a cohort of
10 adults;

2) a community survey of 332 households; and
3) a longitudinal.study of the acquisition of English by the adults in
20 randomly selected families over a year's time.

We began our work with the Hmong by conducting informal English classes with
five men and five women recently arrived in this country and settled in a large
utban center on the West Coast. The classes were a rich source of information
about English language and literacy acquisition and evolving perceptions about
literacy, as well as a vehicle through which to network out into the students'
extended families. During a year and a half, we participated in the adjustment of
these people to life in their new environment and observed their growing use of
English language and literacy skills in their daily lives. This first phase of the
research revealed wide variation among Hmong adults' acquisition of spoken and
written English. To investigate these differences further, information was needed
about the distribution of background variables and formative experiences among
community members.

A community-wide household survey {(reported by Reder 1982) was conducted to
obtain a quantitative picture of the variation in factors that .he previous
ethnographic work had suggested might be critical in language and literacy
development. Interviews were conducted with 332 household heads--approximately
90 percent of the community. Topics included the educational and linguistic
backgrcunds of family members over the age of 12, family migration history,

employment and English language training, economic and religious status, and any




additional concerns voiced by the interviewees. Also includea was a self-report
measure of English proficiency by Hmong adult household members. .he results of
that survey indicated that the process of acquisition is heavily influenced by the
background characteristics (e.g., age, previous education, literacy) /hich
individuals bring with them to learning a second language. 1In other words, people
are Jdifferentially ready to acquire English when they enter this country.

To investigate the apparent causal links suggested by the household survey and
to measure language proficiency objectively as it develops over time, a
longitudinal study was designed. This study complements both prior phases of the
research. On the one hand, by following a smaller number of individuals over time,
the longitudinal work could achieve greater depth tﬁan the household survey; on the

other hand, by focusing on objective assessment and documentation of individuals’

language and literacy skills and knowledge at specific points of time, it provides
quantitative data which complement that obtained in the ethnographic phase of the
work.

This paper will describe the methodology used to trace this group of Hmong
adults' acquisition of English languaar and literacy over a year's time and then
focus on some of the study's preliminary results. Once we have discussed the

acquisition documented during this time period, we shall examine the factors which

seem to account for individual differences in acquisition of English.

METHODS

Sampling Procedure

From the comprehensive community survey population, a random sample of 20

families was selected. Since findings from the initial phase of the research had




suggested that most Hmong adults acquire only minimal English language and literacy
proficiency during their first year in this country, the sample of families was
stratified by length of time they had been in the United States. The households in
the community survey were thus divided into four groups, based on the length of
time the head of the household had been in the United States: 0-5 months,

6-11 months, 12-17 months and 18-23 months. These strata were then filled with
families selected randomly--five from each of the four time groups. This
purposeful stratification allowed observation of various periods of language and
literacy acquisition: The observations during the longitudinal study represented

1l year in four different segments of a 3-year period of acquisition and

adjustment. That is, at the start of the study the families had been in this

country from 1 to 3 years, having arrived between early 1979 and early 1981.

Characteristics of the Study Population

The sample of 20 families included 59 adults age 18 and over who agreed to
participate in the year of observation and assessment. Eight additional adults
live in these households, but were not included in the study due to extreme age,
physical or mental disabilities, or reluctance. The 59 participants were nearly
cqually divided among women and men. Their ages ranyed from 18 to 72; nearly half
of the sample were between the ages of 25 and 35. As indicated in Table 1, this
group as a whole had rather limited experience with literacy and egucation: 80
percent had not attended scheool in Laos; 8l.5 percent could not read Lao, a skill

which was acquired through formal schooling in Laos. Literacy in Hmong, on the

other hand, was acquitred informally:; 29.6 percent of this population reported




TABLE 1

Background Characteristics of the Longitudinal Study Populstion
Full Sample and After Attrition

Individuals Participating
in Both Pirst snd Last

Background Charscteristics Pull Baxple Assasanents
Agee
Range 18 - 72 18-
Mean 35,2 35.9
. Percent . Percent
Sex
Yooen 28 47.5 18 48.6
) Men 31 52.5 19 Sl.4
Proficiency in Spesking Lao
None 26 48.1 17 48.6
oo 28 sl.9 18 51.4
Proficiency in Reading Hmong
Kone k1] 0.4 26 4.3
Soae 16 2%8.6 3 25.7
Proficiency in Reading Lso
»one «“” 8l.5 29 82.9
Soze 10 18.5 6 17.1
Rducsation in Laos
None 4 80.0 30 e3.3
Sune i 25,0 6 16.7
Education in U.s.*
Under 1 year 27 55.1 16 47.1
Over 1 Year 22 4.9 18 52.9
Langth of Residance in G.5.
0=5 anntha 13 24.5 9 25.7
611 sonths 24 45.3 16 45.7
12-17 months 12 22.6 9 25.7
18-23 months 4 7.5 1 2.9

¥ote: Unless othervise indicated, theae cata wvere gathered during the
bousebold survey conducted ip Apeil and May 1981,

*by the tima of Assessment 2 {July «nd August 1382)
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having at least some proficiency in reading Hmong.1 The ability t» speak Lao
could also be acquired informally, through secial contacts and trade. Thus, more

individuals could speak Lao than could read it-~slightly over half the population.

Maintenance of the Cohort

During the course of this research, the Hmong community under study--like
many other Hmong communities around the country--began to experience the flux of
secondary migration. By the spring of 1982, approximately three-quarters of the
population had moved to California. By the time of the study's second assessment
visit (July and August 1982), 85 percent of the study participants had moved to one
of four different cities in the Central Valley. Fortunately, they were all willing
to continue to participate and we were able to follow them to their new homes.
However, by the end of the yea2:z, 28.8 percent of the individuals who had originally
agreed to participate in the longitudinal study had dropped out for varying
reasons, including lack of time or interest or health problems. 1In addition to
that attrition, some individuals who remained with the study until its completion
had been unable to participate in the first assessment. Thus, the number of people
who were part of both the first and last assessments was rzduced to 63 percent of
the original group.

As seen in Table 1, this attrition fortunately had very little effect on the
composition of the cohort in terms of background characteristics, length of

residence in the U.S. or amount of schooling taken here.

Background Interviews

Prior to initiating bimonthly objective assessments of individuals' English
capabilities, a series of indepth interviews was conducted with each of the 20

families. These interviews focused on the families backgrounds and experiences in
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Laos and Thailand and document the nature and extent of individuals' exposure te¢
formal education, literacy and other languages prior to their arrival in the Uni-ad
States, as well as their knowledge and uses of literacv in the various
environments. Information was gathered regarding who acquired literacy, who use?
it for various purposes and how they were perceived by others, how the uses and

perceptions of literacy changed with the move from villages in Laos to camps in

Thailand, etc.2

Bimonthly Assessment Visits

Once the background interviews were completed, we began to visit the families
every 2 months, starting in late May and early June 1982 and thereafter continuing
over a year's time. Several hours each visit were spent with each adult family
member (men and women over the age of 18).

During an assessment visgt, time was spent with each individual discussing
activities and experiences which had taken pPlace during the 2 months since the
preceding visit. A series of assessmert tasks was then conducted. Numerous tasks
using varied materials were devised to assess individuals' oral English
proficiency, their abilities to read and write in English, and their knowledge of
the uses of English literacy in this country. In addition, proficiency in readins
and writing Hmong and Lao were documented. Some tasks were conducted every visit
to establish developmental trends, others only periodically, and some only durinc
the first and last visits to capture overall changes.

A standardized ESL test (the Basic English Skills Test, or B.E.S.T., develope?
by the Center for Applied Linguistics for use with adult Southeast Asian refugees"
was administered during the first assessment visit and 3gain during the final
(seventh) session. All other tasks were specially developed for these assessments:

they include the oral identification of pictured English vocabulary items,




Q

ERIC

k.aﬁmwma
,

recognition of written English vocabulary items, repetition of sentences of varying
length and grammatical complexity, reading and writing of materials sampled from
selected genres of written English, Hmong and Lao (e.g., a social letter, an agency
form letter, a job application, a change of address form, a sample of driver's test
questions, etc.), and demonstration of knowledge of the uses of written materials
common in daily life in the United States.

In designing these assessment tasks, we drew on previous experience helping
Hmong frinnds learn English. Care was taken tc employ not only a broad range of
written materials, but also diverse contexts and methods, since in this phase of
the research it was not feasib..e to follow ¢his group of adults (59 individuals
dispersed into five different cities) cut of their homes and into their
interactions using new lanquage and literacy skills in the surrounding host
community. Thus, individual lexical items were presernted in varied contexts--e.g.,
as isolated vocabulary items as well as in the genre of a form 1/ cter, bill or
street sign.

B "literacy portfolio™ of frequently encountered written artifacts was
compiled, consisting of actual newspaper ads, receipts, pres.riptions, registration
forms, bills, etc., and photographs of street signs, license plates, store windows
and so forth. Items in this portfolio were discussed with study participants in
English or in Hmong as the individual preferred, since th= purpose of this task tas
not merely to determine the extent of each individual's ability to read these
items, but rather his or her understanding of what they represent and what
functions they serve. In addition to recognition of the iter and specification of
the way it is used, questions were asked about each participant's perscnal
experience using it, frequency of use, need for assistance in using it, etc. In
this way, information was gathered on individuals' exposure to a wide range of

literacy items and situations in which they are used as well as the social networks
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that have developed within the community to cope with the new demands posed by the
wider literate society. The portfolio was presented at the beginning and end of
the year of observation to doc.ment acquisition of knowledge and changes in
experience with the items.

Other purposive data collection also took place throughout the year.
Information about individual participants' educational and employment status was
updated every 2 months. Twice during the year the types of activities outside the
home in which individuals participated were discussed, and the nature and frequency
of the activity and the role, if any, which literacy (in English, Hmong or Lao)
played in it were carefully noted. Preliminary analyses midway through the study
indicated the importance of native language literacy s a predictor of both or-l
and written English pscficiency. This £inding, which substantiated earlier
findings from the ethaographic and survey Ehases of the research, prompted the
Collection of additional information abovt the phenomenon of Hmong literacy.
Discussions focused on the uses of Hmong literacy, methods and materials used for
acquiring it, and the reasons some Hmong are continuing to learn to read and write

Hmong in this country.

MEASURING ACQUISITION

Two of the objectives of this longitudinal study were first, to observe and
document the ongoing process of language and literacy acquisition in the Hmong
community, and se.ond, to identify factors which influence that acquisition. The
results reported here are bas2d on preliminary analyses of the first and last
assessments of three of the measures mentioned above: (1) the Basic English Skills

Test (B.E.S.T.), (2) the recognition of pictured English vocabulary items, and
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(3) the recognition of written English vocabulary items. Comparisons of each of
these measures, between the first and last visits, indicate that acquisition took
place over the year's time. (See Figures 1-3.) The mean scores on these measures

improved from 13.2 to 22.7 percent.

The B.E.S.T.

The B.E.S.T. Core Section is described as ass;ssing five areas of skill:
listening comprehension, communication, pronunciation, fluency and reading and
writing. All but pronunciation were scored in this study. The version
administered in this study has a maximum possible score of 90. The highest score
among these adults at the beginning of the year was 88, the lowest 1l; by the end of
the year the range was 0-83. Thus, both at the start and the finish of the year,
the range of abilities in tris population was quite wide. The group mean for the

total score on the B.E.S.T. was 35.57 at the start of the year; by the end it had

gone up 15 percent to 40.92. (See Figure l.) Fifty-four of the 59 adults in the
longitudinal study took the B.E.S.T. at the beginning of the ,ear, whereas 38 took
it at the end. Thirty-seven people took both tests; comparative analyses presented

here include only these individuals.

Pictured English Vocabulaty Recognition

This task used pictures to measure the acquisition of oral English vocabulary
by Hmong adults. During each of six bimonthly visits, participating adnlts were
asked to identify orally pictures of a randomly assigned sct of vocabulary items in

BEnglish. The population of pictures used in this task was taken from the Peabody

ERIC 13




FIGURE 1

BASIC ENGLISH SKILLS TEST (B.E.S.T.)
n= 37

g First Test

&5\ Last Test

{1 Year Interval)

SCORE POINTS
N
[--]

B.E.S.T.
»
o

“ 2\

TOTAL LISTENING COMMUNICA- FPLUENCY READING &
SCORE COMPREHENSICN TICN N WRITING
(Maximum {Maximum (Maximum {Maxinum {Maximum
Possible 90) Possible 10) Possible 44) Possible 24) Posgible 12)

L COMPONENT SCORES -

o N & W
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Articulation Cards (PAC), originally designed for use with children and adults
whose speech production requires further development or :emediation.3 These
cards were selected for use here because of the clarity and realism of the
pictures. Since the medium is pictures, the words are mainlv nouns; some verbs and
2 few adjectives (colors) are included. The 350 pictured words in the PAC were
screened to eliminate items which were ambiguous to Hmong adults. From a total of
210 acceptable words, six sets of 30 pictures were randomly generated. Fifteen
additional words were selected for inclusi.n in all six assessments: ten randomly
selected items and five items purposely chosen for their relative simplicity and
frequency of use. The five "easy" items were included to ensure that everyone
would know some words, thus preventing individuals at low levels from becoming
overly discouraged.

Vbcabuléry growth was measured by assessing knowledce of the six sets of words,
one set per visit. Variation in the order of these sets across individuals made it
possible to avoid confounding the potential effects of order of testing with growth
of vocabulary over time.4 The 15 "core" items were added to each set to be
used as an indicator of change or acquisiti-n from one assessment to the next,
before the full six sets of words had been administered. Of course, repeated
assessment of these 15 core words every 2 months might confound the effects of
repetition with those of spontaneous acquisition. However, once the six
assessments were complete, the rate of growth of core and noncore items could be
compared to determine approximately how much influence repetition over assessments
might have had.

The scores or the noncore pictured vocab i1lary items ranged from 0 to 25 (out of
a total of 30) on the first assessment and O to 26 on the last; core scores ranged

from 0 to 13 and O to 15, respectively. As illustrated in Figure 2, the mean
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FIGURE 2

PICTURED VOCABULARY RECOGNITION
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number of noncore words racognized increased from 11.82 on the first assessment to

13.38 on the sixth, up 13.2 percent. The mean number of core words recognized
increased from 8.27 to 10.18, a rise of 23.1 percent. The larger increase among
core items suggests that in addition tc the everall vocabulary growth taking place,
repetition of core items over sessions also had an effect on learning.

The interval between the first and last assessments of this and the task
described below was approximately 10 months. Thirty-four individuals participated

in both first and last assessments of these task3.

Written English Vocabulary Recognition

In this task, recognition of isolated written lexical items was used as one
measure cof literacy. Using a procedure similar to that used to generate materials
for the pictured vocabulary task, six partially overlapping sets of items were
developed and presented to individuals in varying orders over the six visits.
Twenty-five items were unique to each set and ten were common to all six.s
During each of six assescment visits, participants were asked to read and
paraphrase each item in the given set of 35 English words, phrases and common
abbreviations, written in boldface type on 3x5 index cards.

Scores on the noncore written vocabulary items ranged from 0 to 20 on the first
assessment and 0 to 21 on the last; core sccrec ranged from 0 to 8 and 0 to 9,
respectively. The group mean for noncore items rose 22.7 percent, from 3.88 words
sut. of 25 to 4.77. (Se2 Figure 3.) The mean core item score rose 29.3 percent,
from 3.31 words out of ten, to 4.15. Clearly, this task was more difficult for the

majority of participants than was the pictured vocabulary reccgnition: A full
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FIGURE 3

WRITTEN VOCABULARY RECOGNITION
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50 percent of those participating in both first and sixth assessments recognized no
noncore written words at all in the first session and that figure only dropped
slightly, to 47 percent, during the last session. Thirty-eight percent knew no
core written words the first time, 29 percent knew none the last. This contrasts
greatly with the pictured vocabulary results, in which only 1-2 individuals knew no

noncore items.

Relative Proficiencies

Beyond documenting the acquisition which has taken place, this study examined
individual variations in acquisition. The Hmong's acquisition of English is by no
means uniform. Like other immigrants before them, not all Hmong adults master the
English language or literacy. A wide range of proficiencies and levels of
functioning exist even among individuals who have been in this country for several
years. As noted above, the range of proficiency among these longitudinal study
participants is considerable: On each of the measures reported here, scores ranged
from 0 to close to the maximum possible.

Such differences in learning need to be better understood. In general,
individuals acguire some English proficiency early in their resettlement here.
According to the results of this study, acquisition continues at a slow pace over
time. Analyses of these results further show that the relative levels of
proficiency within the group remain much the same as acquisition progresses. That
is, individuals who scored low at the beginning of the year of observation continue
at a low level relative to the group at the end of the year. The best predictor of
how a person performs an assessment task at the end of the year is how he or she

- i B e = - - - & A D D OM Lo mesmcmam k] eI 3en !} mmmmamm
pei formed at the beginning. ({On the B.E.S. a

Y] for eRampie, 1in ividuals' scores on
the test at the first of the year predicted 89 percent of the variance in scores on

the test at the end of the year.) When we consider the progress made by a smaller
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group of Hmong adults over the past 3 years (that of the Hmong adults to whom we
taught English at the beginning of this research project), a similar pattern
emerges: All have made progress over those 3 years, but their relative positions
within the group with regard to their English proficiency remain the same today as

they were » years ago.

FACTORS AFFECTING ACQUISITION

If individuals tend to maintain their relative level of proficiency (there are
exceptions, of course), what accounts for the initial differences? That is, what
factors underlie individual differences in the acquisition of English? Our
analyses indicate there are many variables correlated with individual differences
in acquisition. Many of these variables reflect differences in the experiences
individuals had in Southeast Asia, prior to most Hmong's attempts to learn
English;6 others involve experiences concurrent with the learning process.7
For example, a consistent pattern is evident between individuals' assessment scores
and their personal background characteristics, particularly formal education in
Laos and pcoficiency in reading Hmong or Lao. Fo- the most part, the educatea
group scores higher tnan the non~educated and the literates higher than the
non-literates. (See Table 2.) Similarly, a consistent pattern emerges in relation
to individuals' current activities, such as attending school, having American

friends, or using English at the store. (See Table 3.) All of these variables
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TABLE 2

Znqlish Proficiency Scores by Personal Backqround Charzcteristics

Proficiency in | Proficiency in
Bducation in Laos Reading Lao Reading Hmong Sex
Proficiency Scale
Measures Values Mone  Some None  Scme Rone  Sooe Woeon __ Men
2.B.8.T. n 31 6 29 [3 26 9 18 19
0-%0
First Test Total 28.8 703 29.7 68.0 27.3  62.0 23.9 46.6
Last Teat Total M4 NS 35.2 7.5 322 69.3 27.4 53.7
rictured Vocabulaty n 30 4 27 4 24 7
Noncore Words - Plrst 0-30 10.8  19.3 11.1 20.3 10.8 17.4 n.s.*
Koncore Words - Last 0-30 12.5 20.0 12.8 21.8 12.5 19.0 n.s.*
Core Words - Pirst 0-15 7.7 12.3 8.y 12.3 8.0 11.0 n.s.*
Core Words - last 0-15 9.8 13.1 n.s.*
Written Vocabulaty n 30 4 27 4 24 7 15 19
Koncore Words - First 0-25 2.2 16.5 2.6 15.3 2.3 1.0 1.3 5.9
Nencore Words = Last 0-25 3.1 17.0 3.6 16.3 2.9 13.1 n.n.*
Core #ords - Pirst 0-10 2.6 8.0 2.8 8.0 2.5 7.0 2.0 4.2
2ore Words - Last 0-10 3.5 9.0 3.3 8.8 3.5 1.7 n.s.*
Mote: Analyses of variance indicsted differences in proficlency by these personal characteriztics to
$s significant =t lesss st the (08 luea) unless otherwisn noted.

oDifference is not significant at the .05 level.
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TABLE 3

Bnqlish Proficiencv Scores by Current Personzl Activities

Attending School Speak BEnglish | Speak to Speak Brglieh
Now or Within Have Americnn | With American | Americans Speak Bnglish to the
Last 2 Months Priende Friends Dajly at ths Store Doctor
Proficiency Scale
Measures Values No Yes No Yes No Yea No Yes No Yes Ro Yes
B.E.S.T. n 13 24 26 11 28 9 19 18 21 16 30 6
0-90 1
Pirat Test Total 18.6 44,8 28.8 51.5 29.3 55.0 24,1 47.7 23.}  51.9 28.5 70.3
Last Test Total 17.5 53.6 34.€  55.9 35.0 59.3 26.5 56.2 27.2  S58.9 34.2 47
Pictured Vocabulary n 10 21 24 7 15 16 16 15 25 S
NWoncore Words -~ Pirst 0-30 8.0 14.2 n.s.* n.s.* 8.9 15.4¢ 9.9 U7 10.8 19.2
Moncore Words - Laat 0-30 9.0 16.5 n.s.* n.s.* 10.1 17.8 1.3 17.0 13.1 20.0
Core Worda - Pirat 0-15 6.3 9.8 n.s.* 8.0 11.0 7.1 10.1 7.2 10.2 Y
Core Words - Last 0-1% 7.2 12.0 n.s.* n.s.* 8.5 12.3 8.7 12.3 9.6 14.0
Written Vocsbulsty n 10 21 23 8 2¢ 7 1% 16 16 15 25 S
Nencore Words - Pirst 0-2% .3 $.1 2.7 8.8 1.5 6.8 1.1 7.7 2.4 4.2
Noncore Words - Last 0-2% .2 7.6 n.s.* 1.5 8.7 2.1 8.6 3.6 4.2
Core Words - Pirat 0-10 .7 4.9 2.8 5.5 1.6 5.3 1.9 5.2 3.0 7.0
Core Words - Last 0-10 1.8 5.9 ness® 3.0 6.0 2.8 6.4 3.9 8.0

Notes

the .05 levsl unlees othervise noted.

spitfarence ia not significant at the .05 level.

-~20-

24

Analyses Of varisnce indicated differcnces in proficiency by these personal activities to >e significant at least ot




Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

show a relationship to proficiency in the English lunguage and literacy. The
difficulty lies in determining which of these many correlations reflect causal
relationships with English acquisition.

Interpretation of the relationship between activities or experiences occurring
at the same time as the acquisition being measured is problematic. At best, we
can only say there is a positive association, since the influences may flow both
ways. For example, ESL training has a very significant correlation with all of the
assessment results to date. The mean score at the end of the year for individuals
with less than a year of ESL in this country was 25.9 out of a total of 90 points
possible on the B.E.S.T., whereas the mean for those with more than a yea' of ESL
was 56.8. Similarly, those not taking ESL within the last two months had a mean of
only 17.5; for those presently attending ESL, it was 53.6. Although it would thus
appear that ESL training helps, we cannot say from these results whether continued
attendance in ESL classes improves proficiency, or whether individuals who are
having success with language learning in general (outside of school) are tF ones
who continue to take ESL, whereas others who are less successful get discouraqed
and dro

™ Ak
[ Wwwe aas <A

culty of interpretation holds for other kinda of
ongoing experiences, such as having American f£riends. Perhaps only those
individuals who have reached a certain level of proriciency a:e willing or able to
make social contacts with Americans. The fact that the people with American
friends are also the ones who exhibit high levels of proficiency does not
necessarily mean that having American friends increases one's proficiency.
Interpretation of associations between English proficiency and prior

characteristics or experiences is more straightforward. In such cases, i. can be

assumed that one variable is causally prior to the other (e.g., that age may affect

o0
Cas
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English acquisition but English acquisition may not “"affect® one's age.) Using
multiple regression analyses, we have found that individual differences 1in
acquisition of English language and literacy are largely determined by such prior
variables, that is, by individuals' background characteristics. These analyses
were used to predict individuals' English proficiency as measured by the assessment
tasks described above--the B.E.S.T. and the pictured and written vocabulary
recognition tasks. Although the degree of their influence varied from task to task
(see Table 4), the followi.y characteristics were found to exert the greatest
infiuence on individuals' English proficiency:

o Proficiency in reading Hmong (a person litera in Hmong
tends to score higher than someone who is not);

© Age (a younger person tends to score higher than ai older Person); and

o Education in Laos (an individual who received some formal schooli.ng
in Laos tends to score higher than somecne who is not educated).

As seen in Table 4, one of these three variables or a combination of them was
found to exert a significant influence on the results of each of the proficien
tasks reported here. Fo- example, these three characteristics predict 60 percent
of the variance among individuals' performances on the B.E.S.T. at the first of the
year. At the end of the year, proficiency in reading Hmong and one's age are again
important predictors. (A minor variation occurs in the third variable to enter the
predictive equation, but this variable--sex--only contributes S percent to the
arount of variance predicted.) Age is a primary influence on individuals®
performances on the pictured vocabulary recognition, and education in Laos and
proficiency in reading Hmong are the major predictors in the written vocabulary

recognition task. To a lesser extent, proficiency in re~ding Lao--which was
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TABLE ¢
Regression Zqustions for Predicting Enqlish Proficiency

Adjusted
Prof iciernc'v Measures 2 Predictive Variables b Beta r Significance
3.E.S.T. 1
Pirst Test .602 Pcoficiency in heading
Emong 5.3%y 42335 11,388 802
Age -.738 -.3598 9.82¢4 .004
Education in taos 3.436 2737 4.864 .035
Last Test 544 coficiency in Rsading
Banns L.L18 L2848 £.0028 028
Age -.%20 -.3982 10.526 .003
Sex 15.316 2976 4.644 .039
Pictured Vocabulary
Honcore Mords
Firat Test .236 Pcoficliency in Reading
Lao 1.851 .3442 4.303 .087
Lagt Test 342 Age -.364 -.6035 16.612 .600
Core Words
Plirst Teat .258 Age -.15% -.5319 11.44) .002
Last Test 222 Age =-.161 -.497% 9.559 .004
Wzitten Vocabulary
Konocore Words
Plrat Test .590 rducation in Lacs 1.256 <3917 7.701 .011
Proficiency in Reading
Reong 1.565 .3818 7.32) .012
Aqe -.150 -.2826 4.735 .040
Last Test «582 Bducstion in Laos 1.458 «4201 8.703 .007
Proficiency in Reading
Hooas 1.483 L3388 £ 048 .n14
Core Motds =
Firs’ Test .416 Proficiency in Reading
Ha0ng .11 4548 8.752 .006
Proficiency in Reading
Lso 952 .342% 4.96¢ .034
Last Test 436 Age -.129 =-.44% 10.008 . 004
Proficliency in Reading
Hzonq 872 .4168 §.608 .007
=23~
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primarily acquired through formal schooling and is thus highly correlated with
education in Lzos (.79)--occasionally exerts a significant influence.

These results, based on objective measures of language and literacy over time
confirm whst was suggested previously through t'.e survey methodology and our prior
ethnographic experience with the Hmong: the importance of background
characteristics. Thus, although this longitudinal study is based on a relatively
small sample of individuals, the findings provide some insight about the relative
influence——that is, the interrelatior ships--of factors which affect adult second
language acquisition. That literacy, age and previous education zre influential in
adult language leazning is not surprising. These variables have long been thought
to be important. But exploring why and how they are influential and why other
background factors are not may help us to understand further the prucess of second
language acquisition by adults.

The finding that age, and sometimes sex, continue to play a role in predicting
English proficiency even after the effects of their correlation with other
background experiences are statistically controlled suggests the continuing
infiuence of those nistorical, social and cultuzal factors which enabled only
cer*2in members (primarily vaung men) of current ong refugee communities to go to
school when they lived in Laos. That is, the rocial expectation that ycung people
(men, in particular) should go to school may be combining torces with the sense of
inadequacy experienced by aduits finding themselves in the midst of a totally
different, complex, often unintelligible environment, and with the discouraging
observation made by most parents that their children are learning faster and more
than they are. Qver and cver again people expressed the belief that tn2y were too
old to learn (even though they were in their late 20s or mid 30s). The continuing
influence of age as a predictor may also be simply a result of the still

preliminary stage in which most Hmong adults find themselves in their acquisition
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of English. Teenagers have arrived with more education and literacy than their
parents and receive more concentrated schooling here. 1In addition, because of
their rapidly increasing language and literacy skills, they are constantly being
called upon by adults to use those skills. Thus, the idea that the young learn
faster becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

One of the factors that is puzzling for its absence of influence is the amount

of time individuals have been in the United States. While other background

characteristics do predict acquisition, the passage of time in the U.S. per se does
not appear to be a significant predictor. The reasons for this are not clear. The
fact that time is not a predictor is not because individuals have stopped

learning. The results reported here show acquisiticn taking place now--and these
individuals have been here from 2 to 4 years.

Time is usuall; considered to be a significant factor in adult language
acquisition because it is assumed to reflect the amount of individuals' linguistic
input. But factors other than time may actually determine the amount of English
input individuals receive. It is clear from our fieldwork that Hmong adults have
very different opportunities for exposure to and use of the host language. Some
Hmong have suggested, as one reason for not moving to areas of high Hmong
concentrations in California, that the more heavily concentrated the Hmong
population is in an area, the more socially icolated Hmong adults are from contacts
with native English speakers. Following this theory, in areas like the Central
Valley of California or the Twin Cities of Minnesota adults would have less social
contact with native speakers. Self-reported data on social contacts with Americans
by study families before and after the move to California have been gathered, but
have yet to be analyzed. Ethnographic work after the longitudinal study found that
individuals in a heavily Hmong community in California felt they had infrequent

contacts with native English speakers.
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Another characteristic conspicuous for the absence of its influence is the

ability to speak Lao. A common assumption is that experience learning a second

language can facilitate learning a third. Ervin-Tripp (1973:95), for example,
spe~ks of different learning strategies based on different language acquisition
experiences. In multivariate analyses of our data, fluency in Lao does not play a
significant role at all. The point to ponder here is the finding that previous
literacy--Hmong literacy--exerts more influence on acquisition of spoken English
than does previous bilingualism. The relatively limited influence of literacy in
Lao is less difficult to understand. Once the relationship of Lao literacy to
education in Laos is statistically controlled, previous education appears as a more
influential factor than literacy in Lao.

We are still at a prel ‘minary stage in analyzing the relationship of literacy
in Hmong to acquisition of English. The nature of this relationship is not quite
as clear cut as that of some of the other background characteristics because
acquisition of Hmong literacy is still taking place in this country: Forty-seven
percent of those who repnrted themselves as literate in Hmong have learned it or
are still learning it here in this country. There may be some levels of mutual
influence between English acquisition and Hmong literacy. For example, it is
possible that acquisition of English (if one learns the alphabet) could facilitate
subsequent acquisition of Hmong literacy. However, considering these results
together with the previous survey re-ults and our ethnographic exr-rience with the
Hmong, it seems likely that the primary influence is in the other direction--that
is, that Hmong literacy is affecting English acquisition.

There are several reasons why Hmong literacy might atfect English acquisition.
An obvious on= is that both English and Hmor._ .iteracy (as practiced by this group
of Hmong) use the Roman alphabet. ™ individuals literate in Hmong, the characters

used to write English at least look familiar. But since the Roman Phonetic

(-]
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Alphabet (RPA) orthography for Hmong does not represent the phonology of English,
it is not clear how familiarity with the alphabet itself would foster acquisition
of spoken English. Several possibilities come to mind. First, adults' acquisition
of oral and written English may be so intertwined that the obvious advantage which
the familiarity of the Roman alphabet seems to bestow on English literacy
acquisition carries over to spoken English as well. Second, many Hmong participate
in formal ESL training which relies heavily on the use of primers, worksheets,
boardwork, and other written materials, so that those familiar with the alphabet
may progress more quickly and benefit more from formal training. Third, as
previously reported, Hmong adults use their native script actively as a tool in
learning English--copying new material, transliterating its pronunciation, and
translating it into Hmong. All of these applications of Hmong script are later
studied at home. The sccial segregation of Hmong adults and their resulting
isolation from native English speakers may well give a significant edge to those
able to "study® English through the tool of Hmong literacy. If this is the case,
the English proficiency yap between people literate in Hmong and those who are not
might be expected to widen further in California.

Another kind of factor--an affective one--may be at work in the apparently
powerful role of Hmong literacy in English language acquisition. Most individuals
literate in Hmong script chose to become lite.ate on a self-selected basis (in
contrast, for example, to most of the individuals literate in Lao who were sent by
others to school in Laos where Lao literacy was learned). Perhaps there is overlap
between the motivations or aptitudes underlying acquisition of Hmong literacy and
English; individuals who desire to learn Hmong script tend to be predisposed to
learning English. The fact that many Hmong believe that literacy in Hmong script
facilitates acquisition of English seems consistent with this line of explanation.

In a surprising twist, the acquisition of native language literacy in Hmong may be

-27-
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seen not as an indicator of interest in cultural maintenance, but of openness to

change, if not assimilation.

CONCLUSIONS

This longitudinal study set out to document English acquisition by a group of
Hmong adults over a year's time and to explore the factors which appeared to be
affecting their progress. Based on the three measures reported here, we found that
acquisition vas indeed taking place--that people were learning slowly, but still

progressing 2 to 4 years after their arrival in this country. Individuals'

relative positions within the group with regard to proficiency level remained much
the same over time.
Both the experiences individuals have prior to coming to this country and their
current activities are highly correlated with their English proficiency. Due to
. the ongoing nature of current activities (such as attending school, having American
| frie ds, speaking English at the store, etc.), it is difficult to isolate their
mutual influences on one another. The causal relationship of background variables
with English acquisition can be analyzed, however. Multivariate analyses indicate
that certain background characteristics--especially proficiency in reading Hmong,
age and education in Laos--are powerful predictors of English proficiency. Further
data may identify the reasons why some variables seem to influence acquisition
whereas others do not. As noted, many other measures not considered in this paper
were gathered during the study. As the additional data are analyzed, particular
attention will be paid to the apparently strong role played by literacy in Hmong

and to the pervasive interaction between literacy and language acquisition.

| 30
ERIC -28-

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




NOTES

‘here are numerous people whose help made this study possible. Our colleagues
Michae) P. Sweeney and Mary L. Cohn contributed thoughtfully to the study design
and labored tirelessly in the field. We are equally grateful to Dan X. Mua, our
research assistant, and the many Hmong interpreters who arranged and facilitated
interviews and accompanied us throughout the fieldwork. Thanks also to our
colleague Nancy Faires Conklin for her comments on the manuscript- And finally, we
would especially like to express our appreciation to the 20 Hmong families who
welcomed us into their lives and tolerated seemingly endless hours of questions and
discussions. Their goodwill and hospitality formed the basis for this research.

This work was funded by a contract from the National Institute of Education

(No. 400-83-0005). The opinions expressed in this publication do no. necessarily
reflect the position of the National Institute of Education, and no official

endorsement by the Institute should be inferred.

These figures were compiled for the longitudinal study population from the
proficiencies reported in the household survey. Ensuing visits with these
individuals indicated that more literacy in Hmong exists than was previously
reported. This discrepancy is due in part to continuing acquisition of Hmong

literacy in this country. These more recent data have yet to pe ful.y analyzed.

The results of these background interviews have been presented in Reder, Green

and Sweeney (198.) and in Reder, Green, Sweeney and Cohn (1983).

Developed by Smith (1971).
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A Latin Square design was used to vary the order of administration randomly

across subjects.

BEach of the six sets of noncore items consisted of ten items randomly selected
from the pictured vocabulary item sets and 15 items chosen from the literacy
portfolio materials and other 1: teracy artifacts in which these vocabulary
items were more contextualized. The core words included five words from these

last two sources and five easy words common in everyday life.

(Please put correlaticn table of scores and background characteristics here as

footnote)

(Please put correlation table of scores and personal activities here as

footnote)
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Pearson Correlations of Scores® by Personal dackground Charecteristics

Time
proficiency Proficlency in | Proficlency in | Proficiency in | Rducetion | Educetion in
Measurea Age Sex Speaking Lao reading ¥oong Reading Leo in Laos in U.5,¢¢ U.S.
B.EB.S.T.

First Test Total -.58 «50 32 +67 63 +68 +56 <04
Laet Test Totel -.54 52 +30 63 +56 59 .81 06
Pictured Vocebulary

Moncore Nords - Pirst -.53 .04 .02 46 «50 44 .64 .17
Noncore Words - Last -.67 15 -.01 40 <44 34 +66 24
Core Hords - Pirst ~.6€ -.03 -.05 38 41 <41 59 14
Core Wotds - laet -.64 .10 .01 .38 «33 <34 .57 <04
Mritten Vocabulery

¥oncore Worde - Pirst -.41 39 .23 .60 .70 .78 .43 .13
Noncore Words ~ Last -.40 31 .12 .65 .64 .69 .52 .28
Core ¥ords - Pirst -.45 4 .08 60 +55 «56 +64 35
Core Wovds - Laet -.59 22 -.06 54 51 +«54 .58 .20

Mote: Unlese otherwise indiceted, data on background cheracterietics were gethered during

the household survey conducted in April end May 1381.
*of individuals who took both first and lest test

**Ly the time of Assessment 2 (July and . ugust 1382)
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Pssraon Corrslstions of Scotes* by Current Personal Activities

Attending School Epeak English | Spesk to Spesk Englieh
Proficlency Now ot Within Have Amerir \n] with Americen | Americans Spesk English to the
Measurss Last 2 Months Priende Prisnds Daily at the Stocs Doctot
B.E.S.T.
Pirst Test Total .11 A6 .49 <52 83 .68
Last Test Total 67 .30 .41 58 .62 «58
Pictuted Vocsbulary .
soncors Words -~ Picrst .47 .29 .34 .52 o330 .49
Noncors Words -~ Laat .51 .26 .29 «55 < .37
Cors ¥Wotds ~ Pirst .47 32 37 .45 44 .36
Cote Words - Last 56 .29 .33 48 46 .41
Mritten Vocabulery
Honcors Words ~ Picst .45 44 .48 1] 58 72
Noncors Mords - Last .52 .29 .32 «54 .49 80
Cots Words ~ Piret .63 .38 .33 .60 .52 49
Cors Words ~ Last .60 <32 .27 47 56 47

*cf individuals ¥ho took both first and last tsst
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