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Exploring Attrition and Linguistic Shifts: The Impact of COVID-19 and 
Anti-Asian Discrimination on East and Southeast Asian Diaspora

• Many (but not all) participants indicated 
that the pandemic increased their heritage 
language (HL) use due to more frequent 
interactions with HL-speaking family 
members. 

• Several participants reported using their 
HL less in public due to concerns about 
anti-Asian discrimination and hate crimes. 

• At the same time, many participants 
reported that the pandemic led to a 
renewed motivation and prioritization of 
HL due to recognizing the importance of 
communication and cultural ties. 

• A majority of the participants expressed a 
desire to preserve and pass on their HL 
and culture to their future children. 

ATTRITION:
• Language attrition (when someone loses skills in a 

language) is particularly impactful when considering the 
unique features of tonal and pitch-accent languages, 
which are prevalent among East Asian and Southeast 
Asian languages. 

Fig. 1: Tonal languages use the pitch of a word to distinguish its 
semantic meaning (flat, rising, dipping, falling, ).

GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT:

• An alarming increase in anti-Asian sentiment and hate 
crimes (Smolinski, 2021)

• Hate crimes against individuals of Asian descent rose by 
76% in 2020 and 224% across 21 cities over the 3 
years since the onset of COVID-19 (Sonnenberg, 2022)

• The surge in xenophobia - former President Donald 
Trump’s statements of the coronavirus as the “China 
virus.” (Rahman, 2021)

• Subconscious belief that Asian Americans are 
“perpetual foreigners” (Yam, 2020)

REASONS FOR ATTRITION:

Fig. 2: Summary of findings from quantitative and qualitative studies 
about causes of language attrition

Introduction

Hypotheses

Methods

Fig. 3: This study used the free open-source Qualitative Data Analysis 
Software (QDAS) developed by Rampin & Rampin (Rampin & Rampin, 

2021). 

INITIAL DATA COLLECTION:

Fig. 4: Summary of methods used for recruitment into the study and to 
form demographic data for languages

CODING:

Fig. 5: Summary of coding methods used to chunk the recorded data 
into themes

Results Conclusions
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• Decline in ability to utilize lexical 
tone information (Quam & Creel, 
2017)

• Pressure to assimilate leads to a 
trade-off of one’s HL, particularly 
in the aspect of phonetic tones 
(Deng, 2023)

• Perceptions of language status 
and experiences of discrimination 
& bias as contributors to 
pressures (Zhang & Slaughter-
Defoe, 2009) 

QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE

• Importance of bilingualism, such as 
an advantage in the job market 
(Wu, 2005)

• Language as a bridge to cultural 
roots and homeland (Kang, 2013)

• Scarcity of bilingual programs and 
resources (Li and Renn, 2018)

• Factors such as language status, 
community advice, and parent 
beliefs shape outcomes of Heritage 
Language Maintenance (Loeung, 
2023)

Escalating anti-Asian sentiment in the US since the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic could deter the use of Asian 
languages among heritage speakers. 
Surge in anti-Asian sentiment could trigger a counteractive 
response, reinforcing the significance of community solidarity 
and strong cultural identity, which could potentially lead to 
an increase in the use of Asian languages

Pilot coding for first ten participants - added the 
code “cultural identity”

Reliability coding assesses the consistency with 
which the two coders could apply the 19 
subthemes to the data.

Interrater reliability (IRR) - the proportion of coding 
agreements over the total number of agreements and 
disagreements combined

BILINGUAL 

DOMINANCE 

SCALE (BDS)

INITIAL 

DEMOGRAPHICS

Composite score = fluency of HL - 
fluency of English.  
Negative is English-dominant
Positive is HL-dominant
Close to zero is a balanced bilingual

ADDITIONAL 

LANGUAGE 

BACKGROUND 

QUESTIONS

LIMITATIONS:
• Small convenience sample
• Sample was mostly young adults 

(Mean age was 21.97)

LANGUAGE 
USE

a. Increase in HL use since the pandemic (18)
b. Decrease in HL use since the pandemic (5)

c. No change in HL use since the pandemic (23)
d. Change or no change in English use (14)

e. Change or no change in use of other languages (5)
f. Heritage language in context (5)

FEELINGS TOWRD 
LANGUAGE

a. Increase in positive feelings toward HL (1)
b. No change in feelings toward HL (17)

c. Increase in HL prioritization and/or maintenance (13)
d. Decrease in HL prioritization and/or maintenance (3)

e. No change in prioritization and/or maintenance of HL (14)

IDENTITY

a. Celebrating identity and/or appreciating culture (8)
b. Minimizing and/or hiding identity (16)

c. Increased desire to pass on HL to children (6)
d. Decreased desire to pass on HL to children (1)
e. No change: want to pass on HL to children (16)

f. No change: don’t want to pass on HL to children (1)
g. No change, unspecified (3)

h. Not planning on being a parent (2)

EXPERIENCES OF BIAS, 
DESCRIMINATION, 

AND/OR HATE CRIME

a. Instances of microaggression, bias, and/or discrimination
• Experienced themselves (8)

• Experienced by family/friends (2)
• Nothing reported (18)

b. Instances of bullying, harassment, abuse, and hate crime
• Experienced themselves (8)

• Experienced by family/friends (2)
• Reported in the news (9)
• Nothing reported (6)

c. Heightened anxiety (9)
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