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A 1. INTRODUCTION* | J e
L - Since’1975 some eight thousand Hmong refugees from Laos have :
‘taken upﬂresidenCe.in the Twin Cities of Saint Paul and Minneapolis,.
out of nearly 50,600 Hmohgf new in the United States.

é;; - — - In Laos life for the majority of these people involved slash-

| | and-burn- farm1ng in remote mounta1n areas and a h1gh1y developed
socia}asystem of family alliances, vi]]ages, and clans, animistic
—religiéu; beliefs, and an intricate artisanship in cut-work,
iembfoidery, and_ siﬂver.\ Their popu]ation wasedecimafed by the wars
1n Laos, and most who come here haVe spent years in resettlement

v111ages and the refugee camps ifi ‘Thailand. The majority of the -t

/refugeethave been illiterate, with Tittle or no familiarity with
English or any other second language when-they arrive, and most are
‘new to the experiehee ef'going to school. |
Naturally communication between the Hmong refugees and the
Americans assisting them in the resettlement process has been a
serious broblem.ﬂ Both the resettlement agencies and the Hmong
eemmunity leaders themselves have recognized that the most essential
;~~~' —_ . prerequisite for successful adaptation to life in-America is the
| ability to communicate in English, even if only at an instrumental,
surv1va1 level. But the task 'undertaﬁen by teachers of English
as-a second language, of prov1d1ng forma] instruction in English
_ for them was and in some cases still is, made difficult by several

’

factors. One has been an inevitable mutual lack of understanding.

on the part of the American ieachers and the Hmong students of the
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, otﬁer%' culture and mentality. A second pfob]em is the refugees'

unfamiliarity with classroom skills, and their illiteracy.
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page 3
work1ng w1th Hmong 2dults on basic English: skills, and note some

. poss1ble*d1rect1ons for further research

- . T
> . o

o2 LiﬂiAEwLINGUISTSIC WORLD OF A HMONG REFUGEE FAMILY i S

_ A Methodology
KRS -4 Because weswere aware of the t1ght1y interwoven social system ot ‘ 7‘ "
_ the: Hmong, 1n which value is p]aced upon the abii 1ty of the community =
to~ﬁhnct1on.effective1yg 1n contrast to. the Western emphasis on the i

ind1v1dual we felt that. the quest1on of language contact experlences_ s

\had to ‘be. invest1gated at +he level '0f the family or ‘household unit

oy e
PR A

S A .
d A% s

rather than at ‘that of thé isolated individual. To keep this initial ' ;%

study-to a manageab]e size, We deC1ded therefore to focus on a slngle Lo
representat1ve fam11y, in an. effort to develop .a fairly comprehensive 'igﬁ

1_;’ understandjno of th1s family’ s language abilities,’ exper1ences, and

L ores N
o e e

o stratégies of- chSSvcultural:commun1catlon.

‘ 257
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.The f1rst task was to try to f1nd a fam11y that was willing to Lo

cobperate w1th-our study and’ that could be taken as representative of

T e A
LR
P

~ther recently arrived Hmong refugee. populat1on. We stipulated that - B

[ R S Pt

the family should have come to the United States in the last two years

and that alt members of the family should be able to communicate to

%
s
e A <

.some: extent. in Engl1sh Through contacts with a member of a sponsor1ng !

.church we'" ‘wére able: to locate -a fam11y that satisfied these requ1rements.

——

?flj;f“THOughfsomeWhatvpuzzledsbynour interests and activities, the family

memberr were 1n1tia11y receptive and later exceedingly fr1end]y and

cooperat1ve.
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Adding to this is the ESL teachers' initial lack of familiarity, training, ;&
- andnexperience in meeting studeﬁts’ sinultaneous needs for basic ¢
literacy:and survival, Enélish Faced with an ‘immediate and pressing ;i
{problem, it has been difficult for teachers to identify exactly L

. :iwhat their students immediate communicational needs are, although
.obViously an. appropriate curriculum for “surVival anlish“ must be , -fj

based on an understanding of the actual Situations in which the

300U,

‘learner is: calledfupon to. ¢ommunicate in English and the nature and
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In the study ‘reported: ‘hére we have tried to address only this

o,

D 'ﬂ§Stuproblem. We. have ‘set out to find at least partial answers to .

ki

ﬁheiiolﬁowihg‘qUestions;~a) what are the language contact eXperiences]
that Hmohg*refugees may. have in the first year or two of their life

inﬁthe Uni ted States, and b) what goes'on in those interactions; in #;i
particular, how do they ‘manage communication when their knowledge of : ' é

. .English vécabulary, grammar, and usage is inadequate to the task’ f@é

Section two addresses our first question, concerning the general 3
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nature of Hmong-American linguistic interactions. It is in effect

a study in the ethnography of communication, although limited for .

ARt

the present to a ngle household and to cross- linQUistic communications. S

- e s
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“Section Tﬁree iSfconcerned’With the second question, izvolving how

i
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tﬁe Hnong;cope when‘communication demands exceed their ability to say .

‘‘‘‘‘ - . / e+

what they want in English " We have here relied upon the categorization

’ ; | -of. *communication strategies“ presented by Tarone (1978). 3' Finally,

in a-concluding section, we will summarize our findings, make a few

s
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tentatiVe~observations and’ suggestions that may be useful to teachers
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Having selected the family and obtained their cooperation, we

© _ ‘undertook to observe their English language encounters and their use

- of English to communicate. = We visitea their homé and théir ESL. classes,
talked with them ourselves, and observed them  interacting with other
§4ﬁ Americans in a variety of situations. We accompaniea them on several

i outings and observed a nﬁmber of tutoring sessions and convérsations

with church members. Finally, we interviewed the family, various

i e

members of the local business community in cdntact with the Hmong, and
i several members of the sponsoring church,. for their berceptions of the

problems of communication between Hmong and’ Americans.

Pyt Y

These interviews and observations, carried out over a period of

oo 7

g5

S

four months, have in most cases been recorded on cassette tape. The

hd

’

recordings have been transcribed and some portions translated by an

~able bilingual éséistanf, Vang Vang

It should be obvious that even a fairly extensive case study can
p}ovide only very tentative answers to our general question concerning
the range of language contact experiences of Hmong refugee families

*

in America. ‘We should note further that even -thi. case study is not

o

R S o s vege
) ¥ Wy

complete, since for one thing we have focused most of our attention
on the parents and the family unit, giving little direct attention to

the children as individual language users.

R R

) B. The Subjects L

P - —— e -~

The Vang family, as we shall call them, consists of a father and
£ ' mother in their early forties and three children: an older girl, 17,
< a younger girl, aged 9, and a boy, 15. An older son is Earried and -

lives in.another city. The given. names we will use in referring to
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,th) ifg, 1dua1 family members (the "names" are actually kinship. terms)
are; as. follows' , . ' ,
‘f;}‘ Txiv ~, the father . age 45 (éppreximate) ‘ \\\\ e‘,
‘ ﬂNlam' 4 :w" the ‘mother 4 age 40 (approximate) | ~ )
. Leus~‘ ' ; daughter _ . age 17 " ’
' | TussTuh‘ ‘ sgh: SRR ' ape 15
L - Ntxawm _ -daughter ’ . age Y
S g..w 4 Jhe Vang fam11y arrived ‘in: the United States in March of 1980, | .
.5; .éf';, '3¥ter fivehyears in:a»refugee.camp—an.Tha11and; They came directly 4
1}??2'15 | to Sa1nt Paul spgnsored by a ¢hurch congregat1on. The family lives

\ff h on refugee assrstance funds supplemented by contributions from the
church and thelr marr1ed son.. The church has looked after the famlly 3
| immediate :needs: 11v1ng space, health probTems, clothing, most trans-
';' 1'pprtgtion,~and:sqhgol;ng, ney were fortunate in getting the parents
T © §nto reéular Endl%Sh:clesses Yery soon after ‘their arrival. The
;f‘ . o :chUrch:meMbers have also helped the family in such matters as banking,
| insuranee;,@eifare,,ahd leasés, and they are now trying to arrange jobs.

‘1n;5dditiong church .members--have volunteered to provide tutoring in

_ " English in the home on.an almost daily basis.
The“amiiy-lives:in\one;apartmént of anqpedraplex. The other o

apartments are also occupled by Hmong, w1th the grandfather and his’

e L wife dn one, “and: cous1ns' fa&hiJEZ'?B_ZBe other two apartments.

Ind1v1dua1 apartments are rarely closed off, the entire bu11d1ng serv1ng’
ase ye .or less communal living space. The Vangs however have no friends,

e1ther Hmong- or- American, 1;v1ng in the 1mmed1ate neighborhood outside

o
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“Neither parent can read or write Hmong or Laotian, and neither
Thai. He was a farmer mos* of his life, serving only for a brief
. time 1n the military. Vanq N1am, his wife, is expert in Hmong

v, st1tchery and cooking; her responsibilities and activities would seem

BRG]

e

to have continued with much less change from the past than for other

y

nnmbefs of the family. The son, aged 15, speaks some Thai and some
Lao, and received lessons in English in the camp. His present language
abiiity in qulish is by far the most advanced; he can serve @6derate1y

well as an intérpreter in most situations, and he seéms to beggucceeding

in his schoolwork at the ninth-grade level. Both sisters are exceeding-
1y shy and were more difficult to appreach directly, making it'hard ;o
assess the1r levels of understand1ng and fluency in English. -
‘ As has been ment1oned the family lives together with three other
Hmong families. Additionally, much time is passed in visiting or |
receiving visits from other relat1ves. Social contacts with the
Aimerican community are limited to those with members of the sponsor1ng
church in the tutor]ng sessions and in dealing with questions about
their family affairs. The adults do not seek out social contacts with
tﬁe American cpmmuﬁjpy&, . . : & o _

- - . l'\w
C. Learning and Using. English

~ classes in Survival English. The emphasis in these classes is on the
mastery of simple grammar points, pronunciation; and, at the level we
observed Titeracy sk1lls. There are only limited opportunities to

. ,pract1ce real, meaningful communication or to practice the coping skills

e e T e e

speaks Laq&ian to any extent. Vang Txiv, the father, speaks some \ )

The adult English classes attended by the two parents have included
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o N ‘ pege 7
f?lh B ‘neéeSiany for handling situations where the communicative needs exceed
| the learner's command.of English. Thg homework the Vangs now receive

, 'iéonsfsts of written assignments 5nc]udihg basic arithmetic problems,

é%f ol e ~—«qnsﬁ¢hing-questions about a stdhy, copying 2 passage or pracﬁicingra
readihg_paésage. '

Theftutorihé‘sessio s'provided'by volunteers from thn church were
genenﬂly limited to topics such. as numbers telling t1me, addition or
subtract1on of sums of money, nam1ng things in p1cture books, pract1c1ng
:greetlngs, and. practicing ‘the alphabey and the spellings of fam1]1ar
‘words. Some mean1ngfu] communication with the sponsors took place when
— the Americans tried to assist with hot .2hold prob]ems, although here
the focus was on accomp11sh1ng the task and not on teaching the fam1ly
Yii, | how to copeé with problems of commun1cat1on.
| Apart from the ES. classroom, the tutoring sessions in the home,

;; o and the children's attendance at public schools,. we found the Vang's
~‘3 . . ...contacts with Eng11sh speakers to be quite limited and to 1nv01ve very
_ little actual communication in English. The English language interactions

that we either observed at first hand-or-learned something about at

= . - second- hand-are- the following:

. 1), ESL classes for adults and public school programs for the

children
2) Contacts w1th tutors, in the home

3) Riding ‘the busto school -

4) Banking (assisted by a church member) .

£

5) Dealings with the iand]ord (usually assisted’bj a church member)

6) Shopping=for food

7) Shopping for clothinig and other commodities

s
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8) ‘MaJor purchases, such as a car, TV, or radio

.5) Church occasxonal services and social events and one incident
'1nvolv1ng commun1cat10n about the death of a relative

l0) ’Doeéor's and dentist s appo;ntments (assisted by a church memben),
'lhe types of s1tuat1ons we actually observed included 1), ESL classes for
.adults and 2) tutor1ng SESSlOHS, 6) shopping for food, 7) shopping for
.clothing and. for fabr1cs, .and 9) a situation in which relatives had
:gathered‘atua churehffollQW1ng a relative's death. 2- :

,Ne Found that ddhmunlcathn in English outside of the ESL class is
'ﬂnﬁnihml~and'is notual:aysfhandled in the same way. Four princlpal means
otaqomMUnicatibhgeou}d be distinpuished, as follows. . :

‘?irst,‘inlsituations;such as riding on the bus or shopping for | 7;
groceries, almost}nq verbal communication took place. We should.re- . L
emphasize that.the_Vangs never initiated conversations in English and,
in fact, actively avoided situations that might lead others to speak o
to them. »Othér thnjihave been observed hiding their faces'on the -
.buses, and‘stgéeqyners tdld us that Hmong people shop very‘ca}efully . ' "
-but withqut reduesting«assistance. Unless there is a problem with a o
éhech, yduéher, or food stamp purchase, they can and usually do check :

Out w1thout exchang1ng words Wlth the cashier. Thus in many contact

situatlons spoken English 1s not‘essentlal for this initial level of

;surv1val, and the- social contact’ exper1ence does not necessarlly
Second ‘there,are some s1tuat10ns such as banklng or negotiating i
Wlth the landlord in whlch an Amer1can sponsor takes charge, act1ng as

"aﬂspokeSperson orngardlan. In these 1nteract10ns, the dlfflcult part . . o

'rof ‘the communlcatton ls handled by the Amer1can with minimal verbal - ;fg

. -
AR ]

3
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L enmmman e e s ._...;és it }!».-—49




-involves the seleCtiontof a member'of the family or of the broader

3Hmong community to act as 1nterpreter for an 1nd1v1dua1 or a .group,

:a'boy ‘or young ‘mah. - Thus; in many of our attempts to communicate with

‘-spokesperson. « oo .

. st page 9

v
'
¥
4
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-

,communlcatlon dlrected to the family members--chzefly the seeking

and receiv1ng of consent or veriflcation.

™

. .Thelthirdvtype of interaction; to;be discussed further in section 3,

The person chosen is the. ‘one with the best command of Engllsh, usually

A}

the o]der Vangs-or in their negotlatlons WIth tutors, or in handling

& e

‘phone cails, .or- where proB1ems arvose requiring verbal communlcatlon

while shopplng, the son served,as 1nterpreter or, jin some cases, as ¢

2 b . . «

F1na11y, and seem*ngly only where all other approaches failed (or

where demands were m1n1ma1 as in returning a greeting), the individuzal

adult communicated directly in English. This fact, while perhaps not
surprising, is important in that it shows the extent to which adults can
Surviue aS‘residents'in an English-speaking American coimunity without

Eng]ish. It also reyea1S«that, contrary to the expectations of many

" ESL teachers, the adult Hmong 1earner _may have only the most limited

experwence with the English language out51de of the classroom.

Keeplng 1n mlnd these observat1ons concernlng the general

S e e e e = e e

city, ‘We may now turn to the second focus of our study, concerntng the

spec1f1c strategles used to effect communlcatlon in Eng]lsh on the part »
of 1hd1v1duais w1th 11m1ted knowledge of English. We will look both at
the parents-own Aiser of English and at the pervasive strategy of using

-an 1nterpreter or spokesperson for -the fann]y, whlch w111 suggest an .

—— e m e v k]

an]ish-language experlence ofwa Hmong refrgee family in.an- American— - SR
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Y larone and:others.’ :f

> ausages of the language is nnadequate .to the task larone (l980 p 2)

P T e e [T ST L e T T

i < - * ” - - -
a**”\“@.é' . s G F S
AN

e T e T e

e T Cf

( extension of the- notion of communication strategy deveioped by

- L3

v 2

3. camumnon smmcms . N .
A. The Framework of Anilysis ' , : . "

>

+

- 4

- We are concerned ‘here with the means used by a non- native speaker

-

¢ *

ared. Communication strategies are, seen-

As ‘has been- mentioned have chosen .to use the conceptual frame-"

work - proposed by Tarone, alt? ugh different frameworks hacg been. suggest-

.ed by other researchers (see, for example, Faerch and Kaspar l979,

Bialystok andFrohlichl980’/and Pal herg 1979) «to shed light on‘difTering

aspects of learner communication strategies. - . ) -

I

Tarone specifies the following three-criteria as prerequisites to

Cpn e b iy e

“an-interaction being termed a cdmmunication strategy S ,7___,”~,d_ﬂ-hmeﬂ-,£~;i

1) lhesspeaker -desires to communicate a- meaning—x -

2)~*The”speaker sbelieves the,linguistic,or sociolinguistic
T structure desired to - communirate*meaning X'is unavailable,
or is not shared With the listener

]1s“3)M,The speaker -€i100ses: to s = ST e

B e A

a);“av01d:communicating X -

A

T B e T




page 11

The speaker
at1ves when it seems clear ‘to the
qs shared meaning. (Tarone 1980)

stops‘trying
" rthat: ‘there:

K

‘The learner usesja single garget language vocabulary

1tem or‘Structure wh ¢h the learner knows is not

° N

:correct but whlch shares ;nough semantic _features
',WIth the des1red no ;bﬁato satisfy. the speaker

Q(e gf,“p1pe? for "waterp1pe“) ‘ ‘
iThe‘Jearnervmakes up a new word in order to communi-

“e“cate a desared concept (e g.,"a1rba11“ for "balloon“)
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r';v,';'jg",‘,‘_ - prlate target language structure (“She is, uh, smok1ng

someth1ng.,'Jndon~t-know whatos its name. That's ‘uh,
Persian,'and;wezuse“in'Iurkey,‘a iotloft").”~ — SEE

L - E

—_—
.o

\.fflw“ttaral translat1on the'learner'translates word for word from the
native language (e Ges igje. 1nv1tes him to. drink," for

"Ihex toast one another.")

Language sw1tch % the 1earner :USeSs the nat1ve language term without. _

‘. :'* - botherlng to translate (e g.,“balon" for “balloon," g
: *t _ . R TS BRI for "caterpi]lar“) R
Appeal for Ass1stance - the learner ‘asks for the correct term or - f;

by S A

—.f! /fstructure (e g:, "What is th1s?") c

TN g

P -what , T
gi?: D R ;- the»Jearner uses non-verbal strategies in place 'szfz
”‘v ’ ji. o offa‘mean1ng Structure (e g:» clapp1ng one's ) ;
:'“;; ,‘f SN ‘hands. 6. 111u trate applause). ;
Avo1dance o ~i | I
Top1c avoidance & occurs when the learner s1mp1y does not talk
‘j~1x } about concepts for which the vocabulary or other
. | meaningnstructure is not known or shared.,
Message abandonment 4 occurshuhen the 1earner beglns to talk about
- CT ‘ a'concebt$but, }ackwng a mean1ng structure, is S
.;;3" ngi";r;;;_, unab{e\to cont1nue and stops in mid-utterance.
| . Given the bas1c crlterja for a, commun1cat1on strateoy--that the
FSpeake Jmust destre to commun1cate a meaning--the sub-category of topic

;z..

: *avo1

'”'o communtcation{

As Tarone (1980) points out; some strategies, such as
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topic avoidance, maybe used: for various reasons: at times to simplify -
theaSﬁeaking task (in which case it is a production strategy) and at

52?»:; —— mes—to—so&ac%t—a1d—1n—negot1atlon of meaning from the native speaker

o “”'lnterlocutor (in which case it is a’ communi cation strategy) In the

e ”

plcture descrlptlon tasks ‘used by Tarone, failure to descr1be a particular-

;y—sa11ent*aspecttof;the-pzcture,could easily y be determined to-be topic
;;1 .‘_ _;,*avbfdance. ‘However} in.bbserrational studies such as this one, it is
e - .more dlffICU]t to determlne whether a 1earner is avo1d1ng a topic because
she does - not have the néeded ve“bal structures or because she really does.

,not.want,tp'talkiabput?that top1c, We have assumed in classifying anything

LE s as5topfc anidance‘that the former was the case. The Vangs never gave
¥ any-other slgn that "they mlght be unwilling to discuss any glven top1c--1n

genera] they were frlendly and open 1n their attempts to communicate with

,‘»' T
> v;:' l!s. v = -

o

2

'&B.. Flndlngs. Ind1v1dua1 Strategles
The following chart contalns examr es of our flnalngs For each
examp]e, the Situation is described and the speakers involved. Zero ()

means that there was no verbal response, and square brackets enclose

descrIptlons of non-verbal ‘gestures or our 1nterpretat10ns of the intent

of -a speaker's remarks. Each of the examples comes from one of the

5 fo]]ow1ng 51tuat10ns.

Shopp1ng 1n a fabr1c store. In the course of one of our visits w1th the

Vangs, the son Tus Tub asked us to take his mother and two other ‘women
toibhy‘@aterial. The commun1ca&/gp which took place involved our attempts
‘te fjnd out where~they wanted té go and how to get there and, at the store, )

the efforts of the sa]es ‘clerk to find out how much mater1a1 each woman
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[

(TN
e e

chial visit din. the. Va;g s home Over the four months of the study, we

T e e e E

b

'
'y

\*':‘*~v1s1‘ed"tHE‘Vang nome about once a week. At first we attended tutoring

se551ons, but later we. came:- around just to talk and observe .what happened.

N P S

Severai of the instances included on the chart come from such informal

conVcrsations..,

Conscious Communication Strategies (cf Tarone 1978)

= Ty
i &

B PR T

AN
N

(l) Av01dance . R o

L9

NN, P e
¥

;“;;fffﬁ P (A) Topic Avoidance B o o L

(Social Sharon' Txiv, what were you d01ng Just now?

"
N /

Ixiv [laughter] I don't know say. ) . T r~

,(Sociai;pixiVE Chia'Thao and. Cynthia coming . . . -

‘Bruce: :Why did ‘they come? : .. s klmé
- i . Txiv: Chia Thao . . . I don't know say.) - ‘

(8) Message Abandonment " None- . C | RS
(2) Paraphrase ’ | i
’:¢_V . (Alk Approximation . : ’ a »‘ié

;(§qc1al Niam' ‘Have many, many rain [1 e., there is a lot 'jf

S «of rain there] Y- -

- .

(Social Niam° I many-; many chicken and rice [1 e.,

Tiew .

e ~ "T'eat chicken and rice a lot].) .

AT
L
o n Wi o< e

: (B) word c01nage None "

(3) Conscious»Transfen . , , S
(A) Literal Translation. ‘None ? 3
. . - " R :
(B) Language Switch T ) |
L N
c-' e A . - R z{
% v :' ::‘ ’ ; \é

‘:?Aw ; S ? Lol i} ) 1 ) o

ﬁw&c‘mmxmjbwamﬁwkmwm:@a R s e PR et A _.sm.l T L Ny s
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. (Shopping:- Salespeqson., S0,. how-fiuch do you want of this

[one kind: of material]?

- —— PR -

‘Qiaﬂlf?}jv S Cousin. [Stream of Hmong in which she says she :
A ; A N ,wants the same amount. as of the first o :é
‘i‘"ij“*“ﬁf‘“ 55~ type ‘of- mate:ial el 8 [Laughter]) ‘

(4) Appeal forrA551stance
(Shopping. Salesperson ‘How long‘haveﬂyoufbeen here?

,{yiam., Q [Takes on preoccupied expression and acts

‘:g"“ L E" o f' ’ slaghtly discomfitted, finally looks at ‘us

MR . < 5
o c;:‘z 'if ce . see 4f we. will ‘answer for her. ] R '?é
e e ~ o
ﬂi; ‘ ‘Af ‘ (Social Sharon- Niam, how do you do thlS? [make geometric . ",}fi

' ' patterns incloth] - IR if?%

Niam' 9 [Fetches a: piece of paper and demonstrates

e e 0 hows the pattern is -made. ]) ' —f_;

,}}:'( pping Sharon° So, what's good thread?

,Niam: 0 [Demonstrates how/a strong piece of thread

N
N

"V.~.i. e ". can: be unravelled ]) .

PR

Y,

2
o

We found that the adults used only six types of communication

g T I i

'fstrateg"su topic avoidance, message abandonment, approximation,
language switch appeal for assistance, and mime. In. our data-there
~L;werewmany examples of topic avoidance and: mime, but only two examples
e _,,p_:»of approximation, and one each of language switch and appeal for

‘f;? ";:'*wassistance. ihe greatest rel1ance was on non-verbal means.4

- N g

Although*we,have not aralyzed all of our data on the son's inter- s

actions, 1t seems that'h1s connunication strategies fall mostly 1nto
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“oﬁiy a. few examples’of mime and a few detectable examples of avoidance.

‘He did.not seem to employ any‘other types. This difference in

o v

comhunication strategiés raises some -interesting questions: Are certain

strategies favored by certain age groups, or-as we suspect,~do:the choices T

reflect the language proficiency of the learner? On the other hand, can
the. son- use veibal connmnication strategies because he is more proficient E
‘in‘Eﬁglish, oraisahe‘more proficient because (among other things) he is

“more: aggressive in using strategies which may promote his language

s my e

v

'learning?5 . .

v

S C. ‘Communal Strategies -

o
Leadioee v b

Thus far we have approached communication strategies only from the

P

pérspective’of the individual speaker attempting to transfer a meaning.

‘But we-have already noted'the frequent use of intermediaries.as

translators or spokespersons by the older Hmong adults in preference g

to direct communication in English on their own. By this means adults Cd

" W ETpT
t Y
i
i

do get messages across, but rather than handling the linguistic . .;%

v Ey
.

formulation into Eng]ish»themselves or using some communication strategy

IR
|
!

)

as a substitute, they primarily rely on the individual with the best

LT WS, AT eI gl g A

command of English to convey the message for the group. For example,

storeowners and, clerks have commented that the Hmong appear in large o

an

Qgroups to do their shopping, with one person acting as a go-between for

. ' the‘entire grogp. When. a faﬁﬁ]y is shopping together, the parent§ select Lo

~

the items to- be bought and the children .take over at ‘the: check out.

*,

'1h& ' While this last case may ‘seem to violate normal role structures in the

2

San et
P

- family, by e]evating a young boy or girl to a position of responSibility,

o - o these‘two~coping strategies_are very ‘much in tune with the general

¥, o, . . /_/’
N - - - ° el . ‘

T b B AR
RS s
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corporate k1nsh1p structure of the Hmong, which emphasizes the family

r

1
i

and commun1ty unit over the 1nd1v1dua]

To acconnndate‘this observed: commun1ty approach to commun1cat1on,

.,._....w-m.,w)-..vﬂ T e Pl S

. iwe: havevgone outs1de Tarone 'S framework to oppose to ‘her individual \\\\

g s e

»wstrateg1es a category of communal commun1cat1on stretegies.
_ In the follow1ng table we exempl1fy such strateg1es, mostly from
*situétions.an\wh1Chvthe;Vangws.younger: son, Tus Tub, served as

interpreter for h1s parents .or took upon himself the roie of spokesman -

~

°

for h1s familya

Connmnal Commun1cat1on Strateg1es

T (l) Use-of aannterpreter
e (Social: Tus Tub acts as 1nterpreter for individuals who were
- try1ng to relate some of their exper1ences in the war and
o 1nformat1on -about -their life in Laos. )

(Church:'TusiTub acts as interpreter*to relay intormation

e

‘ B - about the death of a reiatiVe.)

(2) Use of a~Spokesperson -

SRR GRS

§¢ L (A) For an individual

;; ‘, (Socna] Tus fud acts as a spokesman, relating the story
%;;;, . . of his father's ]1fe, in response to a question addressed
ZJ : to'his father. ). 2 .

3 o (Shopping:. Son acts as a spokesman for his father who

Y
?x“
I

%2 o

wants to-buy a shopping cart and some clothes.)

u(B);ffgrEAGQroupe

'.(Shoppjn§} {reported] An individual with experjence takes

i

]
r
s
]
cLs
PN
¥

R et

4
- ‘Y
o b LR




S »“:cha‘n's’je(of—[haiéih§§‘a-mma,jor" purchase.) 4, .
agraplex with

el (Social: The- other adults.in the same qu

"-v'f‘5~3:“'“the*Vangs ‘Hiave #o Engiish c]asses. “Tus Tub requests that
L wedfind c]asses for “them. )

The examplesﬁgiven above were drawn from three situations:

Soci al: ~Inlthis 1nstance, we were Just 'getting to know the family. -

~ . - ¢
. v

hatt VAR

Our appearance one Sunday afternoon had 1ed to the eventual gathering ;g

T of a number of’, male reiatives 1n the Vang living room. (It is still {%
' a\mystery where they aii came' “from and how they assembled so quickly. )
we began asking them questions about their lives in Laos, the war, and ﬁﬂfé

theirzsubseQuent fJights to Thailand. Most of our conversation was

‘ :conducted via Tus Tub as interpreter. The tales began .with Tus Tub !
:\', e “relating his'father's life story, although to our surprise he did not ‘ "*%
consult his‘father; who was sittino silently close by; Txiv himself :
,did*not'participate; -Our "questions to others, however, and their ":s
sUbseQuent'rebiies were~quitehfu11y translated by Tus Tub. Only the - ~  ° J?
questions directed‘to-his father were answered directly py.Tus Tub L

T .MWW1thout consultation. ' : &

Church On this occasion, we had arrived for our usyal Sunday visit
. w1th the family only. to find them seemingly a 1ittie§;”ss,happy to,

~see‘us;« Ituturnedﬁout that one of their recently arrivedsreiatives

had died suddeniy during the night (It was the son who explained

3 ,"‘; 4 thls‘) Ne ‘took. Tus Tub and his. father to the church where the w1dow~

andfother reiatives had assemb]ed and offered our help. in this

~

instance, Tus Tub acted as interpreter for hlS extended famiiy
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,w,_ ' . -

1ndiv1dual enqaged in a shopping transaction, but an interview with

”7tWOaaSSIStaﬂt store managers prov1ded considerable information

AR =4

including the example c1tedlabove of the problems and shopping practices
o ; Hmong customers in. a»discount supermarket 1n the Vangs' neighborhood.
o From the Viewp01nt of the indiv.dual adult learner, the strategy
*of usingaan interpreter or spokesperson is a kind of avoidance, a
strategy that cannot aiJ the individual's own linguistic development.
But from the communal p01nt of v1ew, of course, it not only provides
the best means of conveying and receiving messages - but it also, we may

note, maximizes the language experience of’ the community's best speakers,

-

presumably helpino them to develop their own knowledge and communication

.Skll]S”eYQﬂ furtner. It s difficult to say whether this benefﬁt is a
hconscious consideration in the community‘s selection of this means of
:communication..

The use- of translators or spokespersons in intercultural”
communication is certainly nothing new and may nct be uniquely
associated w1th the Hmong community among Amerira's linguistic

minorities. But.there are‘three points to conS1der which make it a

L

s T e
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e
e
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phenomenon worth noting and worth further examination. Translators
ornspokespersons are usually used by people who have no need or no

time to learn a language, for whom the communication situation is

:.:temporary;andﬁs1ngleepurposed,.as, for example, the completion of a

business deal or»agreement on a treaty, or a week's visit to Hungary
on vacation. Butait‘seems probable that the Hmong who-have ummigrated :
here will be staying, which leads to_ the expectation that mest of them

should be interestLi in learning enough English eventually to function

L
O A Rt

it o
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independently of course, it is possible that the community as a-

.iwhole might survive wrthout making thlS assumption--communal

strategies of surviva? commun1c«tlon might prov1de a way for the

communlty as a whole

- 1nd1v1duals mtght -ne

to surv1ve.alone. I

V.employed for cross-]

1n Laos. and Thalland

"..considered natives,
.hundrnd years or so

jlsolated from the ma

whether practlces wh

.are appropriate for

essentially monoling

4. CGNCLUSION

to succeed 1n its new 1ife even. though some
ver-learn to communicate ln Engllsh well enough

t has in. fact been suggested to us by William

"Smalley {personal. communicatien) that the communa! strategies we

‘have descrlbed may be simply 2 contlnuation of practtces successfully

inQUIStlc communication by the ‘Hmong communities

in both countrles the Hmong were never raally
having migrated south from Chlna cver the preceding
and haVIna setiied in the remote nlgh]ands, largely
ajority language and culture. The question now is
ich may -ave served well under those clrcumstances
a Hmong commun ty existing in the midst of an

ual western techno!oglcal soclety

~

We~have examined some aspects of the interaction of one Hmong

fannly with the Engl
of language contact
use to achleve commu

reported here we fin

‘ classroom is quite 1

lsh-sneaklng community to determine what sc*ts
situations they encounter and what means they
nication in those situations.” In the case
d that English language use outside of the

imited: the family we observed does not seek

out, and sometlmes actively avoids, situations requiring the use of

'Engllsh Where communication with English speakers cannot be avoidéd,
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,:spokespersons 0P interpreters are usually employed, even though this i
frcle may elevate aiyounger member of the family to a position of

\prestige and authority Only when this communal strategy of

communicction is. not available do the par;nts attempt to communicate

directly, and then the strategies they .employ most are those which _ _ ) :fi
/seem to promote language learning least. Thus the common assumption
,\v’, ‘jq qin: second-language *eaching that what is taught in the classroom will
{;Af 251'4' be’ reinforced through outside language contacts, particularly the

:assumption that adult learners will necessarily make use of their

e cem e - B

"survival English "8 called into question. | ‘

HE‘can only~speculate as to whether this situation differs from - N

-———

. the general experience of refugees and immigrants of other ‘Janguage

=S backg rounds.with very: limited krowledge of English. We feel that

&l .
S wepes 20 2T Fo 30

the*Hmong practice may,reflect not only a lack of appropriate language ’é
Aearning skills on the part of individuals but also a tradiv.on of -
comwnity isolatisn and self-sufficiencv carried. over from. the !
1Hmbhg:experience as a. geographically isolated minority in Laos and,

-

beforé that, in China. - _ . ' _ .

L .
P S F e

‘ The: fact that the Hmong can achieve a degree of accommodation to .
;;ﬂmerican life yithgug =universal mastery of basic English language
“skills*raises some 1nteresting questions regarding the process of o %f?
“assinnlation,. ‘Does the use. of communal communication strategies ‘7;

\provide'a~valuableJbuffer against some of the shock. of relocation ' s

‘:use of interpreters as an alternative to developing ind:vidual

F

7

'2 jgproficiency 1n English provides some relief from culture shock,
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’What(are the consequences with respect to achieving economic
self—sufficiencyh Can jobs be found in which Hmong workers can

';commun1cate w1th the1r employers (or the1r customers) through the

serv1ces of a b111ngua1 foreman.or interpreter? -Or must each Hmong

A‘adult be expected to strlve for linguistic independence through

mastery of English as a. prerequ1s1te for employment?
These broad - -questions. of resettlement policy are obviously very

d1ff1cult to answer, and yet they are crucial to the English language

' teachers' dec1510ns about what -approach to take in the first stages

of language ‘instruction fornrefugee adu]ts.\ S1nce we do not know the
answer; (and.because our own investigation is too limited to support '
any broao genere]izations)g we heeitate to offer any suggestions for
tedchers. Teachers may, however, want to recons1der "survival Eng]1sh“
as a matter involving the family or a .group in some cases rather than
just the individual. The teacher can chodse to recognize, support, and

even practice in class the process of communication through an

'interpreter.r On the other hand, the teacher may wish* to find ways to

encourage and develop 1nd1v1dua1,se1f-re11ance in communication and
practice in using English for genuine communication outside the class-
room. In any case the teacher will want to investigate in some way
the nature~bfwthe~1anguege“contactiexperienceS'of her own students.
‘,Before we can be confident ahout the va]idity of generalizations
from this case 'study to the broader Hmong community, inuch additional
researchviS“needed. Ne have not studied relations of children with
their §ng1§sh-speaking peers, and we -need to know more about how

both amateur and-professional “(paid) interpreters manage the process
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of translation. Of course, a much 1arger populat1on -needs to be

studied including older aduits, adu1ts w1thout children old enough

to trans1ate, and Iess 1so1ated families. The process of communication

: among employees .and between employees and employers has ‘also not been

stud1ed

With additiona1 data, a number of 1nterest1ng questions can be

~addressed To what extent does avoidance of direct communicat1on or

the. choice of communicat1on strategies ref1ect the learner's

"conf1dence in her own 11nguist1c ab11it1es and attitudes toward the,

majority cu1ture? To what extent does the use of jndividual or
oommuma}'oommuhioation stmategies reflect tme educational level and
cultural traditions. of pemticu1ar refugee groups?- And, from a
praotice1 viempoint, how do attitudes tovard communicatzon and )

strategies of commonication_in the majority 1anguege affect the

psycho]ogica1,econonﬁc and cultural adjustment of refugees to the

. *

realities of life in this new land?

- s ‘
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- ‘ NOTES

©

A *We: have benefitea in: the revision of this paper from the E : h}@i
"iquestions “and-comments. of members .of the audience at the Ienth | .
.Annua1 Univers1ty of . Hisconsin-Milwaukee Linguistic Symposﬂum,
the- 1981 MinneTESOL Spring Horkshop/Seminar, and the University
of Minnesbtaatinguistics‘c1ub. We are especially grateful to
_7JeannEtte Gundel andéglaine Tarone who read and commented on
vearlier drafts. While we.haue tried to"incorporate their ;

suggestions in revising the paper, these people bear no: respcnsibi- -

litysfor remaining~defic1encies. _ ‘ .

s, \ :
> This study was supported by a grant in aid of research from

' ) iﬁfzthe_Graduate School of the University of Minhesota ano‘uas carried
,éut‘unQer the auspices of the Southeast Asian Refugee Studies

Prgject'of the Center_for Urban and Regional Affairs, University- ‘ |
of Minnesota. . _9~ B ﬁ
1. 'Hn.this paper ”language oontaCt“ will be used to mean cross- V -

A

lingual interactions rather than to refer to the interaction of S

o, » r B

“two languages Within one' speaker, as -in the works of Uriel

‘Wienreich, Dell Hymes,,and:otﬁers. .

3

2. éumperz’aﬁovuymesf(1964) have argued for the value of this - i

kind of study in planning'curricula in bilingyal and general

education for éthnic. minority students. The view that -an ‘ ' ) -3

understanding of the. students‘ linguistic env:ronment is essentia1 - o i';

0. plannlng effective language instruction is also the basis of ' A“";Qf

. R . -
- . e - S - .,
e TN % PR = - . + o e - T I «;‘A‘,va

- the European born “functional-notional" curriculum. As van Ek '
) . e&*"\ . - - « « ‘ M - V "‘ X
e - ‘;. : ’ o : o
2, . :’( ,' 2'6. y . ~
o LD e :
i‘..?-m:ég;-:{i_s AN BRI SR
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\

ask m “OK,,.where..are_.wemshoppwng?" Ntam responded "where i

”No, where? (With 3 shrug:and a.puzzled e

faﬂial*expression)‘ where,go?" Nxam‘ (sett11ng into the back—seat)

.
‘ ‘{-'
3 v
. . ‘- ) .. R
[ N

. \ ~ . .

iffwcult to det ermzne what ‘motivated these repe itions.

ﬁtiaswyeny'
‘:;fi;‘;Perhaps Nlam«was:assuming that her son had clar1fied the matter hnd

| :that we wereaonly asking questions to make conversatzon. Perhaps she
,was 1ap51ng lnto behaviour that was encourage; in the classroom. \. Tc,
Perhaps she could not process thé questions, but wanted to indicate

»her de51re to parttcipate in the conversation~-a kind of goodw111 ' ' s

ess sage:._ Only 1f th1szlast exp]anation were accepted could repet1t1on e

-

- i

betcons1dered ‘kind of communicatxon strategy, wh1ch did not,

v o -

U \ P - —— RSN -

' conveyed ‘hér message of des1re to. contlnug\the conversation. It is L

RN VS

.Gf{j~w~~ﬁnterest1ng to notefthat although the Iearner apparently could not

a0

ey
S

Q\gorous study) that the learner (3 ch01ce of
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. ‘in the. communication of a certain immediate message, may not have the

s 'm( -._m_ﬁ;—‘gddgdﬁiQ_ﬁé-:{:grmnl;enéfiﬁt,_ é_f ‘helping-the-learner improve hier fluency in

ﬂ - -ég;hen]’_'aiigq,a\g‘g} whjleﬁothér} ‘types of communication strategies such as

, -
-

‘paraphrase.-and- approximation may have such long-term benefits.

T e - - ‘ LS
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