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Abstract: This study aimed to explore the relationship between social identity and language learning
motivations of a group of heritage Spanish language learners in a university environment in the
United States. Based on the qualitative research inquiry with semi-structured interview and focus
group activity tools, a group of 78 Spanish language learners in one university environment in the
United States were surveyed. Under the open-coding and axial-coding techniques, the finding of
this study indicated that the three main motivations were Latinx Americans with dual identities,
interests in career development, and surrounding environments and individuals. Department heads,
non-profit organisation managers, and researchers may use this study as the blueprint to reform and
polish the current foreign language teaching and learning programmes, courses, and policies to meet
the expectations of multilingualism.

Keywords: foreign language teaching; foreign language learning; heritage language learning; learn-
ing behaviour; motivation of learning; second language learning; social cognitive career and motiva-
tion theory; social identity; sustainable language learning

1. Introduction
1.1. Background

Although there are no official languages in the United States, English is the most
commonly spoken language in American communities. According to a recent report [1],
besides English, Spanish (41,757,391), Chinese (3,494,544), Tagalog (1,763,585), Vietnamese
(1,570,526), Arabic (1,260,437), French (1,171,775), and Korean (1,075,247) have some of the
largest populations of speakers in American families. In addition, based on a report by the
Modern Language Association (MLA) [2], in 2016, Spanish (712,240) is the most popular
foreign language in American schools, followed by French (175,667), German (80,594),
Japanese (68,810), Italian (56,743), Chinese (53,069), Arabic (31,554), Latin (24,866), Russian
(10,353), Korean (13,936), Ancient Greek (13,264), Portuguese (9827), Biblical Hebrew
(9587), and Modern Hebrew (5521). Therefore, Spanish language and Spanish speaking
communities play important roles in American society. Although Spanish language and
Latinx communities are important to the American communities, Latinx communities
and living practices in the United States are still significantly under-researched [3–10].
Therefore, this study worked as one of the latest reports in the fields of language learning
motivations and heritage language learning. Heritage language refers to the languages
other than the dominant language(s) in the targeted social context and environment. In
the United States, English is the de facto dominant language (as the United States does
not have any official languages), and English is the primary language employed in the
government, education, and social context. Therefore, any language other than English can
be understood and viewed as a heritage language for speakers of the language [11].

The historical factors and immigration policies determine the role of Spanish in the
United States. Many Spanish language speakers, particularly from Central and South
American regions and countries, have moved and settled in different parts of the United
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States. According to a recent report [12], 12% of the population of Texas consists of
Spanish speakers, followed by 11.9% in California, 9.2% in Florida, and 8.5% in Nevada.
Another news report [13] indicated that, in the southern region of Texas, such as Laredo,
TX and Zapata, TX, more than 50% of community members speak Spanish as their daily
language. Although some studies [7,14] have examined racism and ethnicity issues among
these groups, language learning, particularly the relationships between heritage language
learning and social identity with the theoretical frameworks of the social identity theory
and the social cognitive career and motivation theory, has not been examined. Therefore,
the results of this study may outline the ideas beyond the traditional reports with the
directions in racism and ethnicity. Social identity indicates that individuals and groups
are in terms of the groups to which they belong. Major characteristics are race, ethnicity,
language, family background, income status, immigration status, sexual orientation, illness,
and religious practice(s) [15].

The social identity of language learners has become a research direction over the
past few decades [16–18]. Unlike other language learners, who want to learn a language
for academic purposes, business opportunities, or personal enhancement [19,20], some
language learners want to gain a social identity and sense of belonging in relation to their
original ethnic regions and groups [17,21]. Some Spanish-speaking families teach their
children at least a beginners’ level of Spanish language proficiency, as they want to continue
the family heritage and connection from their countries, particularly for children in early
childhood [22]. However, as English is the main instructional language in most American
public-school systems, children usually study and learn English as their native language
in school, at home, and in public areas. Although many of their Spanish-speaking family
members, particularly their parents and grandparents, continue to use Spanish as the
main language at home, second-generation children only attain a low level of language
proficiency, as they have more confidence in their English proficiency [23].

A previous study [24] advocated that language and social identity include four impor-
tant anthropological elements: practice, indexicality, ideology, and performance. Language
use is usually connected to the social identity of the language speakers, listeners, and
learners, as they are involved in the language environment, such as their family heritage.
In other words, the relationship between language use and social identity is strong in
individuals’ language learning motivations and reasons. Some scholars [18] have indicated
that language is the carrier of the social identity and culture of the learners and speakers.
For example, a recent study [25] examined students in a dual Spanish–English classroom
environment. The results indicated that the cultural element and spoken environment
played an important role(s) in the participants’ sense of belonging and language identity.

However, not all heritage speakers select their heritage language as their second
language in language classroom environments due to language difficulties, uses, appli-
cations, personal interests, and academic developments [26]. Second language refers to
any languages (also third or fourth language) learnt in addition to the native language [27].
As for the heritage speakers, in the United States, these are individuals who have been
raised with family members who speak at least some language(s) based on their family
origin(s) to them but are not currently living in the family origin(s) and has had little or no
formal education of that language(s) [28]. A recent study [29] investigated the experiences
of a group of Portuguese language learners in American military bases. The researchers
advocated that they learnt the Portuguese language due to the workplace environment(s),
career opportunities, and the use(s) of the language at the bases. Although heritage and
family backgrounds are important elements of foreign language learning motivations and
reasons, not all follow the pathways.

The position of foreign language learning is unique. The United States does not have
an official language. English is the de facto dominant language in many environments, such
as employment in government departments, schools, and social communities. Fishman [11]
advocated that any language other than English can be viewed as a heritage language(s)
for speakers of that language(s). McCarty [30] argued that English should be the foreign
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language or heritage language as native and indigenous languages and cultures are the
original cultures in North America. For the role(s) of Spanish language in the United States,
Spanish can be viewed as a colonial heritage language due to the colonial settlements. In
the United States, colonial heritage language refers to language(s) of different European
countries and groups that colonised and controlled what is now the United States, and
which are still used. Spanish is considered as one of the colonial heritage languages [11].

Because of historical factors, Spanish became one of the dominant spoken languages
other than English in the United States [4]. From the perspectives of social and identity,
a recent study [6] indicated that some Mexican-American people described themselves
as Spanglish people due to their unique background(s). Individuals may switch their
spoken language(s) under different social backgrounds. In the social communities, they
may speak English for general communication. In the heritage language course, they may
speak Spanish due to their social identity. However, the participants indicated that not all
Spanglish people want to learn Spanish as they are confused about their identity due to
their birthplace and place of origin. Therefore, the motivations of learning can be different
from group to group.

1.2. Purpose of the Study

Family heritage, cultural background, and social identity are some of the motivations
and reasons [31] why language learners decide to learn a particular heritage language,
in this case, the Spanish language. This study aimed to understand and explore the
relationship between social identity and language learning motivation based on the social
cognitive career and motivation theory and the social identity theory of a group of Spanish
language learners in a university environment in the United States. One research question
was employed:

Why do learners want to learn their heritage language, in this case, Spanish? What
are the motivations and reasons for wanting to do so?

2. Theoretical Frameworks
2.1. Social Identity Theory

This study employed two theoretical frameworks: the social identity theory [32,33]
and the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34]. The social identity theory
is useful to understand individuals’ sense of who they are based on their relationship
between the groups. The social identity theory indicated that individuals’ social identity is
based on the self-concepts of the membership of a targeted group, such as the Mexican-
American ethnic group [35]. Individuals’ characters and sense-making processes influence
their social behaviours and motivations through their membership within the targeted
group(s). Individuals usually maintain a positive understanding of and belief in the
groups they belong to [36]. For example, a previous study [37] indicated that cultural and
social identities played an important role(s) in heritage language learners’ decision-making
processes and motivations. Another study [35] also argued that sociocultural and social
identity served as the key points in heritage language learning and the decision-making
process. In the social identity processes, individuals tend to learn from and maintain
connections with their groups, with positive attitudes and behaviours among the in-group
members. Although some group members want to distance themselves from their in-
group identity, as out-group members, some of their behaviours and understandings may
continue to be influenced by their original heritage and sense of belonging to the group.

2.2. Social Cognitive Career and Motivation Theory

Second, the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34,38] was developed based
on the social cognitive career theory [39] and the self-efficacy approach [40]. In brief,
self-efficacy advocated that if individuals have a strong understanding and self-confidence
of their goals and achievements, the individuals may have a higher chance(s) to achieve the
goals, and vice versa [20,41]. The social cognitive career and motivation theory advocated
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that individuals’ motivations and decision-making processes were influenced by internal
and external reasons and elements. First, the psychological and internal factors with self-
efficacy impacts: (1) academic interests, (2) personal consideration, and (3) achievements
of education and career goals. Second, the social external factors impacts: (1) interests in
career development, (2) financial considerations, and (3) surrounding environments and
individuals [34,38].

The social cognitive career and motivation theory is useful for the investigation of
school leadership, language learning, motivation of foreign language learning, and the
language learning behaviours of bilingual and heritage language(s). For example, a recent
study employed the social cognitive career and motivation theory [42] to understand the
decision-making process of a group of kindergarten teachers. The employment of the social
cognitive career and motivation theory allowed the researchers to understand the reasons
and motivations of teachers’ behaviours and ideas. In the current study, the researchers
wanted to employ the theory for the investigation of heritage language learning and the
motivation of learning. Therefore, the application would be applicable, appropriate, and
useful [34,38]. Please refer to Figure 1 for the social cognitive career and motivation theory.
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3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Research Design

The general inductive approach [43] is used as the research design to collect quali-
tative data from Spanish heritage learners in one of the university environments in the
United States. The general inductive approach argued that qualitative researchers could
(1) manage the original data into groups and categories, (2) connect the ideas and directions
between the goals and the finding based on the original data, and (3) create the themes
and frameworks of the underlying orders and structures from the original data. In order
to collect the wider perspective and picture in the current American environment, the
researcher employed the general inductive approach as this research design allowed the
researcher to gather data from different sites and backgrounds.

3.2. Recruitment and Participants

The purposive and snowball sampling strategies were employed [44]. First, the
researcher orally invited three Spanish heritage learners who are currently enrolled at
one of the Spanish courses for heritage speakers at one of the universities in the United
States. Once the participants orally accepted the invitation, the researcher formally sent the
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research statement, data collection procedures, protocol, risk statement, consent form, and
related materials to the participants [45]. The participants sent and emailed the consent
form to the researcher for confirmation. Then, the researcher arranged the virtual-based,
semi-structured, one-on-one, and private interview session(s) for each participant via the
social media application. Please note that once the participant completed the interview
session, he/she should try their best to refer at least one Spanish heritage speaker who is
taking a Spanish language course in the university environment. After several rounds of
referrals and discussions, 78 participants were invited. As the aims of this study have the
targeted focuses, the participants should meet the following criteria:

• Spanish heritage speaker;
• Latinx Americans;
• Have little or do not have any Spanish language proficiency before the Spanish course

at the university;
• University student;
• Currently majoring in an academic major other than Spanish language and literature

or a related academic programme;
• At least 18 years old.

3.3. Data Collection

Three data collection tools were used: (1) semi-structured interview; (2) focus group
activity; and (3) member checking interview. First, according to Creswell [46], the interview
tool is one of the common data collection tools in qualitative and social sciences studies.
The participants were asked to join a virtual-based, semi-structured, one-on-one, and
private interview with the researcher based on the protocol. During the interview session,
the researcher asked the participants about their motivations for learning, their sense of
belonging, and the decision-making processes of their Spanish language learning and
courses. Each interview session lasted from 78 to 112 min.

After all participants completed their interview sessions, the researcher arranged
the focus group activities for group sharing. Due to the geographic locations and time
differences, the focus group activities were conducted online. Six participants joined each
of the focus group activities. Therefore, 13 focus group activities were conducted. Each
focus group activity lasted from 167 to 189 min with two ten-minute breaks.

After all participants completed the data collection procedure, the researcher sent the
related parts to the participants for confirmation. The researcher arranged the member
checking interview sessions in order to confirm the validity of the qualitative data. The
member checking interview sessions were conducted online from 34 to 42 min. All the
participants agreed with their parts. Please note that a digital recorder recorded all the data
collection sessions. All the participants agreed with the arrangement.

Validity and Triangulation

Validity is one of the important elements in qualitative research studies. In order to
ensure validity, the current study employed several tools in order to confirm the qualitative
data. First, the researcher employed two data collection tools: semi-structured interview
sessions and focus group activities for the data collection. Second, after the researcher
collected the qualitative data, the member checking interview sessions were employed
for confirmation. The participants confirmed and agreed on their data. Third, multiple
theoretical frameworks—the social identity theory and the social cognitive career and moti-
vation theory—were employed. Therefore, with three types of directions, the researcher
has ensured the ideas of triangulation for this study.

3.4. Data Analysis

After the researcher gathered all the data from the data collection procedure, the
researcher transcribed the voiced messages to the written transcripts for the data analysis
procedure. The researcher re-read the data multiple times to gather the connections and
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themes. First, the researcher employed the open-coding technique to categorise the first-
level themes and subthemes. At this point, 15 themes and 12 subthemes, such as living in
Mexico and Mexican-American people, were merged. However, further analysis should
be conducted. Therefore, the researcher employed the axial-coding technique to further
narrow the data [47]. As a result, three themes and three subthemes were yielded as the
second-level themes for this study. For the themes, please refer to Table 1. Please note that
the current study received support and approval from the Woosong University Academic
Research Funding 2021/2022.

Table 1. Themes and subthemes.

Themes and Subthemes

4.1. Americans with Dual Identities: Culture and Heritage
Personal Consideration: My Heritage Culture

4.2. Interests in Career Development
Spanish Language is Useful Internationally

4.3. Surrounding Environments and Individuals
My Family Members Speak Spanish: Understanding of Our Heritage Culture

4. Results and Findings

Based on the qualitative sharing and lived stories of 78 Spanish heritage learners who
are studying Spanish heritage courses at one university in the United States, the researcher
identified three themes and three subthemes. Although these participants’ family heritages
are located in different parts of the world, all shared that their internal and external interests
in Spanish language learning were associated with their ethnic and family heritage. Table 1
outlines the themes and subthemes.

4.1. Americans with Dual Identities: Culture and Heritage

Based on the social identity theory [32,33], dual identities played an important role(s)
in the motivations and decision-making process of heritage language learning from these
78 participants. All participants used the word “Latinx American(s)” to describe their
identities and backgrounds in the United States. Based on the data, the “Latinx American(s)”
has been mentioned more than 600 times. The following stories indicated the ideas of
dual identities:

. . . I am not only an American . . . I am a Venezuelano and Americano . . . in the
United States . . . I do not and cannot forget I am a Venezuelano because my father and
mother also remind us [siblings] our family heritage in Venezuela . . . so I want to learn
Spanish at college . . . so I can join my language and culture again . . . (Participant #34,
Focus Group).

. . . I did not live in Peru previously . . . but I miss Peru, and I want to go back to Peru
. . . for a non-profit organisation . . . for some children and children in the remote village
. . . perhaps this is my mission as a Peruvian because we have to contribute our energy
back to our country . . . I mean both the United States and Peru . . . (Participant #77,
Focus Group).

All 78 participants were Americans with heritage backgrounds in a Spanish-speaking
country in Central or South America. Although all have previously been to their country
of origin with family members, to visit or live there, all had only a beginners’ level or no
Spanish language proficiency before starting their Spanish course. However, based on their
sharing, it is evident that the participants wanted to keep speaking Spanish to maintain a
connection with their country of origin. Two stories were captured in this respect:

. . . I could only speak a little Spanish . . . but I think it is not good . . . my mother
told us that we are from Mexico . . . my parents, grandparents, and cousins were born
in Mexico . . . it is important to have our origin roots, which I agreed with . . . I think
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college is a good place for me to start my language and my identity . . . (Participant #21,
Interview).

. . . many Latino people believe their language and culture are the social connections
. . . with their country . . . I was born in the United States . . . but I think I have a
very strong connection with my country . . . Argentina in South America . . . I went to
Argentina with I was in middle school and high school . . . I love that country and I want
to contribute my energy to my homeland and people in my homeland . . . understanding
the language and culture is the first step . . . (Participant #45, Interview).

In short, in lines with the social identity theory [32,33] and the social cognitive career
and motivation theory [34,38], participants believed that their dual social identity, culture
and heritage influenced their language learning motivation.

Personal Consideration: My Heritage Culture

The researcher further asked about the elements and factors that made the participants
learn Spanish instead of Chinese, French, or Italian (other popular language learning
pathways and courses in the United States). Many believed that the heritage culture(s)
and family culture(s) played an important role(s) in their decision-making processes,
motivations, and selections. To illustrate this idea, a participant shared a story about their
daily use of language and vocabulary, expressions, and slang, which consisted of a mix of
English and Spanish:

. . . it isn’t polite to call my mom’s first name in our culture . . . we have to call mom,
mother, or Madre in Spanish . . . we don’t call our school as school . . . we used the
Spanish word escuela . . . as my school . . . I cannot form a whole sentence in Spanish
. . . but we all used some vocabulary and terms in Spanish because my mom always
speaks Spanish at home . . . over the years, I gained the sense of mind . . . of my origin
. . . perhaps dual origins . . . the US and Cuba . . . (Participant #58, Interview).

Besides the language applications and uses of both English and Spanish, many par-
ticipants indicated that they watched TV shows and news from their place(s) of origin,
ate food in non-American styles and dressed according to their family’s heritage(s) and
cultural background(s). For example, in terms of the food and cooking styles at home,
many indicated that they always ate taco, salsa, churros, elote, and horchata as daily meals.
One significant story was captured in this respect:

. . . my mother always cook Yerba mate and Asado at home for dinner . . . these are
traditional Argentinean food . . . my parents always told us that we are Argentineans and
also Americans . . . but I could only listen to Spanish because I was too lazy to learn . . .
but now, I want to gain some cultural understanding of my place of origin . . . Spanish
language learning is a good start . . . (Participant #29, Focus Group).

In short, in lines with the social identity theory [32,33] and the social cognitive career
and motivation theory [34,38], heritage, family, and practical cultures played an important
role(s) in the decision-making processes, motivations, and selections of these groups of
participants, particularly in the areas of language learning. The following section outlined
the theme of interests in career development.

4.2. Interests in Career Development

In line with the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34,38], the ideas about
career developments, career pathways, and job promotions were mentioned more than
300 times. Many participants indicated their interests in Spanish language learning for
the sake of furthering their business or career developments. The researcher captured two
interesting stories in this respect:

. . . we have many Mexican and Central American people in the southern Texas region
. . . a big need for the Spanish speaking professionals in all industries in Texas . . . as I
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am working on my nursing major . . . I think I can use my Spanish language skills to
help the patients who cannot speak English or else . . . (Participant #33, Interview)

. . . Spanish is very important and useful in the US because we have a lot of Spanish
speaking population who do need help in public health . . . many of the current services
are in English . . . what about the Spanish speaking communities? They also need health
promotions and suggestions . . . if I can speak good Spanish, I can help the US population
and the immigrants from Central and South America . . . (Participant #8, Interview).

Spanish Language Is Useful Internationally

The Spanish language is one of the most spoken languages internationally. Currently,
except for Brazil, the Falkland Islands, French Guiana, Guyana, and Suriname, the most
commonly spoken language in Central and South America is Spanish. Spanish is also
one of the official languages of the European Union, as Spain is a member state [48]. In
other words, Spanish is widely used in both the United States and Europe. All participants
expressed their interests in Spanish language learning (because of their family and cultural
heritage). More importantly, many participants wanted to return to their place of origin in
order to contribute to and develop their sense(s) of belonging and family heritage(s). Two
stories were captured in this regard:

. . . I know in many South American countries . . . patients need help in their basic
health development . . . many non-profit organisations also need our knowledge and
technologies . . . as a part of the South American families . . . I really want to transfer my
knowledge to the organisations in the rural communities . . . I have my mission because I
am a South American . . . (Participant #3, Focus Group).

. . . Mexican and other Central American people always help our community members
. . . in California, we have a very strong Spanish speaking community because we share
the same heritage, language, culture, and belief . . . I grew up in a Spanish-speaking com-
munity . . . I can see, I should spend my energy back to the Spanish-speaking communities
in Mexico . . . (Participant #14, Interview).

In short, in line with the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34,38], career
developments and job promotions became some of the motivations for language learning
of these participants. In line with the social identity theory [32,33], many advocated that
they would contribute their energies and future developments in some Spanish-speaking
countries because of their sense(s) of belonging and cultural heritage(s). The following
section outlined the influences of surrounding environments and individuals.

4.3. Surrounding Environments and Individuals

The surrounding environments and individuals played an important role(s) in the
participants’ language learning decision-making processes and motivations [34,38]. Al-
though English is still the dominant spoken language in the United States, it is not hard to
find Spanish-speaking communities across the country, particularly in many metropolises
and southern regions. The phrase “Spanish-speaking community” was mentioned over a
hundred times from the qualitative data. A story was captured in this respect:

. . . I grew up in little Mexico or the Mexican neighbourhood in my childhood . . . I
read the Spanish writing and reading all over the street . . . we had a very big Mexican
population in middle school and high school . . . many of our teachers could speak at least
two languages, mostly Spanish . . . the local government supports the Spanish-speaking
communities . . . therefore, I have a strong mind about my family heritage in Mexico . . .
so I want to learn Spanish or at least speak some Spanish . . . as I am a Mexican-American
. . . (Participant #37, Focus Group).

My Family Members Speak Spanish: Understanding of Our Heritage Culture

In line with the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34,38], besides en-
vironmental influences, individual and family influences also played important role(s)
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in the sense-making processes, sense of belonging, decision-making processes, and lan-
guage learning motivations of the participants [49]. In this case, all indicated that many of
their family members could speak Spanish fluently. Their family members’ multilingual
skills and proficiencies increased the participants’ language learning motivations, as they
wanted to understand the conversations at family gatherings. One story was captured in
this respect:

. . . I want to speak the language from my cousins, uncles, aunts, and even my parents
. . . during the family gathering, I cannot speak and understand the conversation because
I cannot speak the language . . . I am a part of the family . . . but I felt that I am not a
part of them . . . I belong to the Spanish speaking group . . . but I cannot understand
the ideas from these people . . . I have to learn that because I am a part of them . . .
(Participant #65, Focus Group).

In short, in line with the social identity theory [32,33], participants believed that
their family, family culture, and family roles drove their motivations of learning, such
as the family heritage in Mexico. In line with the social cognitive career and motivation
theory [36,40], the surrounding environments and individuals drove their motivations of
learning as they want to gain the in-group identity from their family members.

5. Discussion

Heritage background(s) played an important role(s) in the language learning decision-
making process and dual identity as a Latinx American (i.e., this was captured more than
600 times). In line with the social identity theory [32,33], many participants advocated
that language(s) and culture(s) are key factors connecting their personal beliefs and social
identity as Latinx Americans with their family heritage(s) in Latino countries and regions.
Reflecting on some previous studies [4,5,50,51], cultural roots and the social identity of an
individual’s country of origin play an important role(s) in language learning, particularly
in heritage language learning and motivations. In their stories, the participants showed a
significant belief in the connection between a sense of belonging and language learning
decision-making processes (based on heritage).

One possible reason and motivation revealed by the data seemed to be the social and
peer influences [16–18]. In this case, the participants believed that their dual identities and
heritage culture drove their motivations for learning. In line with the social cognitive career
and motivation theory [34], all participants indicated that their heritage culture(s) and
living practice(s) were linked to their personal understanding, self-identity, and language
learning motivations as a whole. The finding confirmed the arguments from Lynch [50]
that if students have the sense of belonging (e.g., to their heritage), their motivations can
be established.

From the perspective of food and home activities, with reflection on a previous
study [6], food and cultural connections could be a primary influence in regard to the
participants’ original culture(s) and family heritage(s), as their parents reminded them
of their heritage(s). In line with the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34],
psychological and internal factors, self-efficacy, and personal considerations significantly in-
fluenced the language learning motivations and decision-making processes of these groups
of heritage language learners. The combination of linguistic and cultural understandings
and language selection confirmed that personal considerations played important roles [23].

As a previous study [12] showed, many Spanish-speaking residents live in different
parts of the United States. In other words, the expansion of Spanish-speaking communities
may significantly increase the career opportunities of Spanish-speaking candidates. In line
with the social cognitive career and motivation theory [34], almost all participants expressed
their interests in career developments based on their Spanish language proficiencies and
the opportunities associated with Spanish language communities. Furthermore, some
previous studies [52,53] advocated that financial consideration played an important role in
language learning and learning motivations. The development of language proficiencies



Sustainability 2021, 13, 13102 10 of 13

helps their career development. In line with the social identity theory [32,33], Spanish is
their selection due to their social identity.

It is evident that family heritage(s) and sense(s) of belonging are significantly associ-
ated with the language learning motivations of these groups of Spanish language learners.
With the reflection of the social identity theory [32,33], the participants’ ideas about in-group
membership and family heritage(s) were associated with their decision-making processes,
particularly in the way in which they described their identities and their motivations for
learning Spanish. Some previous studies [50,51] also suggested that culture(s) may enable
second generations to catch up with their linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Therefore, it
is confirmed that the participants’ social identities as Spanish-speaking professionals and
individuals influenced their decision-making processes in line with the social cognitive
career and motivation theory [34].

According to a recent report [13], 22 American cities and towns have more Spanish
speakers than English speakers. Therefore, many participants grew up in Spanish-speaking
communities during their childhood and teenage years, among Spanish-oriented individ-
uals and environments. In line with the social identity theory [32,33], the current study
found that some participants (e.g., Participant #64) believed that their childhood and
teenage experiences in the Spanish communities played an important role in their language
learning motivations (as they have established the sense of belonging). In line with the
social cognitive career and motivation theory [34], the surrounding environment played
an important role in the sense-making processes, sense of belonging, decision-making
processes, and language learning motivations of the participants. A language learning
expert, Dornyei [54–56], strongly advocated that individuals’ language learning motiva-
tions and sense-making processes are greatly influenced by the surrounding environment.
This idea also echoes Vygotsky’s [57,58] theories about socio-influences and connections
with individuals’ communities and social environments. This study confirmed that the
surrounding environment is associated with the research aims [34]. Reflecting the social
identity theory [32,33], the participants strongly indicated that in-group ideas, a sense
of belonging to their family heritage(s) and place(s) of origin, and cultural belonging
within Spanish-speaking communities were important to them. It is worth noting that a
sense of belonging played an important role in the participants’ motivations for learning.
Therefore, the findings of this study confirmed the connections between social identity
and language learning motivations with the reflection of the social cognitive career and
motivation theory [34].

6. Limitations and Further Development

Four limitations and future research directions were categorised. First, the current
study only covered the participants who are currently taking the heritage Spanish language
courses at the university level. However, middle schools and high schools in the current
American education systems offer similar courses. Therefore, future research studies may
further investigate the current problems and issues at the secondary school education and
school environment level, in order to determine the wider picture.

Second, based on the spoken language statistics and reports, Chinese and Vietnamese
are some of the top-spoken languages in the United States. Although the Spanish language
is widely used in many social backgrounds and communities, the application of other
minorities languages should be concerned. In the future, researchers should expand the
(foreign) language learning investigations to other languages for a wider understanding.

Third, the current study only covered the issues and problems in the United States.
Other countries and regions also face similar issues and problems. Therefore, future
research studies may further investigate the problems in heritage language teaching and
learning in order to have a greater picture in the field of language learning education.

Fourth, this study only collected data from the qualitative method. However, heritage
language learners are located in many regions and parts of the United States. Although
people may have similar ideas and backgrounds, a larger population and comments from
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different parts of the United States may be useful. Therefore, future research studies may
employ the mixed methodology to increase other people’s voices and ideas.

7. Contributions and Conclusions

Three contributions can be categorised. First, secondary school leaderships and
foreign language department heads may use the results of this study to establish additional
heritage language learning programmes and courses for heritage language speakers in the
American school environments. The results showed that many heritage speakers would
like to gain some language proficiency from their family heritage and place of origin. As
this study took Spanish as the means for investigation, other languages, such as Chinese
and Vietnamese, should have their roles and demands. Therefore, the results may become
one of the strongest factors encouraging the Department of Education to provide additional
support for these language courses and programmes.

Second, the United States is a multi-cultural country with nearly a thousand spoken
languages spoken and used in American communities. Government leaders and poli-
cymakers should establish additional programmes and supports for foreign language
and minority language teaching and learning. Although English is one of the strongest
languages internationally, American people should understand additional languages in
order to meet the expectations of our global communities.

Third, currently, not all Americans may be fluent in any foreign languages. The
results of this study provided a blueprint for the Department of Education, government
leaders, policymakers, school leaders, and researchers to reform and polish the current
foreign language teaching and learning programmes in order to increase the percentage
and application of foreign language speakers in the United States. As many people in
Asia and Europe may handle at least two languages, it is important for American people
to understand multiple languages and cultures in order to meet the expectation in the
current century.
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