
The Role of Language Socialization in Arabic

Heritage Language Development in the U.S.

Reda Mohammed

1. Introduction 

Scholarship on Arabic as a heritage language (AHL) in the U.S. is growing. However, research that 

looks at Arabic heritage-speaking children in the age group of K-12 in general and at Muslim Arabic-

heritage speaking children (MAHSC) specifically is still limited. Moreover, research that employs 

language socialization (LS) as a framework for investigating how MAHSC are socialized into using their 

heritage language and culture and its implications for Arabic heritage language development (HLD) is 

scarce. The present study enhances our understanding of the role of socialization in HLD and addresses 

the interplay of language and identity in different social events (inner-family interactions and online-

gaming situations). Since MAHSC constitute an understudied group, in this study I attempt to answer 

two questions: (1) What do MAHSC report regarding their socialization practices into and through their 

heritage language? And (2) What do these reports implicate regarding their heritage language 

development? The paper is structured as follows: I first provide a short background on Arabs and 

Muslims in the U.S., the status of AHL scholarship in the U.S. context, and a review of the theoretical 

framework of LS. This is followed by the qualitative analysis of semi-structured interviews data with 12 

MAHSC in Central Illinois that highlight how children negotiate their role and language use in different 

social events. I conclude with a discussion emphasizing that MAHSC are agentive and innovative 

contributors to their own HLD.  

2. AHL and theoretical framework   
2.1. Background on Arabs and Muslims in the U.S.  

According to the Arab American Institute (AAI) 2017, “at least 3.5 million Americans are of Arab 

descent. Arab Americans live in all 50 states.” Although Arab and Muslim immigrants may be perceived 

as one homogenous group, they are diverse in many aspects including but not limited to their linguistic 

repertoires, religious affiliations, cultural values as well as their ethnic identifications. Historically, 

Muslims have arrived in the U.S. from different parts of the world and under various conditions. Read 

(2008:40) reports that Muslims came from more than 80 countries and “nearly one-third are South Asian, 

one-third are Arab, one-fifth are U.S.-born black Muslims (mainly converts), and a small but growing 

are U.S.-born Anglo and Hispanic converts. Roughly two-thirds are immigrants to the United States, but 

an increasing segment is second-and third-generation, U.S.-born Americans.” Thus, most Muslim 

Americans are not Arabs (Bale 2010; Clauss et al. 2013) and the majority of Arab Americans are 

Christians (AAI 2017). Nevertheless, the exact number of Muslims in the U.S. has been highly debated. 

In Illinois- the site of this study- the “statewide Arab American population is close to 111,484” (AAI
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2017). Linguistically, the diglossic1 nature of Arabic suggests that while Arab immigrants differ in their 

spoken dialects, they share the same standard variety of Arabic, and many Arab and Muslim Arabic-

speaking immigrants value their standard. Thus, the sociolinguistic reality in which many MAHSC live 

is rather diverse. Such diversity along with their acquisition of English as their dominant language 

influence their HLD.  

2.2. Arabic heritage scholarship in the U.S.  

Research on AHL has discussed issues such as HL acquisition, development, and the role of 

diglossia on HL maintenance/shift. In a study that compared the oral productions of Egyptian and 

Palestinian heritage speakers (HS) in a Midwestern university, Albirini & Benmamoun (2014) found 

that the markedness and infrequency of the linguistic items under study created many gaps in the 

morphological and syntactic productions of the participants. Albirini & Chakrani (2016) examined the 

sociolinguistic competence of Arabic HS. They analyzed 30 narratives of five Palestinian and Egyptian 

Arabic HS in a Midwestern university and found that the participants shifted to English for various 

reasons such as lack of translation equivalents in the target language (Albirini & Chakrani 2016:324). 

Although these studies illuminated Arabic heritage scholarship with important findings, they mainly 

focus on post-secondary school settings. To better understand MAHSC’s HLD, I used the framework of 

language socialization (Ochs & Schieffelin 2011) to analyze the role of children’s agency and innovative 

practices and the consequences of these practices on their identities and HLD.  

2.3. Language socialization framework  

Language socialization studies the acquisition and development of linguistic, social, and cultural 

knowledge of children as situated in expert- and novice-focused relationships (Ochs & Schieffelin 2011). 

Unlike traditional approaches to LS where children were described at the receiving end of the 

socialization input, recent LS research involves studying the processes of children’s participation in 

certain communities via acquisition of “knowledge, orientations, and practices” (Garrett & Baquedano-

Lopez 2002: 339). As such, it acknowledges children’s agency in their learning. LS expanded its scope 

to focus on studying language acquisition, shift, development, and maintenance in immigrant and 

multilingual contexts (Said & Zhu 2019; He 2011). These expansions enriched the field of heritage 

languages by perceiving children as agentive participants in their HLD (Said & Zhu 2019) and for their 

identity’s developments and enactments across contexts (He 2011).  
The framework of LS can be, and has been, applied to different language situations, e.g., immediate 

interactions with family members or close friends, or physically distanced interactions in online gaming 

’

“

environments. Said & Zhu (2019) examined third generation Arabic-speaking children s agency in their 

HLD in the UK and found that children are agentive players in their linguistic development and 

socialization practices. Additionally, parents socialized their children to the values of good behaviour, 

intelligence, cleverness and maturity” (Said & Zhu 2019: 775). Children’s agency may extend to 

 

during gaming activities by observing her late son

innovative practices that provide new linguistic codes. Gilmore (2016) studied children’s creativity 

’s and his friend’s LS in Kenya. She found that a 

Swahili pidgin-based language, Kisisi, emerged as a response to two children’s need to “communicate 

in areas of central importance in their friendship and playful interactions” (Gilmore 2016: 131). In a 

study of online language use, Lam (2004) shows how two Chinese American girls’ online socialization 

practices provided them with online modalities that facilitated their linguistic and identity developments. 

The Chinese/English chat room created a socialization ecology where the participants were “able to 

construct a third position with their peers in the online environment through adopting a mixed-code 

variety of English” (Lam 2004: 59). Therefore, children’s agency over their language development was 

1 Arabic diglossia means the existence of two domain specific varieties used by its speakers. The first is the High 

(H) variety used in formal settings and genres and the other is the Low (L) variety used in informal settings 

(Ferguson 1959). 
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facilitated by their socialization practices and innovative creation of a Romanized form of Cantonese 

that was mostly accessible and understood by only the members of the chat room. This practice, as I will 

show later, is paralleled by MAHSC, and plays an important role in the maintenance and development 

of their AHL.  

3. Methodology  

For this study, the researcher recruited 12 second-generation MAHSC (6 boys and 6 girls) aged (9-

13 years) who attend a full time private Islamic school in Central Illinois. All the participants are U.S.-

born whose parents immigrated from five Arabic-speaking countries (Algeria, Jordan, Palestine, Sudan, 

and Saudi Arabia). The ecological context that the participants of this study inhabit is featured by a 

geographic proximity where Muslim and Arabic-speaking community members live close to the Islamic 

school as well as the Mosque. This geographic proximity allows their children to play and pray together, 

go to the same school, and share the same neighborhood. The MAHSC who attend the Islamic school 

constitute a minority group and the majority students are from Indian and Pakistani origins. As a result, 

English is the instructional language at the Islamic school and Arabic use is limited to the Arabic 

classroom and among the Arabic-speaking community members. All the community’s members have 

high socio-economic and educational levels. The participants’ Arabic listening comprehension and 

speaking competence is near-native-like; however, their reading and writing skills are described as 

emergent. The researcher used semi-structured interviews with the participants where recordings and 

hand-written notes were collected. Based on parents’ preferences and availability, some of the interviews 

were conducted at the Islamic school premises and others were conducted at the participating families’ 

homes. The participants were asked about their language use and socialization practices in different 

social events. The recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim and all interview sections in Arabic 

were translated into English by the researcher. The transcribed interviews were manually coded using a 

combined coding approach where both inductive and deductive coding practices were applied (e.g., 

kinship terms, online language, games, etc.), and social events (inner-family interactions and online-

gaming situations) themes were identified.  

4. Results & Discussion  

LS views “learners as tuned into certain indexical meanings of grammatical forms that link those 

forms to, for example, the social identities of interlocutors and the types of social events” (He 2011: 

589). MAHSC participate in various social events that condition their language use. Examples of these 

social events include interactions with parents’ friends and online-gaming with friends and cousins. The 

discussion and analysis of these social events show that MAHSC are sensitive to the different speech 

situations and use those situations as a) HLD/learning moments and b) spaces for creative language 

development and child agentivity in language formation.  

4.1. Language socialization through family and friends 

This section discusses examples of the ways through which the participants were socialized into and 

through their heritage language. Since parents do not socialize their children into/through their language 

alone but also to their ideologies and cultural values, questions on language use when addressing Arabic-

speaking neighbors as well as other adult Arabic-speaking members in the community were included in 

the interviews. Participants were also asked to provide concrete examples of such situations. Most of the 

participants reported that their use of Arabic is conditioned by the initial language used by their 

interlocutors. This suggests that participants are socialized into the value of respecting the linguistic 

choices of their interlocutors and if they can accommodate their interlocutors’ language use, then they 

are encouraged to maintain their interlocutors' language code choice. Excerpt (1) provides an example 

where a 13-year-old Sudanese boy understood showing respect, a cultural value, through his converging 

linguistic performance accommodating his interlocutors. 
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(1) “When neighbors visit, it depends. If they speak Arabic but also, they know English, I will wait

and see how they talk to me. If they start in Arabic, I will respond in Arabic but if they speak

English, I will use English too because I have to respect them.” (Mousa, 13 yrs., Male, Sudan) 

Excerpt (1) shows that children are not passive recipients of this socialization practice, but they are 

agentive in their assessments and evaluations of the linguistic, cultural, and pragmatic loads encoded in 

their linguistic choices and those of their interlocutors. Other reports reveal that through their adoption 

of a specific language code in communicating with Arabic-speaking neighbors, participants develop 

higher levels of pragmatic competence. Pragmatic competence includes the “carry-over of pragmatic 

knowledge from one culture to another” (Spencer-Oatey 2008: 141). Parents may explicitly socialize 

their children to such knowledge. For example, one of the cultural values that prevail in Muslim and 

Arabic-speaking cultures is the use of kinship address terms with the community’s adults even if they 

are not blood-related. Parents may explicitly direct their children to adopt such terms. However, 

community members and those who are at the receiving end of these address terms may, in turn, 

implicitly socialize the children into other forms that expand children’s pragmatic knowledge. Excerpts 

(2) and (3) illustrate such use. 

(2) “When my mum’s friend visits us, my mother tells me to say ‘hi’ to my aunt and she is not really 

my aunt, but my mother says it's polite and respectful to talk to her like that and she is nice. She speaks 

to me in Arabic too. She says ‘assalamu alaikum [peace be with you], habibti [my dear]. 

Kwaishah[good]?’ and I say ‘Alhamdulillah [thank God], ya khaalti [my aunt] inshallah [God willing] 

tkuni bekheir [hope you are okay too].” (Wafaa,10 yrs., Female, Sudan) 

 

(3) “One time my mum’s friend came over and we were getting ready to go to the mall together. Then 

my mum said, ‘go help your khala [aunt] with the bags.’ and I looked around confused for a good 

couple of minutes and then remembered she meant her friend. Sometimes, I forget but it is mara [very] 

mara [very] important to be polite.” (Ayat, 11 yrs., Female, Saudi Arabia) 

In excerpt (2), we are first introduced to the mother’s role in explicitly socializing her daughter to adopt 

a specific term to address her Arabic-speaking friend. Next, we are directed into the thought process of 

the participant where she assesses her social relationship with her mother’s friend as one who is socially 

positioned to be treated like an aunt although the blood-based connection is absent. This social 

knowledge reveals an additional layer of cultural/pragmatic knowledge where the participant shares her 

awareness of the politeness/respect values attached to the adoption of the address term “aunt”. Such 

adoption does not occur passively but shows that the participant has conditioned her use of the term by 

her evaluation of her mother’s friend character and language input. This evaluation is conveyed through 

her use of the adjective ‘nice’. 
The dominance of Arabic in this Arabic-speaking neighbor’s exchange with the participant ensures 

language development in social contexts. It provides insights to the fact that the participant is aware of 

the relational positionality that she holds to her interlocutor and understands the value of being polite 

and showing respect by means of using address terms of kinship [(my)aunt) khala/khalt(i)]. We observe 

that the use of endearment terms from the neighbor decreases the social distance between herself and 

her friend’s child as evident in using the endearment form [habibti]. This term is commonly used by 

parents in addressing their children and its use here suggests that the neighbor has a closer relationship 

that increases her membership in this family. Said & Zhu (2019) reported that when parents socialize 

their children using diminutive and endearment forms, the children become “socialised into emotion 

based on how their parents selectively choose special terms to make them feel loved” (778). Excerpt (2) 

also shows the dominance of religious supplication terms such as [God willing] and [peace be with you]. 

Hence, “cultural and religious practices contribute to a Muslim learner of Arabic’s linguistic repertoire” 

(Engman 2015: 237). These examples from the religious register show that participants’ social 

interactions with Arabic speaking neighbors help them develop their linguistic and religious identities 

simultaneously.

51



Similarly, excerpt (3) shows that the participant has been socialized in prior socialization events 

into adopting kinship address terms with their community’s adults. Her previous experience is evident 

in her use of the word [forget]. The verb gives reference to an antecedent input which the mother re-

emphasizes frequently in the presence of her friend and possibly other community’s members. Such a 

routinely repeated act helped the participant recognize the value of adopting such terms as markers of 

politeness, that is conveyed through her repetition of the adverb [mara] which shows this act has been 

emphasized more than once. Overall, the results reveal that participants’ socialization into their parents’ 

cultural values is initially instilled by the parents, negotiated, adopted, and/or rejected by the children, 

and facilitated and enhanced by other participants in the socialization event. It is also an important tool 

in the development of children’s linguistic, social, and pragmatic competence as well as their religious, 

linguistic, cultural, and social identities.  

4.2. Language socialization through online-gaming   

MAHSC like most modern-day children are digitally literate and engage in online gaming. In the 

interviews, participants were asked about their linguistic and socialization practices during online 

gaming to assess the impact of these social events on their HLD. I specifically wanted to know if/how 

they use Arabizi/3rabizi2. The internet allows users to actively engage in the online gaming culture. 

Within such an online platform, participants engage in the online gaming culture and develop their HL. 

The results show that MAHSC manipulate the online games in ways that help ensure their HLD. As they 

participate in the online gaming community, they socialize into using their Arabic language in interesting 

and innovative ways as shown in excerpt (4). These innovative ways are contingent upon the language 

those individuals play with. Most of the participants reported that they mostly play with their cousins 

who live in Arab countries. The limited English competence of these cousins led the MAHSC to use 

Arabic during their game time. The MAHSC’s writing does not use Arabic orthography but rather use 

[3rabizi] (see footnote 2) in a way that shows transfer of their phonological knowledge of Arabic by 

using English letters and Arabic numerals as a vehicle for expressing their thoughts. In this way, they 

gain a higher level of familiarity with Arabic and create practice venues that facilitate such use. 

(4) “I use 3rabizi mostly in games because there is no Arabic, and it is faster. We play like Fortnite, 

Minecraft and FIFA and there is no Arabic in any of these games. I write in 3rabizi because I play with 

Arabs. It has like a message feature where we can type.” (Seif, 13 yrs., Male, Saudi Arabia) 

In excerpt (4), we are introduced to three reasons that motivated the participants to use 3rabizi. First, 

MAHSC realized that the video game applications do not support Arabic script and hence they adopted

a script that was originally invented to create access, 3rabizi. Second, their use of 3rabizi is situated by 

the accelerated nature of these games and thus it becomes easier and faster for them to type Arabic using 

3rabizi. This suggests that their Arabic writing skills are still developing and for them to increase their 

familiarity with the script, they employ their phonological knowledge of Arabic and their English 

knowledge in their use of 3rabizi. It is also reflective of their hybrid linguistic and cultural identities 

where they understand the linguistic knowledge of their gaming partners and use language accordingly. 

Third, the games allow participants to play with Arabs and hence their use of 3rabizi is a way of 

accommodating the limited English competency of their gaming partners. Excerpt (5) shows how 

another participant uses 3rabizi when he plays with his cousins. The participant perceives 3rabizi as a 

tool that would increase his linguistic power and will later enable him to respond to others’ behaviors 

2 3rabizi is a blend of two words where the first syllable of the word Arabic [arab] is added to the second syllable 

of the Arabic translation of the word English [Inglizi] to produce [arabizi]. Such hybrid script first appeared as a 

response to the absence of Arabic keyboard in the technological devices marketed in the Middle East (Yaghan 

2008). In Arabic, the word Arab starts with the Arabic letter [ع]  that is pronounced as [ʕ] and visually resembles the 

Arabic numeral [3] written backwards. 3rabizi combines English alphabets, Arabic numerals, and punctuation marks 

to represent spoken Arabic dialects. It is an innovative, multimodal, and robust linguistic orthographic form of 

Arabic that reflects its users bi/multilingual identities.
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that disrupt his playing activities. Throughout his gaming activities, he does not only develop his Arabic 

skills but also emphasizes his agency that he hopes to increase when more Arabic competence is gained. 

(5) “I use Arabizi when I play videogames with my cousins because I want to learn more Arabic so 

that when I travel to Palestine, I can talk to my cousins more in Arabic. If I know more Arabic, I can 

tell them not to if they snatch the controller away from me when I am playing games with them. We 

play video games and I type to them in the game in 3rabizi.” (Nader, 9 yrs., Male Palestine) 

In general, gaming activities were prevalent across the participants. When considering the online gaming 

activities, a social event where participants’ identities are evident in their linguistic performance, we 

understand that their use of 3rabizi as an innovative linguistic form indexes their understanding of not 

only their hybrid linguistic and cultural identities but also those of their game partners/players. Overall, 

the results suggest that this innovative language socialization with their peers allows them to develop 

their heritage language and hence predicts its maintenance despite the absence of parental supervision 

of such language use.  

5. Conclusion  

This study focused on the role of language socialization on Arabic HLD in the U.S. The analyses 

of recorded data from 12 second-generation MAHSC in the U.S. revealed that children are innovative 

and agentive participants in the development of their HL. It also showed that while parents’ and Arabic-

speaking neighbors are essential players in the development of MAHSC’s pragmatic and linguistic 

competence, it is the children’s awareness and agency that ensure and strengthen such competence. 

Unlike previous LS research that places parents and caregivers as the major socialization initiators, this 

study highlighted the roles played by other participants outside the inner family circle such as neighbors, 

living abroad cousins as well as Arabic-speaking online gamers. It also showed that MAHSC use 

different socialization venues as spaces for performing and developing their hybrid linguistic and 

cultural identities. The results from this study are not generalizable to other Muslim and Arabic-speaking 

communities in the U.S. This paper, however, only shows how LS is beneficial in understanding HLD. 

Future research should adopt a longitudinal ethnographic approach that documents how parents, 

children, and other members of the Muslim Arabic-speaking community in the U.S. engage in and create 

socialization practices that predict the status of Arabic as a heritage language in the U.S.   
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