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Abstract  

 

This study aims to better understand the current status of Shanghainese, a Chinese 

Heritage Language (CHL), and to help its preservation. It explores learners’ usage 

patterns and their proficiency level in Shanghainese. It also investigates what factors 

impact the learners’ Shanghainese competence by looking into the relationship between 

learners’ HL proficiency and their attitudes and beliefs towards the dialect, engagement 

in dialect-related cultural activities, demographic backgrounds, as well as their home 

and community language environment. Most previous studies did not specify a regional 

dialect when researching CHLs, only employed relatively simple statistical analysis, 

relied on participants’ self-report and focused on a very narrow range of variables that 

could impact the CHL proficiency. This study designed a questionnaire and a 

Shanghainese proficiency test to collect speaker information among 187 Shanghainese 

teenagers between Year 10 (16 years old) and Year 12 (18 years old) from five different 

high schools in Shanghai. The results showed that the participants generally preferred 

speaking Mandarin Chinese to Shanghainese in varied scenarios. Their self-perceived 

and tested Shanghainese proficiency were significantly positively correlated. The 

participants with a more positive attitude towards Shanghainese, more frequent 

attendance to dialect-related cultural activities, a more local demographic background, 

as well as a more dialect-oriented home language environment would have a higher 

competence level in the dialect Shanghainese. Implications for future research are also 

provided in this study. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research background 

In recent years, the attention paid to Heritage Languages (HL) has been on the 

rise. Scholars have long suggested that the development of HL is conducive to the 

learners and their cultural groups in that it helps speakers build their identity (e.g., Cho 

et al., 1997; Wong & Xiao, 2010; He, 2010; Leeman, 2005; Carreira, 2004), strengthens 

the bond between speakers and their ethnic community (Cho, 2000), as well as 

encourages linguistic and cultural diversity in the whole world (Jiang, 2021). Large 

numbers of schools and communities around the globe have correspondingly set up 

learning programmes to offer more solid support for HL learners.  

Broadly speaking, there has been a shift in the definition of an HL as well as what 

counts as HL speakers. The term “heritage speaker” was first coined in Canada in 1977 

(Cummins, 2005) and started to gain attention in the United States in the 1990s 

(Montrul, 2010). It was, however, originally applied exclusively in the context of a 

society where English is the dominant language. As Valdes (2001) defined it, heritage 

learners referred to speakers whose home language is not English but are able to speak 

English, and who understand their home language at least to some degree. Later on, the 

scope of the term “heritage learners” has been expanded to the context where English 

is not necessarily the mainstream language. That is, HL learners are those who grow 

up in families that speak a linguistically minoritised language and who are exposed to 

the majority language at the same time (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003; Valdes, 2005; 

Montrul, 2010). Fishman (2001, 2006) pointed out that the range of HLs in the United 

States includes immigrant languages (e.g., Korean, Chinese, Indonesian), colonial 

languages (e.g., German, French), as well as indigenous languages (e.g., Zuni, 

Cherokee). As indicated by Jiang (2021), the scope of this categorisation could be 

expanded from the U.S. to the globe. Accordingly, the main focus of this essay, i.e., 

Shanghainese, belongs to the last category, i.e., indigenous language, in the context of 

Shanghai. 
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Studies that specifically targeted at Chinese Heritage Language (CHL) learners 

usually set their focus overseas, especially in the English-speaking countries, where the 

Chinese languages are immigrant languages. Among these studies, the focus on CHL 

has also experienced a shift from viewing them as a whole, i.e., Chinese languages, to 

breaking it down to specific regional dialects spoken in China (e.g., Cantonese, 

Shanghainese, Suzhou dialect) (Duff et al., 2017; Wong & Xiao, 2010). He (2006) was 

the first to explicitly investigate the identity construction of CHL learners and she 

referred to CHL speakers broadly as people who are bilingual in Chinese and English, 

and whose home language is Chinese (incl. Mandarin and dialects). She proposed an 

identity-based model of CHL development and indicated the importance of focusing 

on CHL development, which will be further discussed in the literature review chapter. 

In light of this, Wong and Xiao (2010) took a step further and examined the identity 

construction of CHL learners from different dialect backgrounds, and indicated that 

Mandarin speakers and dialect speakers are essentially different when constructing 

their identity. This, too, will be discussed in the next chapter as part of the literature 

review.  

In terms of the studies carried out inside of China, where people’s HLs normally 

are specific dialects, studies often directly look at dialects as HLs under Mandarin 

dominance. For example, Xu and Zhou (2016) investigated the dialect use and language 

attitudes towards the dialect Cantonese in Guangzhou, China. They found that although 

the increased use of Mandarin does not reduce the proportion of Cantonese users, 

teenagers and adolescents in Guangzhou preferred Cantonese over Mandarin in terms 

of their language attitude. Zhao (2018) examined the language variations and social 

identity mediated in the use of the Beijing dialect. She found that the use of the Beijing 

dialect conveyed a sense of localness and that speaker constructed their identity via 

daily dialect use. However, this specific focus on dialects has not yet attracted much 

attention either overseas or inside of China, as is especially the case for Shanghainese. 

The dominance of Mandarin over other Chinese dialects often causes difficulty in the 

preservation of the HL. This will be explicitly discussed in the following section.  
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1.2. The language power relationship in China 

Within the broad scale of China, there are a large number of heritage languages. 

Moreover, many of those language varieties are mutually unintelligible (He, 2006; Li, 

2006; Jiang & Dewaele, 2019). Speakers from different HL backgrounds may therefore 

construct different identities, have differentiated language experiences, and represent 

different cultures and traditions. This means that only referring to Mandarin Chinese 

when talking about Chinese HL, which is an extremely common phenomenon, is 

considerably problematic. On the individual level, studies have also shown that 

speakers of different HL groups take great pride in their own non-Mandarin linguistic 

variety (Wong & Xiao, 2010). These all point to the fact that local dialects should be 

explicitly differentiated from Mandarin Chinese.  

Broadly speaking, the non-Mandarin language varieties in China apart from 

minority languages (e.g., Uygur, Tibetan) could be divided into six major Han (the 

largest ethnic group in China) dialect groups: Min, Wu, Yue, Gan, Hakka (Kejia), and 

Xiang (see. e.g., Chappell, 1992; Ramsey,1989; Wong & Xiao, 2010). Between each 

of the two groups there stand huge differences in terms of semantics, syntax, and 

phonetics, especially between languages varieties of the Northern (e.g., Mandarin) and 

Southern (e.g., Min, Wu, Yue) (Wang, 1973). Within each group, the HLs could be 

further divided into different variations. Shanghainese, for example, belongs to the Wu 

group while Cantonese, a linguistic variety that also has a large population of speakers, 

is part of the Yue group.  

The dominance of Mandarin and the fact that other CHL varieties are often left 

neglected reveals the power relationship behind these languages. Since the 1950s, 

Mandarin has been established as the standard language nationwide by relevant policies 

(Chen, 1999; Guo, 2004), which has led to significant changes in the linguistics ecology 

in China (Xu et al., 2021). Law of the People's Republic of China on the Standard 

Spoken and Written Chinese Language (Standing Committee of the National People's 

Congress, 2000) was enacted in 2001 which dictated that Mandarin (or Putonghua) be 

used as the basic language in education and teaching in schools and other educational 

institutions. It also prescribed that Mandarin be used as the basic broadcasting language 

in broadcasts and TV.  



 13 

Just as English could act as a “predator language” in some countries and endanger 

other languages (Hornberger, 1997), Mandarin also overshadows other language 

varieties in China with its prestigious and significant status (Wu & Leung, 2020). This 

is in line with the phenomenon that nation-states always hold the one-nation one-

language policy and have the tendency to ignore the linguistic diversity within the 

nation (Bauman & Briggs, 2003; Blackledge et al., 2008; Wu & Leung, 2020). 

However, many scholars have noticed the linguistic hegemony in Chinese languages 

and have called for a more suitable multilingual approach in communities and 

classrooms to support all speakers from various dialect backgrounds (e.g., Duff et al., 

2017; Lam, 2005; Wong & Xiao, 2010). In the section to follow, I will specifically talk 

about efforts on HL preservation in the context of Shanghai.  

 

1.3. The relationship between Shanghainese and Mandarin Chinese 

As is mentioned above, Shanghainese and Mandarin Chinese belong to different 

dialect groups in the Chinese language family. While Mandarin Chinese stands as its 

own group, Shanghainese belongs to the Northern Wu group of Chinese dialects. Since 

they differ to a great extent in their syntax, phonetics, and semantics, they are usually 

regarded as being mutually incomprehensible. For example, Shanghainese has five 

tones, while Mandarin Chinese only contains four. In comparison to Mandarin, 

Shanghainese also has significantly more consonants and vowels. Since Shanghainese 

has no standard written form, it is rarely used in writing. Although it is possible to 

transliterate Shanghainese into the Mandarin characters in the written form, the 

transliteration would in most cases make no sense due to the lack of their lexical 

similarity. 

 

1.4. The HL preservation movement in Shanghai 

Although there has been increased attention paid to the protection of endangered 

languages (e.g., Australian indigenous languages, American indigenous languages) 

worldwide, the preservation of regional dialects (e.g., Shanghainese, Suzhou dialect) 

has been largely left ignored (Gao, 2015; Schilling-Estes & Wolfram, 1999; Shen, 2016; 
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Tulloch, 2006;). This is also the case in Shanghai, one of the largest cities in China. 

With approximately 14 million speakers, Shanghainese is the largest variant under the 

Wu Chinese dialect group. 

In Shanghai, the issue of dialect preservation has triggered heated social 

discussions. A lot of attention has been paid to Shanghainese, or Hu Yu, which is the 

dialect of Shanghai. In kindergartens and schools in Shanghai, the use of almost all the 

regional dialects, including Shanghainese, has been strictly prohibited to promote 

Mandarin Chinese (Xia & Shen, 2019). Under the assimilation effect of Mandarin, 

Shanghainese has experienced rapid changes and lost a large proportion of its speaker 

population, especially among the younger generations. The ethnographic report of 

Zhou (2012) showed that over 40 % of students in primary and middle schools in 

Shanghai were not able to speak Shanghainese well. In this light, the “Save Shanghai 

Dialect” movement was launched in 2012 and is still in progress (Shen, 2016). This 

movement calls for efforts to save the dialect both in academic and social contexts. On 

December 15th of 2011, 82 Shanghai-based scholars, including Qian Nairong (linguist 

and head of the Chinese Department at Shanghai University) and You Rujie (president 

of the Association of Shanghai Linguistics), signed a joint initiative requesting the 

scientific preservation of the Shanghai dialect (Shi, 2012). In this initiative, it was 

suggested that students in kindergarten, primary and middle schools in Shanghai should 

be free to speak Shanghainese as well as other regional dialects outside of the classroom. 

The teachers and parents should also encourage and lead the students to engage 

themselves in speaking Shanghainese.   

In light of this, Shen (2016) interviewed 10 stakeholders and analysed their 

perceptions and experiences of the Shanghainese preservation movement. He found 

that although several relevant activities have taken place to promote the status of 

Shanghainese, more effort is urgently needed for it to exert an actual influence. This 

study, along with other current movements that aim to preserve and promote 

Shanghainese, will be discussed in detail in the literature review chapter to follow.  

Based on what is discussed above, it is essential to investigate the language usage 

patterns of Shanghainese and speakers’ proficiency thereof to critically evaluate the 

dialect preservation movement in Shanghai and to further facilitate this movement. Yu 
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and Yang (2016) investigated the linguistic pattern and dialect competence of local 

youths in Shanghai over the past 15 years. This study, too, found that Shanghainese is 

in a dire situation and is losing its speaker population drastically.  

Given that the HL situation in Shanghai is severe and that scarce research has 

been done on its speakers’ usage patterns, language proficiency, and the impact factors 

thereof, this dissertation aims to fill in the existing gap in the literature by looking at 

the following research questions:  

RQ1. How can learners’ Shanghainese HL usage patterns be characterised?  

RQ2. How strongly correlated are learners’ self-reported and tested HL proficiency?  

RQ3. What factors are related to learners’ proficiency level in Shanghainese? 

 

1.5. Structure of the dissertation 

This dissertation comprises 6 chapters. Chapter 2 reviews pertinent literature that 

investigates influence factors of HL proficiency. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology 

of this study. Chapter 4 presents the results of the data collected. Chapter 5 discusses 

the findings from the data and provides implications. Chapter 6 concludes the study. 

 

2. Literature Review 

In this chapter, I first introduce two studies that serve as the rationale for 

researching CHL development and proficiency. I then specifically evaluate several 

studies on the factors that influence HL proficiency, including support from family and 

community, HL schools and programmes, as well as learners’ attitudes and motivations. 

I start with studies in the broader picture of HL research worldwide and then shift to 

the context of CHL. After that, I focus on relevant studies carried out specifically in 

the Shanghai context and point out the existing gap in the current literature.  
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2.1. Rationale for research into CHL development and proficiency 

He (2006) was the first to explicitly look at the identity construction process of 

CHL speakers. Her study proposed an identity-based model for CHL development. 

This could serve as the rationale for the studies to come that focus on how social 

practises influence CHL speakers’ identity and language proficiency. He (2006) drew 

on data from a couple of case studies where all the subjects were bilingual speakers of 

HL Chinese (Mandarin or dialects) and English. The participants all attended HL 

programmes on Mandarin Chinese in the United States. In light of the fact that CHL 

has received little attention in its theory building, He (2006) proposed a model of CHL 

development based on theories in Language Socialisation (which focuses on the 

process of becoming a culturally competent member of a social group through language 

use), Second Language Acquisition (to be more specific, the Acculturation Model, 

which states learners’ acquisition of the second language is determined by their extent 

of acculturation to the target language group (Schumann, 1986) and the 

Accommodation Theory which considers the level of learners’ motivation reflects how 

they define themselves in the ethnic terms (Giles & Byrne, 1982), both theories 

associate successful language acquisition with the learner’s social and psychological 

adaptation to the target language community), and Conversation Analysis (which states 

that speakers’ identity exists essentially in actions and language use). By analysing the 

speech data of participants talking about their HL learning and identities using the 

aforementioned theories, He (2006) pointed out that CHL development is grounded in 

speakers’ engagement in social practice and their adaptation to the social activities and 

identities of the social communities they inhabit. That is to say, she theorised that CHL 

speakers’ identity is dynamically connected with social practise (e.g., classroom 

activities, communication with family and peers, perceiving the language image in the 

environment, etc.).  The article acknowledges the difference between Chinese dialects 

and Mandarin and pointed out that many of them are mutually incomprehensible. 

However, it focuses on CHL learners’ identity construction only mainly in the context 

of Mandarin Chinese without further discussion concerning specific regional dialects. 

Though the model construction is overall logically well supported by the evidence 

analysed in the study, it remains unclear whether this theory could equally apply to 
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Mandarin and dialect speakers. As will be discussed below, the identity construction 

of speakers of Mandarin and other dialects are, in fact, essentially different. Thus, this 

study would be more valid if speakers from specific CHL backgrounds other than 

Mandarin could be investigated separately.  

Wong and Xiao (2010) took a step further and investigated the identity 

construction of CHL learners from different dialect backgrounds. They interviewed 64 

Chinese language students learning Mandarin at universities in the U.S. among which 

37 were born in the U.S. and 27 immigrated to the U.S. with their parents at a young 

age (mostly between 0-10 yrs). 19 out of the 64 participants were Mandarin speakers 

while the others had a diverse CHL background (e.g., Cantonese, Jiangxi dialect, 

Shanghainese, Chaozhou dialect, Taiwanese). In the interview data, three conceptual 

categories emerged: imagined community (most learners imagine themselves to be 

members of the Chinese community, even though they inhabit an English-dominant 

society, and learn Mandarin to foster this connection), linguistic hegemony (the 

dominant cultural group, in this case the Mandarin speaker group, create a consensus 

among the minority groups that their language is the standard norm), and language 

investment (the students learn Mandarin to boost their career prospects in light of its 

powerful position in the global market). 

 The authors concluded that the identity construction of speakers from Mandarin 

and other different dialect backgrounds is essentially different. In terms of imagined 

community, the dialect speakers position themselves in a more detailed location, i.e., 

the local dialect community, rather than the broader Chinese community imagined by 

Mandarin speakers. Regarding linguistic hegemony, almost all the participants 

considered Mandarin as of a higher status even though the dialect speakers feel more 

comfortable with their own dialects. Although the dialect speakers are highly conscious 

of the official position of Mandarin, it is yet not popular nor favourite among them. As 

to language investment, dialect speakers are more motivated by being able to 

accumulate symbolic capital for a favourable position in the global job market 

compared to heritage Mandarin speakers, while the latter group is also driven by the 

cultural bond. In conclusion, this study indicates the need to offer separate and 

differentiated support for the maintenance of the dialects.  
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2.2. Factors impacting HL speakers’ proficiency 

Several factors have been suggested to have an impact on the speakers’ 

proficiency in the HL. 

First, support from family and community plays an essential role. Often, little 

formal instruction in the HL is available to the speakers (Jiang, 2021), which means 

that the family environment usually serves as the main source of HL learners’ language 

input. Broadly speaking, family and parental support have long been acknowledged as 

a vital condition in children’s language development and preservation (Han, 2020; 

Schwartz & Verschik, 2013; Spolsky, 2012; Tse, 2001). Current studies on CHL also 

stress the positive impact of family support on learners’ HL development (e.g., Lao, 

2004; Li, 2006; Jiang, 2021).  

Among all the relevant studies conducted on the effect of family and community 

support on CHL proficiency, a study by Mu and Dooley (2015) shows a rigorous 

research design and has a comparatively large sample size. This study investigated the 

role of family support on CHL learners in Australia. 230 Chinese-Australian learners 

aged between 18 and 35 partook in the online survey which deployed Likert scales to 

collect information on their self-reported language skills, language use patterns at 

home, and the family support they received. Those participants spoke a range of CHLs 

at home, e.g., Mandarin, Cantonese, and other Chinese dialects. According to the 

regression model, the family support variables were more able to predict the 

participants’ self-reported CHL proficiency than other demographic variables such as 

the age of immigration, place of birth, and generation of immigration. In the follow-up 

semi-structured interviews with five participants, three main aspects of family support 

emerged as important: family encouragement, informal HL instruction (e.g., through 

family discussion in HL, watching TV series in the HL, etc.), and family sending 

children to schools for formal HL instruction. A limitation of the methods of this study 

is that they used participants’ self-report of their linguistic abilities, which might have 

resulted in a biased evaluation of their language proficiency. Scholarly discussions 

have revealed potential problems of the self-report method. To be more specific, 

participants’ self-report might lack in credibility in comparison to direct tests. They 

might be subject to motives like consistency seeking, self-enhancement, as well as self-
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representation (see. e.g., Paulhus, & Vazire, 2007; Robins & John, 1997). In light of 

this, a direct testing of speakers’ language proficiency would be more accurate and 

desirable in reflecting their true competence level rather than sole reliance on the self-

report. This is also considered when designing the methodology for the current 

dissertation, which combines learners’ self-report with a direct test. 

An ideal measure of HL proficiency would be direct tests, however, given that 

participants in this study spoke a range of HLs and that no standard tests were available 

that were matched across the languages, self-report seems to be a reasonable resort. 

Many scholars also validate the reliability of learners’ self-report in language 

proficiency (e.g., Ma & Winke, 2019; Smith & Briggs Baffoe-Djan, 2022) and it has 

been found that self-reporting measures correlate highly with direct testing measures 

in terms of HL ability (see. e.g., Kang & Kim, 2012; Oh & Fuligni, 2010). In light of 

this, the conclusion of this study that family fulfils a crucial role in CHL learners’ 

language development and acts as an indicator of their language proficiency seems 

fairly reasonable. It is worth noticing, however, that since the participants came from 

varied CHL backgrounds, it would be more insightful if a comparison between 

Mandarin speakers and other dialect speakers were provided.  

Another study that has also focused on CHL proficiency and home language 

environment factors but used a direct testing measure rather than self-report is Zhang 

and Koda (2011). They distributed a Home Literacy Environment Questionnaire 

among 36 Grade-3 (average age = 9.12 yrs) Chinese-English bilingual children learning 

Mandarin Chinese as an HL at a weekend community school in the U.S. The 

questionnaire collected information on their home language use (the language the 

children and their parents use when talking to each other), joint reading practise in 

CHL with family (how often the family helps the children with their Chinese homework 

and how often they read Chinese books together) and independent CHL reading 

practise (how often do the children read Chinese books related and unrelated to their 

Chinese homework). To measure their proficiency in CHL, the researchers 

administered a word-knowledge test to the children that contained 1) a Radical 

Identification Task to identify the graphic components of a Chinese character and 2) a 
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yes/no checklist to identify whether or not the children know the meaning of the word 

(they are shown the character in its written form) item.  

The key findings of this study were that the children who engaged more in the 

CHL schoolwork and who had more independent reading practise or joint reading 

practise with their family showed a higher level of CHL word knowledge. This study 

has an advantage over Mu & Dooley (2015) in more directly testing speakers’ CHL 

proficiency rather than relying on a self-report. Nevertheless, there are limitations in 

the study design. The validity of the use of a checklist to identify children’s knowledge 

of word meaning is very limited and it could be improved by combining it with other 

direct testing measures (e.g., the participants could perform a test where they are asked 

to tell the word’s meaning in English) for triangulation. To be more specific, 

performing a checklist means it is possible that the participants assume themselves to 

know the correct meaning of the word but in fact do not. Another problem is that the 

overall low-frequency data in children’s reading practise could possibly lead to a floor 

effect when running the data analysis.  Besides, although this study specifically looks 

at the literacy aspect of language proficiency, it would yield more insight if the 

researchers could also consider testing the speaking or listening ability of the CHL 

speakers. It is worth noticing that this is especially important when it comes to Chinese 

dialects, which will be further discussed below in Section 3, since the dialects might 

possess essentially different acoustic features compared to Mandarin. To be more 

specific, the same character could match up to a completely different phonological 

word in two different dialects, since the dialects share the writing system but the spoken 

language could be mutually unintelligible. 

Second, the importance of HL schools and programmes is stressed by various 

scholars of language development (e.g., Chinen & Tucker, 2005; Cummins, 2005; 

Fishman & Nahirny, 1966;). This is also the case for CHL learning, as schools and 

programmes provide a valuable opportunity for learners to acquire the HL (e.g., Chow, 

2001; Du, 2017; Han, 2020; Li, 2006; Pu, 2006; Xiao, 1998; Zhou & Li, 2003). As 

even in the above-mentioned study by Zhang and Koda (2011), the engagement in 

schoolwork in HL could also contribute to learners’ HL proficiency. In the following 

paragraphs, I will further look at evidence that could support this argument. Since 
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sparse research has focused on CHL regarding the factors mentioned in the following 

section, I will review studies in a broader HL context (e.g., Vietnamese, Japanese) that 

could provide insight into this topic.  

Maloof et al. (2006) looked at the relationship between HL school variables and 

HL competence of 33 Vietnamese HL learners in the U.S. The HL school variables 

were the length of attendance, regularity of attendance (both reported by teachers), and 

class participation (self-reported by students), while HL competence consists of 

students’ proficiency in the communicative domain (self-reported proficiency for 

understanding, speaking, reading, writing, and the ability to communicate in a variety 

of situations) and cultural content domain (answering questions about cultural artefacts 

such as proverbs and ethnic holidays in the HL, which then was turned into numerical 

scores to represent knowledge of the HL culture). Multiple regression models showed 

that the three HL school variables jointly accounted for 23% of the variance in 

participants’ HL competence in Vietnamese. Although the sample size means this study 

was low powered, it offered suggestion that HL school attendance predicts the measure 

of HL communicative and cultural proficiency.  

This study has the advantage that it looked at HL proficiency both in terms of 

speakers’ communicative ability and their cultural knowledge. Cultural awareness and 

linguistic knowledge are inseparable and both important. Cultural competence could 

boost linguistic competence (by providing contextual support for speakers’ linguistic 

ability and especially facilitating the process of comprehension (see. e.g., 

Kozhevnikova, 2014)), and vice versa (linguistic knowledge could enhance speakers’ 

ability to engage in cultural activities). However, these two are separable constructs 

and it would be interesting to know the factors that predict them separately. Similar to 

the study of Mu and Dooley (2015), this study relied on self-report which is potentially 

problematic. This study could consider combining self-report with direct tests to 

achieve higher validity. The study also pointed out that where there is not sufficient 

school support for the HL, parents rather than trained teachers are usually the 

volunteered HL instructors to their children, especially in the context of dialect 

preservation. This indicates that the two factors investigated above, i.e., home and 

school factors, might be closely related. As will be discussed later, this is the typical 
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case in Shanghai, where the family offers the most linguistic support and functions as 

the language instructor of the children. 

Third, HL learners’ attitudes and motivations could also exert influence on their 

HL learning. Broadly speaking, attitudinal questionnaires and interviews are often 

employed in the field of Applied Linguistics (Dörnyei, 2007), and especially so in the 

context of multilingualism (Baker, 1992). Moreover, they play an essential role in 

language revitalisation (Bell, 2013). When the learner holds a positive attitude towards 

the HL and the ethnic group, the language acquisition process is positively supported 

(Duff & Doherty, 2019; Montrul, 2010; Smith & Li, 2020; Tse, 2001). Similarly, 

motivation is considered to be a predictor of success in language learning in the broader 

picture (Dörnyei, 2019; Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015). In the specific context of CHL, I will 

discuss several studies that examine the role of learners’ attitudes and motivations on 

their language proficiency. 

Mori and Calder (2015) investigated the role of motivation and identity on 116 

HL Japanese learners’ (aged 15-18 yrs) vocabulary development. They conducted a 

120-item multiple-choice Japanese vocabulary test and a Likert-scale questionnaire 

survey with 25 motivational items (e.g., You study Japanese because you will return to 

Japan someday and resume your education and live there; You study Japanese because 

it allows you to communicate with your relatives in Japan.). The results showed that 

Japanese HL learners’ preference for going back to their home country in the future 

had a significant positive correlation with their Japanese vocabulary knowledge, even 

though the regression model showed that it was not a significant predictor. To be more 

specific, when all the correlated factors are taken into account, only their self-

identification of being American and their career-oriented motivation negatively 

predicted their Japanese vocabulary and respectively counted for 6% and 4 % variance 

of it. In other words, the more they identify themselves as being American, and the 

more they learn the HL Japanese mainly because they want to gain a favourable 

position in the job market, the less their Japanese vocabulary knowledge is. On a 

general level, the key finding in this study is that a favourable attitude towards the home 

country was associated with a higher level of language proficiency in the HL.  
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In a study by Smith and Li (2020), 58 students aged from 10 to 18 years old in a 

Chinese language weekend school in the U.S. learned Mandarin Chinese explicitly 

along with other subjects mediated in Mandarin. The participants completed 1) 

Language learning attitudes and effort questionnaire, 2) Language and Social 

Background Questionnaire and 3) Heritage bilingual reading attitudes questionnaire. 

The results showed that participants’ self-reported Chinese reading ability correlated 

significantly positively both with their extrinsic motivation (the motivation to do 

something because of enjoyment) and intrinsic motivation (the motivation to do 

something to achieve rewards). This is in line with the findings in the previously 

reviewed studies that there is a significant correlation between HL learners’ motivation 

and their language proficiency in the HL. It is also worth considering, however, that 

such a correlation does not reveal the direction of the association. That is to say, it is 

unclear whether the learners achieve higher proficiency levels because they are more 

motivated, or they are more motivated because they are better at the heritage languages. 

This phenomenon will be further discussed when considering the results from the 

current thesis. 

 

2.3. The HL preservation movement in Shanghai 

Shen (2016) conducted a qualitative study by interviewing 10 stakeholders and 

analysing their perceptions and experiences of the “Save Shanghai Dialect” movement 

mentioned in the introduction chapter. The 10 participants included two language 

policy officials in Shanghai, two linguists, two delegates of the local political advisory 

committee, two parents whose children were enrolled in the trial kindergarten 

programme aiming to preserve Shanghainese, and two members of a local volunteer 

group promoting Shanghainese preservation on varied social media platforms. The 

interview data shed light on the local insecurity about the status of Shanghainese. Both 

the grassroots and social elites considered the descending of Shanghainese as a menace 

to the local identity and results in a sense of insecurity. For example, the language 

policy officials indicated that 90 % of the petition letters and complaints they received 

between 2012 and 2014 were requesting for actions to save the Shanghai dialect and 

maintaining its vitality. Similarly, the interviewees who worked on promoting 
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Shanghainese online indicated that in a survey they conducted, over 83% of the 30,000 

respondents agreed that Shanghainese was in a crisis. The two linguists in the interview 

suggested that Shanghainese is undergoing a deviation from its expected norm (e.g., its 

standard grammar) and that the younger generations are becoming considerably less 

fluent in Shanghainese. They thus undertook an enormous effort to work on the 

language policies in the hope to promote the local dialect. Other interviewees have also 

indicated their concerns based on their observations that the generational transmission 

of Shanghainese has almost stopped and that young people in Shanghai have lost 

interest in the local cultural activities, e.g., the Hu opera and Huajixi, the local comedy. 

These local concerns have pushed the policy-makers to put forward 

corresponding actions. In 2016, the Shanghai Municipal Language Committee (SMLC) 

arranged with other sectors to provide Shanghainese broadcast in public transportations 

(e.g., on buses and some of the underground lines), several Shanghainese-medium TV 

and radio programmes as well as 24 trial kindergarten and school projects with the 

focus on dialect preservation and cultural experience. Nevertheless, multiple 

interviewees in this study, including linguistics working on the Shanghainese dialect 

preservation, famous actor in the field of Shanghai local comedies, and volunteers 

promoting Shanghainese online, indicated that these actions were far from enough to 

leave a real impact. For example, it is suggested that the trial kindergarten programmes 

which aim to raise children’s awareness of Shanghainese is by no means sufficient for 

them to actually acquire the dialect and that they need more exposure to Shanghainese 

both in and out of class. Apart from this official initiative, however, most other 

movements are all informal and are only launched by e.g., local celebrities, people 

working in the local culture promotion industries, and local communities (see. e.g., Xia 

& Shen, 2019). It was also noted that under the overarching policy structure in China, 

the local policies aiming at saving the Shanghai dialect are still to a great extent 

constrained. The impacts of the movements initiated by grassroots and small-scale 

institutional measures are most likely to be meagre. In other words, these efforts are 

rendered merely trivial considering the unchallenged dominance of Mandarin. In sum, 

the preservation of Shanghainese has been an essential focal point of both local 

communities and some language policy-makers, albeit quite limited under the whole 
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language structure nationwide in China. It is obvious that greater effort in the dialect 

promotion is urgently needed.  

The movement to preserve Shanghainese has been ongoing ever since, and in 

2016 the Shanghai Municipal Language Commission (SMLC), in the aforementioned 

initiative, stressed the importance of 1) building and maintaining a web-based platform 

for Shanghainese and cultural resources that showcases the characteristics of 

Shanghainese, oral culture, and humanistic customs; 2) encouraging and supporting the 

construction of Shanghainese and culture museums in universities, and providing 

language services to the public in terms of knowledge of Shanghainese and culture; 3) 

expanding the scope of the trial programmes and continue to provide Shanghainese 

education and promote cultural experience in kindergartens; 4) guiding and supervising 

streets, towns and communities to play their part in the transmission of Shanghainese 

(Shanghai Municipal Education Commission, 2016). In light of this, it is essential to 

investigate the language usage patterns of Shanghainese and speakers’ proficiency 

thereof for the movement to be properly evaluated and for further actions to take place.  

 

2.4. Relevant empirical research in the Chinese context 

As is discussed above, previous research has indicated that HL speakers’ 

language proficiency is correlated with support from family and community, HL 

schools and programmes, and learners’ attitudes and motivations. Since to the best of 

my knowledge, HL schools and programmes remain scarce and no research has focused 

on their efficacy so far, the following section will look at studies on the other two 

aspects, i.e., family and community language environment as well as learner attitudes. 

 Wang (2017) conducted a mixed-method study to investigate the role of speakers’ 

attitudes on their linguistic behaviours. It also examines the formation process of a new 

language, i.e., the new vernacular combining Mandarin Chinese and the local dialect 

in Hohhot, China. The locally-born residents speak the Hohhot dialect while the 

immigrants speak Mandarin. Among the 67 participants (32 with a migrant background 

and 35 with a local background), a questionnaire was used to collect data on their 

attitudes and identity information. Meanwhile, information regarding the participants’ 
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social contact with dialect speakers and other demographic information was collected 

through an interview. An elicitation task was deployed to collect speakers’ linguistic 

behavioural data. In the tasks, the participants produced a set of disyllabic lexemes 

known as “l-words”, which contain variables indicating a preference for Mandarin or 

dialect characteristics (e.g., a strong-weak stress pattern is typical of Mandarin while a 

weak-strong stress pattern is the standard of the dialect).  The findings indicated that 

speakers’ attitudes predicted their linguistic behaviour patterns. To be more specific, a 

more positive attitude towards the local dialect would generally indicate a higher 

probability of using the dialect. Also, this study suggested that the participants’ 

attitudes and identities exert complex influence in the new vernacular formulation 

process.  

It is worth noticing that an Attitude Analog Scale (AAS, Llamas & Watt, 2014) 

was adopted in this study rather than traditional Likert scales. The AAS elicited 

participants’ attitudes towards the dialect and local community and could to a great 

extent mitigate the downside of self-report techniques such as Likert scales. To be more 

specific, Llamas and Watt (2014) emphasised that Likert Scales suffer from 

disadvantages including 1)the ambiguity of the mid-point (the mid-point in the scale 

could either indicate a neutral attitude towards the statement or that the participant was 

unsure about the statement), 2) the limitations imposed on responses (the pre-

determined answering points limit the respondents’ ability to deliver an opinion), 3) 

the central tendency bias (the respondents are generally prone to avoid the extreme 

categories like “1” and “5” on a scale from 1 to 5) and 4) it could only produce ordinal 

data (so that the data analysis to be carried out would be less precise and more 

constrained than that based on interval or ratio data). In light of this, the AAS with a 

magnitude continuum could yield a more fine-grained measurement of learners’ 

attitudes. The participants’ markings on the linear scale are converted into a numerical 

percentage.  

Particularly related to the current dissertation is a study by Yu and Yang (2016) 

which investigated the diachronic changes in Shanghai local youths’ dialect use 

patterns and dialect competence with relevant data from the past 15 years. They 

collected data on the language use, dialect competence, language attitudes, and 
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demographic information from 2515 local students in primary and secondary schools 

in Shanghai. They then compared these data with those from relevant surveys 

previously conducted from 2000 to 2007 (see., Jiang, 2006; Steering Group Office for 

Survey of Language Situation in China, 2006; Sun et al., 2007). The results indicated 

that local students’ dialect competence and the status of Shanghainese have largely 

declined. For example, the proportion of speakers who acquired Shanghainese as their 

L1 has declined from 93% in 2000 to around 50% in 2016, and the majority of 

participants consider that they speak Mandarin Chinese more fluently than 

Shanghainese. Even in the family environment, over half of the participants choose to 

speak Mandarin rather than Shanghainese. They also found that speakers’ belief in the 

usefulness of Shanghainese and Mandarin, their first language (Mandarin or 

Shanghainese), and the frequency of dialect use in family and public predicted their 

self-reported proficiency in Shanghainese. These findings are consistent with those of 

Mori & Calder (2015), Smith & Li (2020), and Wang (2017), which were discussed 

above.  

Although this study gave a clear picture of Shanghainese teenagers’ dialect use 

and it identified some factors which predict speakers’ proficiency in CHL, the sole 

reliance on self-report might limit its validity in depicting participants’ proficiency 

level, as is discussed above. Moreover, the language attitude and usage patterns 

collected in this study only focused on very narrow aspects. For example, when 

investigating the participants’ language attitude toward Shanghainese and Mandarin, 

the researchers used only four broad questions of whether it sounds good, whether it is 

useful, whether it feels intimate, and its social impact to elicit the participants’ 

responses. Utilising more detailed descriptions and breaking them down into varied 

scenarios might have led to more nuanced in-depth findings. Moreover, to be able to 

look deeper into participants’ dialect competence, the study could further use a follow-

up interview to collect some qualitative data so that the analysis could be better 

supported and the participants’ language usage patterns could be better explained.  

Since this study, however, no significant work has been done on the linguistic 

patterns and the HL proficiency of Shanghainese speakers. Given that previously 

discussed evidence has all pointed to the fact that Shanghainese is currently in an urgent 
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situation, this dissertation hopes to fill in the substantial gap in the literature and will 

be exploring speakers’ language use patterns in Shanghainese as well as the impact 

factors of their proficiency levels which cover a more comprehensive range of aspects.  

 

2.5. The current study 

On a general level, this current study takes a step forward in comparison to the 

studies reviewed because 1) instead of merely using participants’ self-reported for their 

language proficiency (see., e.g., Mu & Dooley (2015); Smith & Li (2020)), this study 

combined the participants’ self-report with a specifically designed test containing 

different aspects of their HL proficiency (e.g., vocabulary, idioms, slangs) and also 

looked at the relationship between the tested and self-perceived language proficiency; 

2) this study has a relatively large sample size of 197 participants (among which 143 

finished both the questionnaire and the language proficiency test) compared to the 

sample size of e.g., 33 in Maloof et al. (2006), 36 in Zhang & Koda (2011), 58 in Smith 

& Li (2020); 3) this study recruited the participants from 5 different high schools in 

Shanghai rather than just one school (e.g., Mori & Calder (2015), Zhang & Koda 

(2011)), resulting in a more diversified and comprehensive participant background; and 

4) instead of just investigating the correlation between HL proficiency and various 

impact factors (e.g., Smith & Li (2020)), this study further employs the regression 

model and examines the predicting factors of participants’ proficiency in Shanghainese. 
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3. Methodology 

This chapter provides a summary of the methodology of the current study, 

including the research design, participants, instruments, data collection and analysis. 

After that, the ethical concerns are discussed.  

 

3.1. Research questions 

The research questions of the current study and their respective hypotheses are as 

follows: 

RQ1. How can learners’ Shanghainese HL usage patterns be characterised?  

This RQ has no hypotheses and aims only to identify patterns that emerged from the 

data collected.  

RQ2. How strongly correlated are learners’ self-reported and tested HL proficiency? 

The hypothesis for this RQ is that learners’ self-reported proficiency in Shanghainese 

and their tested proficiency are positively correlated.  

RQ3. What factors are related to learners’ proficiency level in Shanghainese? 

a. more engagement in cultural activities will lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

b. a more positive attitude will lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

c. a more dialect-oriented home/ community language environment will lead to a 

higher HL proficiency level 

d. a more local demographic background will lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

 

3.2. Participants 

3.2.1. Recruitment information 

The target population of this study was Shanghainese high school and 

undergraduate students. The link to the questionnaire and the test were sent to their 

English teachers and then distributed to the students by the teachers. The completion 

of the questionnaire and test was voluntary, and the purpose of the study was explained 
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to the teachers and students beforehand along with the information sheet. They were 

also informed that this study had CUREC approval.  

The five high schools are in the urban area of Shanghai and all are considered to 

be among the most elite secondary schools in Shanghai. The link to the questionnaire 

and test were distributed to the participants by their English teachers. The participants 

came from all three year groups in the high schools, i.e., from Year 10 to Year 12 (age 

16 to 18). For participants in Year 12, this was after one of their major monthly tests 

and approximately one month ahead of their National College Entrance Examination, 

which means the participants had a relatively low workload that allows them to have 

time to undertake this study. For participants in Year 11 and 10, the time period that 

they finished the questionnaire and test also occurred when they did not have any of 

the major tests or heavy study burdens.  

The undergraduate participant group came from a prestigious university in 

Shanghai. This time period was approximately 2/3 through the term and the participants 

had already finished the mid-term exams. This means that the questionnaire and test 

were not in conflict with any major exams.   

Although we aimed for a balance of high school and university students, the final 

sample recruited 197 participants, among which 10 were undergraduate students and 

the other 187 were high school students. Since the link to the questionnaire and the test 

was distributed to the high school participants by their teachers, the students were likely 

to take them more seriously. However, presumably because the link was sent to the 

undergraduate students by their fellow students, the participation rate was considerably 

lower, with only 10 undergraduate students completing the questionnaire and the test. 

Since the sample size of the undergraduate group was too small to be analysed on its 

own, and the means of most aspects collected from this group varied significantly with 

the high school group, they were excluded from the data analysis. 

The study also deployed G*power to calculate how many participants would be 

necessary to achieve a desirable level of power. Since none of the relevant studies 

reviewed in the literature review chapter explicitly indicated their effect sizes, this 

study adopted the medium level cut-off point, i.e., r = 0.3, suggested by Cohen (1992). 

According to Cohen (1992) and Field (2013)’s guideline, the α-level was set as 0.05 
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and the power as 0.8. The calculation (see. Appendix 8) showed that a total sample size 

of 84 would be desirable. This means that the current sample size of 197 (143 if running 

correlation with the participants’ tested proficiency score) is more than ideal. 

 

3.2.2. Participant drop out 

Since the questionnaire and the test aimed to collect in-depth and rich information, 

it took approximately 15 to 20 minutes to finish all the questions. Even though the time 

estimate was clearly stated in the information sheet as well as in the first section of the 

questionnaire, this was still a considerable amount of time for some participants. As a 

result, among all the 197 recruited participants, 54 participants only finished the 

questionnaire and left the test unfinished. 143 participants completed both the 

questionnaire and the test. It is also possible that the former group did not take part in 

the Shanghainese proficiency test because they were not confident of their language 

competence in the HL. This could have resulted in the data collected being biased, as 

will be addressed in the discussion.  

 

3.3. Measurement instruments 

3.3.1. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was created on Gorilla and completed online. It consisted of six 

sections. All the information and instructions in the questionnaire were written in both 

English and Mandarin Chinese to guarantee a maximum level of understanding as 

possible. The full version of the questionnaire is included in Appendix 2. 

The first section presented generic information about the study and asked for 

participants’ consent. 

The second section inquired about the demographic background of the participant. 

This includes their gender, age, current level of study, the hometown of their parents, 

their length of residence in Shanghai, and their generation of immigration in Shanghai, 

if applicable.  
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The third section collected information on their attitudes and beliefs about the HL 

Shanghainese. This section used 22 statements about Shanghainese and asked to what 

extent the participants agree with these statements using an Attitude Analogue Scale 

(AAS). The scale ranged from -50, meaning completely disagree, to 50, meaning 

completely agree. The participants could drag the slider to present their perception of 

the statement. The statements were adopted from a previously validated questionnaire 

investigating the same attitudinal aspects perceived by users of an HL (see., Wang, 

2017). Some of the statements were deleted or rephrased to fit the current study. For 

example, original statements from (Wang, 2017) like “The reconstruction in the Old 

Town has destroyed the culture of Hohhot.” were deleted because the Old Town vs. 

New Town scenario does not fit the situation in Shanghai. In addition, three original 

statements (“I have an SH accent when I speak Mandarin”; “I like my SH accent when 

I speak Mandarin”; “I can recognise the SH accent when I listen to other people speak 

Mandarin”) designed by the current author were included in the questionnaire, which 

further probe into the participants’ impression and attitudes towards Shanghainese. The 

statements were also modified to avoid ambiguity in meaning according to the result 

of the pilot test. Among the 22 statements, four were negatively worded where 

disagreement with the statement would indicate a favourable attitude towards the HL. 

The other 18 statements were positively worded.  

The fourth section investigated the language usage patterns of the participants in 

their family and school environment, and their family members’ language usage 

patterns. Analogue scales similar to the abovementioned AAS were adopted here as 

well to represent the proportion of the time the participants and their families spend 

speaking in Mandarin or the HL Shanghainese. Where languages other than Mandarin 

and Shanghainese are also spoken in the family, participants were asked to indicate all 

the languages used in the family and their respective proportion of time of the usage. 

This section was also designed by the author from scratch.  

The fifth section asked for participants’ self-perception of their language 

proficiency in Shanghainese, which also deployed the analogue scale. The participants 

rated their perception of speaking in and listening to Shanghainese on a scale ranging 

from “very easy” (50) to “very hard” (-50). 
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Finally, the sixth section used a 5-point Likert scale to investigate participants’ 

engagement in media and cultural activities. This included their involvement in 

community- and school-hosted dialect activities (e.g., dialect knowledge competitions), 

their attendance to dialect-mediated cultural events (e.g., stand-up comedies), and their 

media use (e.g., listening to broadcast and TV shows mediated in Shanghainese).  

 

3.3.2. Language proficiency test 

After the abovementioned questionnaire, a language proficiency test containing 20 

multiple choice questions was carried out to investigate participants’ competence level 

in the HL Shanghainese. The test was also carried out online using Gorilla. The test 

was written in Simplified Chinese (the contemporary Chinese written language contains 

1) Traditional Chinese Characters, which are used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macau, 

and 2) Simplified Chinese Characters, which are employed in mainland China, and 

Singapore). The full version of the test is presented in Appendix 3. 

The items in the test were designed from scratch by the researcher of this study 

and focused on participants’ knowledge of Shanghainese vocabulary. The researcher 

referred to Shanghai dialect vocabulary (1991) and selected a range of words of 

different frequency levels to be tested. The chief editors of this book include Qian 

Nairong and You Rujie, who co-initiated the aforementioned “Save Shanghai Dialect” 

movement in the literature review section. Since the reference book was published three 

decades ago, the researcher made efforts to make sure that the items selected for the 

test were not outdated and obsolete. This included consulting high-proficiency 

Shanghainese speakers from the researcher’s family and friend circle, as well as 

checking the number of search results of the words online to make sure the word item 

is up to date and of common use. The items eventually selected included daily object 

vocabulary, collocations, idioms, traditional lullabies, etc.  

As is mentioned in the introduction section, although Shanghainese could be 

transliterated into the writing system of Mandarin Chinese, it would hardly make any 

sense since the two dialects contain significantly different lexical items. Hence, audio 

prompts were implemented in the questions (unless the question specifically tests the 
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participants’ knowledge of the word pronunciation) to help participants understand the 

items and to alleviate the potential misleading from the transliteration into Mandarin 

Chinese. Each recording could be played up to two times. The audio prompts were 

recorded by a friend of the researcher, who possesses a high proficiency level in 

Shanghainese, specifically for the current study. In addition, all the pronunciations of 

the items were double-checked with local Shanghainese speakers across generations 

from the speaker’s family to make sure they are correct and comprehensible.  

To evaluate the statistical properties of this newly designed test, the normality of 

distribution was measured. The skewness and kurtosis indicated that the data from the 

test scores were normally distributed, while a histogram showed no observable floor or 

ceiling effect. This has suggested that the Shanghainese proficiency test was reasonably 

designed.  

To test the reliability of the newly designed Shanghainese proficiency test, a 

correlation test was carried out between the first section (8 items) and the second 

section (12 items) of the test. Since participants’ scores in the second section were not 

normally distributed, a Spearman’s ρ test was operated. The results showed that the 

two sections were significantly positively correlated (r = .592, p < .001).  According to 

Cohen (1988, 1992), this is a large effect size. 

 

3.4. Pilot test 

Both the questionnaire and the language proficiency test were piloted before being 

distributed to a separate set of participants to those taking part in the main study. This 

is in line with Gorard (2001) that a full pilot test of the complete research design is 

necessary.  

The five pilot participants (four female, one male, average age = 22.4 yrs) were 

recruited through the researcher’s own network. All of them were born and raised in 

Shanghai, fluent in both Chinese and English, and had different levels of knowledge of 

the HL Shanghainese. They came from different districts in Shanghai, so that potential 

regional differences could be detected and avoided in the test. Two of the pilot 

participants were undergraduate students, while the other three were in the first year of 
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their postgraduate study. Thus, the pilot participants’ levels of study roughly matched 

those of the actual participants. The pilot participants provided feedback on the wording 

of the questionnaire items and the author made corresponding modifications. No 

significant issues emerged. The pilot test made sure that the questionnaire was of 

reasonable length, comprehensible, and easy to follow. Thus, a second pilot test was 

not necessary.  

In terms of the language proficiency test, different perceptions of its difficulty were 

responded by the pilot participants which approximately matched their proficiency 

level in Shanghainese. This indicated that the test was able to differentiate between 

competence levels among the participants and was neither too easy nor too difficult. In 

this way, a potential ceiling or floor effect could be avoided. Besides, it was pointed 

out by the pilot participants that several lexical items in the original test were not used 

in their families. Thus, changes were made to make sure that all the items are generally 

used across different districts in Shanghai. The goal was, as far as possible, to avoid 

having regional differences as a potential founding factor. The pilot test also ensured 

that the audio prompts could be played without any technical issues and that the link to 

the survey readily works. 

 

3.5. Data Analysis 

The raw data from the questionnaire and the score of the language proficiency test 

was entered into SPSS for descriptive and inferential analysis. The negatively worded 

statements from the questionnaire were reverse coded. 

  

3.6. Ethical considerations 

Prior to the data collection phase, this study was approved by the University of 

Oxford’s Central University Research Ethics Committee (see Appendix 1). 

Recruitment of this study commenced after ethical approval was secured. All adult 

participants, the minor participants, and their parents/ guardians in this study received 

comprehensive written information about this study. Consent was obtained online as 

part of the questionnaire from those who agreed to participate. For those under 18 years 
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old, an opt-out form was distributed to their parents or guardians by the teachers. The 

parents or guardians could sign the form so that their kids would drop out of the study. 

They were also encouraged to contact the researcher with any questions before, during, 

and after the data collection. It was clearly explained that the data would be completely 

anonymous and would be stored in a safe database of the University of Oxford. It was 

also made clear that they were able to withdraw from the research at any time. The link 

to the questionnaire was sent to the school teacher via the Chinese social media 

platform WeChat along with the information sheets.  

Efforts were made to guarantee the anonymity and confidentiality of the 

participant information. All the digital data was stored on the researcher’s computer in 

an encrypted and password-protected folder.  
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4. Results 

First, the potential confounding variables are investigated. This chapter then presents 

descriptive statistics and, where appropriate, inferential statistics relevant to the RQs. 

 

4.1. Confounding variables 

4.1.1. Study level 

The 197 participants in the study included high school students (n = 187) and 

undergraduate students (n = 10). The Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U Test 

indicated that the two groups were significantly different in their scores for attitudes 

and beliefs, tested proficiency, cultural activities, their self-reported speaking and 

listening proficiency, as well as their home language environment (all p < .05). Since 

the sample size of the undergraduate students is not large enough to be analysed on its 

own, this part of the participants is not included in subsequent analyses addressing the 

research questions.  

 

4.1.2. Gender 

The 197 samples collected in the study included 88 female participants, 105 male 

participants, and 4 non-binary participants. Since the non-binary group (n = 4) was too 

small for statistical analysis, only the female and male participants were compared. 

According to an Independent-Samples T-Test, the female participants (M = 389.84, SE 

= 33.49) had a significantly higher score for attitudes and beliefs towards Shanghainese 

than their male counterparts (M = 299.64, SE = 29.88). The difference was significant 

(p = .046, t(182) = 2.01). Cohen’s d was 0.298, suggesting a small to medium effect 

size. Among the other variables (home language environment, community language 

environment, cultural activities, number of local parents, generation of immigration), 

there was no significant difference between the two groups (all p > .05). 
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4.2. RQ1: Learners’ language usage patterns 

RQ1. How can learners’ Shanghainese HL usage patterns be characterised?  

This RQ has no hypotheses since it aims only to identify patterns that emerged 

from the data collected. The data from the “language usage patterns” section in the 

questionnaire was examined. This includes which language (Mandarin, Shanghainese, 

or other dialects used at home) the participants found easier to speak, and the proportion 

of the time they spoke in each language at home and with peers at school.  

In terms of their perception of which language is easier to speak, Figure 1 shows 

that 74.9 % (n = 140) of the participants chose Mandarin, 21.4 % (n = 42) considered 

Shanghainese and Mandarin equally easy, while only 2.7 % (n = 5) of the participants 

thought of Shanghainese as easier to speak.  

 

Figure 1. Which language did the participants find easier to speak 

In terms of what language the participants spoke the most at home, the majority 

indicated that they speak more Mandarin Chinese than the Shanghainese dialect. In 

cases where more than one dialect was spoken at home, all the participants but one also 

suggested that the proportion of time spent speaking Shanghainese outweighed other 

dialects.  
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Figure 2. The Proportion of time spent speaking Shanghainese by the participants and their 

family members 

 

This section of the questionnaire also asked the participants to indicate what 

proportion of time they and their family speak Mandarin and Shanghainese under 

different scenarios (participants at home, participants speaking to their peers at school, 

participants’ parents speaking to them, participants’ parents speaking to other adult 

family members, participants’ grandparents speaking to them, and participants’ 

grandparents speaking to other adult family members). They were also asked to 

indicate what other dialects are spoken and how frequent it is, if applicable. The author 

then converted the data collected to the proportion of time that Shanghainese is spoken 

in each of these scenarios.  

As can be seen in Figure 2, the older generation spoke more Shanghainese at home 

than the younger generation. The participants’ parents and grandparents also spent 

more time speaking Shanghainese when talking to other adult family members than to 

the participants. In addition, the participants spoke more Shanghainese at home than at 

school.  

 

4.3. RQ2: Learner’s self-reported and tested proficiency 

RQ2. How strongly correlated are learners’ self-reported and tested HL 

proficiency?  
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The hypothesis for this RQ is that the participants’ self-perceived competence in 

Shanghainese is positively correlated with their tested proficiency level.  

Recall that the questionnaire asked participants to rate their perception of difficulty 

in listening and speaking on a scale between -50 (very hard) to 50 (very easy). Before 

directly addressing the research question, the author examined the normality of the 

measures as well as the relationship between these measures. The normality of 

participants’ self-reported listening and speaking proficiency and their tested 

proficiency were checked by values of the skewness and kurtosis. The z scores of 

participants’ self-reported speaking score and the tested proficiency fall between -2.58 

and 2.58, so they would be regarded as being normally distributed (since the study has 

a large sample size) (see., Field, 2013). The z score of their self-rated listening 

proficiency indicates a non-normal distribution (z < -2.58). As can be seen in Figures 

3 and 4, the participants’ tested proficiency and self-rated proficiency in speaking 

approximately display a normal distribution.  

On average, the participants’ perceived listening to Shanghainese (M = 28.39, SD 

= 22.25) as easier than speaking in Shanghainese (M= -2.78, SD = 28.32). According 

to a Paired-Samples T-test, this difference was significant (t(186) = 14.31,  p < .001, r 

= .52). This indicates a large effect size (Cohen, 1988, 1992). According to a 

Spearman’s rho test, the participants’ self-reported speaking and listening proficiency 

were significantly positively correlated (r = .255, p < .001).  

 

Figure 3. Distribution of participants’ tested Shanghainese proficiency 
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Figure 4. Distribution of participants’ self-reported proficiency in speaking 

 

Since the self-reported proficiency score for speaking and the tested proficiency 

score were normally distributed while the self-reported listening score was not, a 

Spearman’s ρ was administered for the correlation between the self-reported listening 

score and the tested proficiency score, while a Pearson correlation was measured for 

the relation between the self-reported speaking score and the tested proficiency score. 

The statistical analyses revealed that 1) the self-reported speaking score and the tested 

Shanghainese proficiency were significantly positively correlated (r = .394, p < .001), 

and 2) the self-reported listening score and the tested Shanghainese proficiency were 

significantly positively correlated as well (r = .426, p < .001).  

According to Cohen (1988, 1992), both of the correlation coefficients above would 

indicate a medium effect size. It also suggests that participants’ perception of their 

speaking and listening proficiency had approximately the same strength of correlation 

with their tested proficiency scores.  

 

4.4. RQ3: Factors impacting HL level 

RQ3. What factors are related to learners’ proficiency level in Shanghainese? 

Hypotheses:  

a. more engagement in cultural activities would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

b. a more positive attitude would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 
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c. a more dialect-oriented home/ community language environment would lead to a 

higher HL proficiency level 

d. a more local demographic background would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

 

4.4.1. Hypothesis A: more engagement in cultural activities would lead to a higher 

HL proficiency level  

The “cultural activities” section in the questionnaire investigated the frequency of 

participants’ engagement in listening to broadcasts, watching local comedies, talk 

shows, Hu-opera, and TV shows, which were mediated in Shanghainese, as well as the 

frequency of their attending cultural events hosted by schools and local communities. 

The section also enquired about their general frequency of attendance at Shanghainese-

related events.  

Before addressing the hypothesis, the author examined the frequency of the 

activities included in the questionnaire. In order to address the hypothesis, an average 

score across the activities was computed. As can be seen in Figure 5, among the 

frequency of all the activities, the participants indicated the highest participation rate 

in watching local TV shows in Shanghainese (2.49) and listening to broadcasts in 

Shanghainese (2.45) on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). In contrast, they spent the 

least amount of time taking part in dialect-related activities hosted by the local 

communities (1.48).  
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Figure 5. Frequency of participants’ engagement in cultural activities 

 

To check the reliability of this section in the questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha (α) 

was calculated. Cronbach’s alpha calculated for this section is 0.827. According to 

Field (2013), the value of α > .8 would indicate good reliability.  

According to the z-score (z > 2.58), the reported frequency of the cultural activities 

was not normally distributed. Hence, a Spearman’s ρ test was administered. The 

statistics showed that the participants’ engagement in dialect-related cultural activities 

was significantly positively correlated with their tested Shanghainese proficiency (r 

= .307, p < .001).  

 

4.4.2. Hypothesis B: a more positive attitude would lead to a higher HL proficiency 

level 

The next section in the questionnaire collected participants’ attitudes and beliefs 

towards Shanghainese. Among the 22 items in this section, 18 were positively worded 

and 4 were negatively worded. All the responses collected from the Attitude Analogue 

Scale (AAS) were examined and adjusted (i.e., the negatively worded ones were 

reverse coded) so that a higher score would represent a more positive attitude towards 
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Shanghainese. Each response ranged from -50 (completely disagree) to 50 (completely 

agree), which makes the total score from -1100 to 1100.  

To check the reliability of this section, Cronbach’s alpha was measured (α = 0.812). 

This would indicate a good internal consistency (Field, 2013).  

The mean score of all the participants’ responses in total was 334.21 (n = 187, SD 

= 306.43, Min = -700, Max = 951). According to the z-score (z < 2.58), their attitude 

scores were normally distributed, as can be seen in Figure 6.  

 

Figure 6. Participants’ attitudes and beliefs toward Shanghainese 

 

Pearson’s correlation test suggested that there is a significant positive correlation 

between participants’ attitudes and beliefs in the HL Shanghainese and their tested 

proficiency score (p < .001, r = .524). According to Cohen (1988, 1992), this is a large 

effect size.  

Statement Score 

It would be sad if Shanghainese disappears in the future. 36.52 

I hope to see my children and grandchildren speak 

Shanghainese. 
27.2 

If my children spoke Shanghainese, I would oppose it. -26.72 

Table 1. Participants’ most favoured attitudinal statements 
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Statement Score 

If I had an opportunity to live in another city that is similar 

to SH in economic developments, I would choose to stay in 

SH. 

-18.42 

Immigrants should learn to speak Shanghainese. 2.83 

If I am talking to another Shanghainese speaker, I will 

definitely speak the dialect. 
3.14 

Table 2. Participants’ least favoured attitudinal statements 

 

Finally, to shed light on what aspects of attitudes might be provoking the highest 

levels of agreement and disagreement among the participants, the statements that 

gained the highest and lowest scores were investigated. Table 1 shows the statements 

that gained the highest scores (negatively worded items were compared using their 

absolute values). All three of these statements were concerned with the future of 

Shanghainese, and the participants showed a highly positive inclination towards the 

preservation of this HL. Table 2 presents the three statements that achieved the lowest 

scores. These statements will be further discussed in the next chapter.  

 

4.4.3. Hypothesis C: a more dialect-oriented home/ community language 

environment would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

The data on participants’ home and community language environment came from 

1) the data on the proportion of time their parents and grandparents spoke each 

language at home in the section “language usage patterns” and 2) the frequency that 

the participants’ school and community hosted dialect-related events in the section 

“cultural activities”.  

The proportion of time spent speaking Shanghainese at home by the participants, 

their parents, and grandparents were added up as an indicator of their home language 

environment. Since the home language environment scores were not normally 
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distributed, a Spearman’s rho test was employed. Statistical analysis showed that it is 

significantly positively correlated with participants’ tested Shanghainese proficiency (r 

= .667, p < .001). That is to say, the more the participants were exposed to the dialect 

at home, whether directly speaking Shanghainese or listening to family members 

speaking Shanghainese, the more competent they were in Shanghainese. The 

correlation coefficient indicated a strong relation (Cohen, 1988, 1992).  

Regarding the community language environment, the participants were asked to 

indicate how frequently their local community (e.g., their local neighbourhood 

committee) and their schools hosted events mediated in Shanghainese or aimed to 

promote Shanghainese. Since the data was not normally distributed, a Spearman’s ρ 

test was employed to test the relation between the community language environment 

and participants’ tested proficiency level in Shanghainese. No significant correlation 

was revealed (r = .084, p > .05).  

 

4.4.4. Hypothesis D: a more local demographic background would lead to a higher 

HL proficiency level 

In the “demographic information” section of the questionnaire, the participants 

were asked to give information on both of their parents’ hometown, their length of 

living in Shanghai, as well as which generation of immigrants in Shanghai they were, 

if applicable.  

The participants reported on average 1.1 parents that are local Shanghainese, i.e., 

who is born and raised in Shanghai. 93.4 % of the participants indicated that they have 

always been living in Shanghai since birth. As can be seen in Figure 7, 39.0 % of the 

participants reported that their family has always been local Shanghai residents, while 

40.1 % are the second generation in Shanghai and the other 20.8 % are the third 

immigration generation. 
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Figure 7. Participants’ generation of immigration in Shanghai 

  

Spearman’s ρ tests suggested that 1) the number of local parents that the 

participants have (r = .605, p < .001), as well as the participants’ generation of 

immigration in Shanghai (2nd generation, 3rd generation, or non-applicable) (r = -.523, 

p < .001) were significantly correlated with their proficiency level in the HL 

Shanghainese. That is to say, the more local the participants’ parents are, and the longer 

the participants’ family has been living in Shanghai, the higher their proficiency level 

in Shanghainese was. Both correlation coefficients suggested a large effect size (Cohen, 

1988,1992).  

Similarly, the participants’ length of living in Shanghai (more than 10 years, 5-10 

years, 3-5 years, or less than 3 years) was significantly correlated with their tested 

proficiency scores in Shanghainese (r = -.218, p < .05). In other words, the longer they 

have lived in Shanghai, the more competent they were in the HL. 

After the preliminary analysis of the data, a couple of Independent Sample t-Tests 

were used to compare the proficiency of groups of participants with zero, one, or two 

local parents. The tests indicated a significant difference in the Shanghainese 

proficiency scores between 1) participants with zero local parents and participants with 

one local parent (t(82) = -5.54,  p < .001, r = .52), 2) participants with zero local parents 

and participants with two local parents (t(87) = -2.19,  p < .05, r = .23), and 3) 

participants with one local parent and participants with two local parents (t(99) = -8.49,  

p < .001, r = .65). That is to say, participants with two local parents showed greater 
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proficiency in Shanghainese than participants with one local parent, and participants 

with one local parent showed greater proficiency than those with zero local parents. 

The correlation coefficients in 1) and 3) indicate a large effect size (Cohen, 1988, 1992).  

 

4.4.5. Regression model: predicting factors of participants’ language proficiency 

After the correlation analysis of the association between participants’ tested 

Shanghainese proficiency and the separate dimensions in 4.4.1 to 4.4.4, a regression 

analysis was operated to analyse which factors continue to predict the Shanghainese 

proficiency even when others were taken into account. 

The variables of participants’ home language environment, community language 

environment, cultural activities, number of local parents, generation of immigration, 

as well as their attitudes and beliefs were entered into the regression model in a 

stepwise fashion to predict their tested Shanghainese proficiency. The choice of the 

stepwise method is in line with Mori and Calder (2015) who explored a similar 

construct of how motivational factors predicted learners’ HL Japanese proficiency level. 

In addition, Field (2013) suggests that this method is suitable for exploratory model 

building.  

 To test the normality of the residuals in the regression model, this section also 

looked at the histogram and normal probability plot, as shown in Figure 8 and 9. The 

two figures indicated that the residuals were normally distributed.  
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Figure 8. Histogram of regression standardised residuals 

 

 

Figure 9. P-P plot of regression standardised residuals 

 

The regression model showed that among all the factors entered, the most 

prominent predictors for their tested proficiency level in Shanghainese were their home 

language environment and the number of their parents being local Shanghainese, as 

indicated in Table 3. These two factors could together account for 47.1 % of the 

variance in participants’ tested Shanghainese competence. Since the Variance Inflation 
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Factor (VIF) was well below 10 and Tolerance not lower than 0.20, the regression 

model did not show a problem of collinearity (see., Field, 2013).  

 

Table 3. Summary of Regression Analysis Predicting Shanghainese proficiency 

 

4.4.6. Participants with different parental backgrounds 

a. Participants with no local parents 

Since the regression model showed that the home language environment and the 

number of local parents played the most important roles in predicting participants’ 

language proficiency in Shanghainese, it would be interesting to look into what factors 

are specifically related to the language competence of participants who do not have this 

support, i.e., who do not have local parents (n = 48). Since the test score of this subset 

of participants was not normally distributed, a Spearman’s ρ test was administered. 

There was, however, no significant correlation between any of the variables and the 

test scores (all p >.05). The only marginally significantly correlated variable was the 

home language environment (p = .07). Hence, there was no need to employ a regression 

model.  

 

 

 

 

Summary of Regression Analysis Predicting Shanghainese proficiency 

 

B SE B β t p R2 

constant 7.563 0.429  17.627 <.001  

home language 

environment 
0.016 0.002 0.648 9.90 <.001 0.420 

local parents 1.137 0.409 0.250 2.778 .006 0.452 
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b. Participants with two local parents 

Similarly, it would also be interesting to investigate what specific factors 

contribute to the proficiency of speakers who already have a supportive home language 

environment, i.e., whose parents are both local Shanghainese. 

The test scores of this subset of participants (n = 58) were normally distributed, so 

a Pearson’s correlation test was operated. The results showed that their tested 

Shanghainese competence was significantly positively correlated with their attitudes 

and beliefs and their home language environment.  

When entered into a regression model in a stepwise manner similar to the one 

above, participants’ attitudes and beliefs were shown to be the most important predictor 

of the test scores, albeit an R2 of 0.195 would indicate a relatively low predicting ability. 

This is shown in Table 4. The VIF value also showed no problem of collinearity.  

Summary of Regression Analysis Predicting Shanghainese proficiency (local parent = 2) 

 

B SE B β t p R2 

constant 10.932 .847  12.905 <.001  

attitudes and beliefs .005 .002 .043 3.14 .003 .162 

Table 4. Summary of Regression Analysis Predicting Shanghainese proficiency (local parent 

= 2) 
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5. Discussion 

The previous chapter presents the learners’ usage patterns of Shanghainese, and 

the data collected showed that speakers’ self-reported and tested Shanghainese 

proficiency were significantly positively correlated. It also suggested that learners’ 

engagement in cultural activities, their attitudes, home language environment, and 

demographic backgrounds are significantly corelated with their competence in 

Shanghainese. This chapter explores the results in more depth in the order of each RQ. 

It also considers the results in the context of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 

Limitations of the current study are discussed in this chapter as well.  

 

5.1. RQ1: Learners’ language usage patterns 

RQ1. How can learners’ Shanghainese HL usage patterns be characterised?  

5.1.1. Comparison with previous literature 

The overall pattern that the majority of the participants found Mandarin easier than 

Shanghainese and that they spent more time speaking Mandarin than speaking 

Shanghainese is expected. The findings of this RQ are in accordance with the study by 

Yu and Yang (2016) which suggested that the status of Shanghainese is at stake in 

comparison to Mandarin among teenagers in Shanghai. However, findings in this study 

have indicated that the current situation for Shanghainese is more serious than Yu and 

Yang (2016) have previously suggested. For example, over half of the participants in 

their study chose to speak Mandarin rather than Shanghainese at home. The data from 

this current study showed that 72.5 % of the participants found Mandarin easier to 

speak than Shanghainese and only 28.9 % of their time was spent speaking 

Shanghainese at home, which depicted a direr situation for the dialect than the previous 

study. 
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5.1.2. Comparison of language usage patterns across generations 

The findings in the current study showed a decrease in the proportion of time spent 

speaking Shanghainese across generations in the family. This is consistent with the 

trend of Shanghainese losing its population. The fact that the participants’ parents and 

grandparents preferred to speak more in Shanghainese to other adult family members 

than to the participants might be the reason for the participants not having enough 

opportunity to practise their dialect. On the other hand, it could also be due to the fact 

that the younger generations are not proficient enough in the dialect, leading to the 

family members adjusting their language usage patterns accordingly.  

The fact that participants barely spoke in Shanghainese at school with their peers 

could be because 1) their proficiency level in Shanghainese is not high enough for them 

to do so; 2) a significant number of students, teachers, and staff at their schools are not 

local Shanghainese, which means they wouldn’t be able to communicate in the dialect. 

Besides, the participants might find it rude to try talking to non-local peers in the dialect 

since the addressee would not be able to understand; and 3) as is mentioned in the 

literature review section, the use of regional dialects has been generally prohibited in 

schools by the local policymakers in Shanghai; 4) all the material and contents taught 

in schools are delivered in Mandarin Chinese, which means the schools offer a much 

more supportive environment for communication in Mandarin rather than 

Shanghainese. Future research could consider shedding light on this area with more 

detailed qualitative data, for example, with an interview, so that the Shanghainese 

learners’ behaviour patterns could be better interpreted and understood.  

 

5.2. RQ2: Learner’s self-reported and tested proficiency 

RQ2. How strongly correlated are learners’ self-reported and tested HL proficiency?  

Before addressing this RQ, this study looked at the relationship between 

participants’ different evaluations of their speaking and listening proficiency in 

Shanghainese. Regarding how the participants perceived their competence in speaking 

and listening in Shanghainese, their average rating for speaking (-2.78) was 

considerably lower than listening (28.39) and the difference was statistically significant. 
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This could be because they spend more time on the receptive skill, i.e., listening, rather 

than the productive skill, i.e., speaking.  

This is consistent with the findings in the language usage patterns in the 

participants’ families. Even though the participants themselves did not invest a large 

amount of time in speaking Shanghainese, their parents and grandparents still spent a 

great proportion of their time speaking the dialect. That is to say, even though the 

participants might not be directly addressed in such scenarios, they were still exposed 

to sufficient language input, which honed their listening skills in Shanghainese.  

The participants’ self-reported proficiency in Shanghainese, either speaking or 

listening, was significantly correlated with their tested competence. This fits with the 

existing literature that participants’ self-reported proficiency in HL is highly correlated 

with their proficiency tested in direct measures (see. e.g., Kang & Kim, 2012; Oh & 

Fuligni, 2010). The participants’ self-reported listening and speaking proficiency both 

had a moderate strength of correlation with their tested proficiency, which indicates 

they had a similarly reliable judgement of the two abilities, even though their perceived 

speaking as more difficult than listening.  

 

5.3. RQ3: Factors impacting HL level 

RQ3. What factors are related to learners’ proficiency level in Shanghainese? 

5.3.1. Hypothesis A 

more engagement in cultural activities would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

Presumably, the fact that participants regarded speaking in Shanghainese as harder 

than listening is coherent with the data on their participation in dialect-related cultural 

activities. To be more specific, among all the activities inquired, the participants 

suggested the highest frequency of listening to the local broadcast, watching local TV 

shows, as well as watching local comedies or talk shows. In contrast, they invested the 

least amount of time taking part in community-hosted cultural events. As a result, they 

hadd significantly more opportunities to enhance their receptive skill, i.e., listening, 

than their productive skill, i.e., speaking. It is unclear, though, whether the participants 
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engaged in more listening-related activities because they lack speaking proficiency, or 

vice versa.  

 

5.3.2. Hypothesis B 

a more positive attitude would lead to a higher HL proficiency level 

The finding that participants’ attitudes toward Shanghainese was significantly 

positively correlated with their language proficiency is in line with previous studies, 

e.g., Mori & Calder (2015) and Smith & Li (2020), which are discussed in the literature 

review section that suggested a more favourable attitude towards the HL is significantly 

positively associated with the language competence. 

It should be acknowledged here, however, that a significant correlation does not 

indicate the direction of the association. To be more specific, it is not clear whether the 

participants held a more positive attitude towards Shanghainese so that they were more 

competent in this HL, or their positive attitude was a result of their higher proficiency. 

Hence, interpretations should be made carefully. Nevertheless, this uncertainty in the 

direction of correlation is true of all studies that take these measures (e.g., Mori & 

Calder (2015), Smith and Li (2020)).  

As is shown in Table 1 and 2 in Chapter 4, the statements that achieved the highest 

scores generally showed participants’ attitudes toward the future development of 

Shanghainese (e.g., It would be sad if Shanghainese disappears in the future.), while 

the statements with the lowest scores respectively showed the participants’ future 

orientation (If I had an opportunity to live in another city that is similar to SH in 

economic developments, I would choose to stay in SH.), their attitudes towards 

immigrant identity (Immigrants should learn to speak Shanghainese.), and their beliefs 

on speaker identity (If I am talking to another Shanghainese speaker, I will definitely 

speak the dialect.).  

The comparison between the two clusters suggests that 1) on a general level, the 

participants hoped to see the HL Shanghainese well preserved and to be passed on 

generations by generations, and 2) on an individual level, the participants believed that 

personal development, individual values and identities should be respected and 
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considered prior to the use and preservation of Shanghainese. Indeed, the task of HL 

preservation should not solely rely on individual efforts, instead, more policies should 

be enacted to promote the HL status.  

 

5.3.3. Hypothesis C & D 

a more dialect-oriented home/ community language environment would lead to a 

higher HL proficiency & a more local demographic background would lead to a 

higher HL proficiency level 

Since the aspects of home/community language environment and demographic 

background are highly related, they will be discussed together. The data collected in 

this study, indicating that the learners’ home language environment as well as their 

demographic background are significantly correlated with their proficiency level in 

Shanghainese, is consistent with previous studies. For example, Mu and Dooley (2015) 

found that the demographic variables (place of birth, age of immigration, and 

generation) each, individually, was significantly associated with participants’ self-

reported CHL proficiency. 

It has to be noted, however, that the non-significant correlation between 

community language environment and the HL proficiency could be because 1) only 

two items were employed to collect the frequency of their neighbourhood community 

and school hosting dialect-related events, which might not be able to reflect the whole 

picture of the community language environment; and 2) participants’ responses on the 

two items were both very low (respectively on average 1.89 and 1.97 out of 5), which 

could have resulted in a potential floor effect in the total score in this section. In this 

case, an association between their community language environment and competence 

level in Shanghainese would not be able to be detected. 

 

5.3.4. Regression model 

The result of the regression analysis showed that the most important predictors of 

participants’ proficiency in Shanghainese, among all the variables, were the home 
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language environment and how many of their parents they are local. This is consistent 

with previous study results from Mu & Dooley (2015) which suggested that the family 

support variables were better able to predict participants’ self-reported proficiency in 

CHL than other demographic variables including the age of immigration, place of birth, 

and generation of immigration. This has provided insight into what roles a range of 

different variables plays in predicting the competence in HL. Though it has been 

noticed that a regression model does not tell the direction of the relation, this pattern 

fills the literature gap because the majority of the studies on HL only looked at the 

relationship between HL proficiency and a specific aspect of variables (e.g., attitude, 

home language environment, demographic background, etc.).  

The regression model showed the important role that home language support plays 

in HL speakers’ language development. Hence, parents and grandparents could spend 

more time speaking Shanghainese at home, thus providing a more supportive home 

language environment. Even though the children might respond in Mandarin, their 

listening skills could still be practised, and this is significantly correlated with their 

overall Shanghainese proficiency, as is discussed in 5.2.1.  

 

5.3.5. Participants with different local parent numbers 

This section is also investigated to shed light on whether there continued to be a 

role for these aforementioned factors when looking at participants with/without local 

parents separately. For participants whose parents are both local, their attitudes and 

beliefs towards the HL most successfully predicted their competence. For those 

participants whose parents are both non-local in Shanghai, however, there was no 

significant predictors in the regression model.  

This indicates that for HL speakers who already have a rich language environment 

and relatively strong support from the family language environment, what matters more 

is whether they think of the HL as worthy of practising. In this case, the government 

could invest more in the cultural industry in producing more dialect-relevant 

programmes that follow the current trend. For example, there could be more TV shows, 

stand-up comedies, broadcasts, or even pop songs delivered in Shanghainese. In recent 
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years, there have been successful examples of short videos mediated in Shanghainese 

that went popular on Chinese social media platforms, e.g., Bilibili (a platform like 

YouTube) and Douyin (the Chinese version of TikTok). If the dialect plays a more 

prominent role in pop culture, the young generations would have a more positive 

attitude towards it.  

For those who do not have a supportive language environment as such, even if they 

have a favourable attitude towards the HL, they would not be able to possess a high 

competence in the HL given that there is not enough accessible language resource. 

Regarding this circumstance, the local communities could offer more dialect courses 

so that these learners would have more opportunities to learn the dialect in a formal 

setting, rather than merely picking up random expressions sporadically. It remains to 

be examined whether the kindergarten programmes mentioned in the literature review 

section could actually take effect.  

 

5.4. Limitations and future research 

It should be noted that several limitations exist in this current study. Hence, further 

research is necessary to explore the findings in this study more thoroughly.  

First, the sample group in the study is to some extent flawed. The attrition in the 

Shanghainese proficiency test might cause the participant group which fulfilled the 

whole data collection process to be skewed. As is mentioned in Chapter 3, only 143 out 

of all 197 participants finished the test as well as the questionnaire. In other words, 

27.4 % of the participants decided to quit the data collection after the questionnaire. 

This could be because of two reasons: first, the whole data collection process might be 

too long for some of the participants. Even though the estimated completion time of 15 

to 20 minutes was clearly indicated in the general information section in the link sent 

to the participants, they might be impatient with going through all the sections. Second, 

some participants in the study were from younger immigrant generations in Shanghai, 

which means they have scarce exposure to the dialect Shanghainese in their daily life 

which in turn results in a relatively low proficiency level. In this case, they might feel 
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reluctant to finish the Shanghainese proficiency test because of too little knowledge 

thereof.  

Though the high school participants were strongly suggested by their teachers to 

fulfil the questionnaire and the test, their participation in this study was voluntary. This 

might have resulted in a biased group with higher motivation and interest in the dialect 

Shanghainese.  

As is mentioned in Chapter 3, the schools were recruited through the author’s 

personal contacts and all the five high schools and the university was among the most 

elite schools in Shanghai. Hence, the sample group in the study might not be able to 

represent the general demographics of the Shanghainese teenagers. For example, 

Shanghai has a strong focus on its policies to attract talents from other provinces and 

overseas, especially in the field of science and technology. Correspondingly, these top-

tier talents pay attention to their children’s education and send them to the best high 

schools in Shanghai. As a result, these high schools would presumably contain a larger 

proportion of students from a non-local background. It remains to be investigated 

whether other high schools in Shanghai show a differentiated demographic background 

and a different pattern of the students’ Shanghainese proficiency.  

Thus, regarding participant recruitment in future studies, the researchers might 

consider replicating this study among students from more diverse schools in Shanghai. 

They could also recruit intact classes or employ random sampling so that the 

participants could be of different motivation and proficiency levels, making the 

findings more generalisable.  

Second, the research instruments also have certain limitations. The Shanghainese 

proficiency test and several sections in the questionnaire were designed from scratch 

by the author of this study. According to the reliability test as well as the statistical 

analysis, the structure of the questionnaire is reasonably designed, and the participants’ 

performance in the proficiency test was normally distributed without a noticeable floor- 

or ceiling-effect. However, there is no guarantee that the sections regarding participants’ 

demographics, cultural practise, home and school language environment in the 

questionnaire could collect all the necessary information. Even for the section 

investigating participants’ attitudes and beliefs towards Shanghainese, which was 
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developed from a previously validated study, the questions were not standardised. 

Similarly, the proficiency test might have only tapped into a limited scale of 

participants’ knowledge of Shanghainese. Future research might consider recruiting 

more participants to further validate the questionnaire and the proficiency test used in 

designed study. In addition, a mixed-method design could also help further investigate 

the patterns that emerged from this current study. As is mentioned above in the 

discussion chapter, adding an interview to the current methodology would be beneficial 

for looking into why participants have certain linguistic behaviours when it comes to 

choosing between Shanghainese and Mandarin Chinese in their daily use under all sorts 

of different scenarios. Furthermore, future research could use separate tests for 

participants’ proficiency in speaking and listening in Shanghainese, so that a more in-

depth understanding of their language competence could be achieved.  
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6. Conclusion 

This dissertation aims to deepen the current understanding of speakers’ proficiency 

in Shanghainese, a Chinese Heritage Language. Previous studies on Chinese Heritage 

Languages generally set their focus outside of China, investigated varied CHL as a 

whole, looked at the relationship between learners’ proficiency level and a specific 

aspect (e.g., attitudes, length of immigration), and ran a relatively simple statistical 

analysis. In addition, they generally only employed a simplistic self-report to gauge 

speakers’ proficiency level. Thus, a deeper insight into the current status of a specific 

Chinese Heritage Language and its promotion and preservation is undoubtfully 

necessary.   

This dissertation fills the gap in the existing literature by looking at high school 

students in Shanghai who have some extent of proficiency in the language 

Shanghainese. It investigates their usage patterns of Shanghainese and the relationship 

between Shanghainese proficiency and varied aspects including speakers’ participation 

in dialect activities, their attitudes toward the dialect, their home and community 

language environment, as well as their demographic background. By doing so, this 

study provides insights into the current status of Shanghainese among young people 

and presents implications for Heritage Language preservation as well as its 

development. The results of this study show that the participants generally prefer 

speaking Mandarin Chinese to Shanghainese. Their self-evaluated and tested 

Shanghainese proficiency are highly correlated. The participants with more 

engagement in cultural activities, a more positive attitude, a more dialect-oriented 

home language environment, and a more local demographic background would lead to 

a higher HL proficiency level.  

Future research could build on this current research and engage a more diversified 

participant background, look at more specified aspects of their language proficiency, 

and combine qualitative data to develop a more nuanced understanding of speakers’ 

proficiency in Shanghainese, so as to provide a deeper insight into its preservation.  
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8. Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Ethical Approval 

 

CUREC approval email  

From: ______ 

Sent: Saturday 26th March, 2022 3:14 PM 

To: _______ 

Cc: Student CUREC 

Subject: Curec Approval CIA-22HT-023 

 

Dear _______, 
 
 
Your application for 'Factors predicting the Heritage Language proficiency in Shanghainese' 
has been considered on behalf of the DREC in accordance with the procedures laid down by 
the University for ethical approval of all research involving human participants. 
 
I am pleased to inform you that, based on the information provided to DREC, the proposed 
research has been judged as meeting appropriate ethical standards, and 
accordingly, approval has been granted. I would like to inform you that you will be required 
to update us on any amendments to your study should you need to change your research 
methods and may need to complete a data protection impact assessment if you use online 
platforms to conduct and record interviews. There is an application for this, and it is kept 
separate from the ethics committee. Please see the link below for more information.  
https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/policy/data/checklist 
  
Please continue to follow all current guidance issued by CUREC during the pandemic, 
notably COVID-19: CUREC guidance on research involving human 
participants, https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/coronavirus 
  
If needed, please follow the guidance on online data collection and research methods issued 
by the University, 
(1) https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/covid-19/data#collapse2299911  
(2) https://infosec.web.ox.ac.uk/article/guidelines-for-using-zoom  
  
If relevant, please also check the CUREC website for their best practice research 
guides, https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/resources/bpg 
  
Yours sincerely, 
_______ 

https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/policy/data/checklist
https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/coronavirus
https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/covid-19/data#collapse2299911
https://infosec.web.ox.ac.uk/article/guidelines-for-using-zoom
https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/resources/bpg
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Appendix 2: Questionnaire 
 

a. Generic consent 
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b. Demographics 
 

Here are a set of questions collecting generic demographic information. 

This section should take you approximately 2 minutes to complete. 

本部分将收集一些基本个人信息。 

本部分预计耗时两分钟。 
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c. Language usage patterns 
 

Here are a set of questions about your and your family's language usage patterns. 

It should take you approximately 2 minutes to finish this section.  

 

本部分将会调查你以及你家人的语言使用模式。 

本部分预计耗时 2 分钟。 
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d. Attitudes 
 

Here are 22 statements about the perception of Shanghainese that may or may not 

apply to you. 

Please drag the slider to rate each statement to indicate the extent to which 

you agree or disagree with that statement. 

For example, "-50" at the left end of the bar would indicate completely disagree, 

while "50" on the right end of the bar would suggest completely agree. If you don’t 

have a clear opinion or you are not sure, you can leave it at the middle point. 

There are no right or wrong answers. 

This section should take you approximately 3 minutes to complete.  

 

 

在本部分，你将会看到 22 句关于上海话的陈述。 

它们会在不同程度上符合你的认知和判断。 请你通过拖拽滑块的方式，指出你对各个表述

的同意程度。 

滑块最左端的“-50”表示非常不同意，最右端的“50”表示非常同意。若你没有明确的意见或

不确定，可以把滑块留在正中间的“0”处。 

题目没有正确或错误的答案，表达你的观点即可。 

本部分内容预计耗时 3 分钟。 
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e. Cultural activities 
 

In this section, you will be asked several questions regarding your engagement with 

Shanghainese-related media and cultural activities. 

They should take you approximately 2 minutes to answer. 

本部分将收集与上海话相关文化活动的信息。 

该部分大约耗时两分钟。 
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f. Self-perceived proficiency 
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Appendix 3: Shanghainese proficiency test 
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Appendix 4: Attitudes questionnaire reference from previous study 

(Wang, 2017)  
 

 

 

 



 87 

 



 88 

 



 89 



 90 

 

Appendix 5: Example information sheet and opt-out form 

 
 

 
Factors predicting the Heritage Language proficiency in Shanghainese 

 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARENTS / GUARDIANS 

Ethics Approval Reference: CIA-22HT-023 
 
 

In partnership with researchers at the University of Oxford, your child’s school has agreed to 

take part in a study investigating factors that predict Shanghainese teenagers’ proficiency in 

the heritage language Shanghainese. We would like to invite your child to be part of this study. 

We very much hope you would like your child to take part, but before you decide, it is 

important that you understand why the study is being done and what it will involve.  

 

What are we trying to find out? 

The research aims to investigate Shanghainese teenagers’ proficiency in Shanghainese, a 

Chinese Heritage Language. A mixed-method approach combining quantitative questionnaire 

and qualitative interview would be adopted. The target participant group is high school and 

university students in Shanghai who have some extent of proficiency in the language 

Shanghainese. We will look at the usage pattern of Shanghainese, the relationship between 

Shanghainese proficiency and speakers’ participation in dialect activities at home and at 

school, motivations and attitudes, as well as some demographic factors. By doing so, this 

study will provide insights into the development and current status of Shanghainese among 

young people in Shanghai and could serve the purpose of Heritage Language preservation. 

 

More information about the project can be obtained by contacting the research team (contact 

details overleaf). 

 

Why has my child been invited to take part? 

We are inviting your child to take part because they are a young person, aged between 15 

and 18 years, attending Shanghai Datong High School. 

We are inviting approximately 150 young people to take part. 

 

Does my child have to take part? 

No.  You can ask questions about the study before deciding whether or not to allow your child 

to participate. If you do agree to participation, you may withdraw your child from the study 
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at any time, without giving a reason and without penalty, by advising the researchers of this 

decision. 

 

What will happen if my child takes part? 

If you agree your child to take part, your child will be asked to complete a questionnaire 

online which would take approximately 10 minutes. Your child may also be asked to 

participate in a follow-up interview online which would take approximately 20 minutes. The 

tasks are student-friendly and will not contain any sort of risks. The data collected will be 

anonymous.  

 

What are the advantages / disadvantages of taking part? 

There’s no intended benefit for the participants directly. There is no risk for your child in 

partaking in this study.  

 

What happens to the data provided? 1 

The information you or your child provide during the study is the research data.  Any 
research data from which you or your child can be identified (date of birth, place of birth, 
audio recording etc.), is known as personal data. Personal data will be stored in a password-
protected folder in Nexus 265 OneDrive for Business on a password-protected laptop as 
long as it is needed to conduct the research. 
 
Opt-out forms will be retained by the school for the duration of the study, and for as long as 

the school determines appropriate after research activities have concluded at the school. 

 
Other research data will be stored for a minimum of 3 years after publication or public 
release of the work of the research. The researcher and supervisor will have access to the 
research data. Fully anonymised and summarised data may be shared with other 
researchers beyond the university, via publications and via online forums such as the Open 
science framework, and it will not be possible to identify any particular individual within the 
dataset.  
 
 
Will the research be published? 

The research will be written up as a student’s thesis. On successful submission of the thesis, 
it may be deposited both in print and online in the University archives to facilitate its use in 
future research. If so, the thesis will be openly accessible.   
 

What will happen to any samples taken from my child? 

We will use your child’s samples for data analysis using e.g. SPSS, a statistical analysis software. 

When reporting results, the data will be anonymised and no personal details would be 

revealed.  

 
1 Please refer to CUREC’s Best Practice Guidance on Data Collection and Management (BPG 09) 
 

https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/resources/bpg
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Who is conducting this research? 

The research project is organised by ______ of Oxford University, who is a MSc student in 

Applied Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition, Department of Education, University of 

Oxford. This study has been reviewed by, and received ethics clearance through, the 

University of Oxford’s Central University Research Ethics Committee, CIA-22HT-023. 

 

What if there is a problem? 

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, please contact ______ 

(_______@education.ox.ac.uk) or ______ (_______@education.ox.ac.uk), and we will do 

our best to answer your query.  We will acknowledge your concern within 10 working days 

and give you an indication of how it will be dealt with.  If you remain unhappy or wish to 

make a formal complaint, please contact the Chair of the Research Ethics Committee at the 

University of Oxford who will seek to resolve the matter as soon as possible: 

 
Chair, Social Sciences & Humanities Inter-Divisional Research Ethics Committee; Email: 
ethics@socsci.ox.ac.uk; Address: Research Services, University of Oxford, Wellington 
Square, Oxford OX1 2JD 
 

Data Protection 

The University of Oxford is the data controller with respect to your child’s personal data 
and, as such, will determine how your child’s personal data is used in the study. 
 
The University will process your child’s personal data for the purpose of the research 
outlined above.  Research is a task that we perform in the public interest. 
 
Further information about your rights with respect to your child’s personal data is available 
from https://compliance.web.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights. 
 

What should I do next? 

Please fill in the enclosed form and return it to your child’s class teacher if you would not like 

your child to take part in this study. Please remember that you may withdraw your child at 

any time, without penalty and without giving a reason, by notifying the researcher. 

 

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions 

afterwards), please contact:  

 

_________ 

Department of Education 

15 Norham Gardens, Oxford 

Tel: +44 _________ 

Email: _______@education.ox.ac.uk 

mailto:ethics@socsci.ox.ac.uk
https://compliance.web.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights
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Factors predicting the Heritage Language proficiency in Shanghainese 

关于影响上海话水平的因素的调查 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARENTS / GUARDIANS (Chinese version) 

研究信息(家长阅读版) 

Ethics Approval Reference: CIA-22HT-023  

家长您好!  

我是_____，目前正在攻读牛津大学应用语言学专业的硕士学位。 您的孩子正在参与

的研究是我的毕业论文项目。本研究已通过了牛津大学研究道德委员会的审核(编

号:CIA-22HT-023)。  

本研究探究上海青少年的上海话水平及对其产生影响的因素。  

本研究的参与者为上海本地对上海话有一定掌握程度的高中生及本科生。  

本研究将关注上海话使用情况，并探索上海话水平与使用者情感态度、家庭语言环

境、学校语言环境、方言文化活动参与情况、其他相关个人信息等因素的关联。  

本研究意图关注上海话在青少年中的现状，从而保护并发展该方言。  

您的孩子在本研究中提供的信息完全匿名。在本研究的任何环节，我们都不会询问或

记录您孩子的姓名。此外，我们将会把信息存储在牛津大学的安全数据库中妥善保

存。  

参与本研究不会对您的孩子造成任何意义上的伤害。此外，他们有权利在任何阶段停

止参与。 若您对本研究有任何疑问，欢迎联系我(______@education.ox.ac.uk), 我会尽

全力解答。  

完成本问卷大约耗时 12-15 分钟。 非常感谢您的耐心阅读!祝一切顺利~  

________ 
Department of Education 
15 Norham Gardens, Oxford 
Tel: +44 _______ 
Email: ______@education.ox.ac.uk  
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Factors predicting the Heritage Language proficiency in 

Shanghainese 

 

OPT-OUT FORM FOR PARENTS/GUARDIANS 
 

Ethics Approval Reference: [CIA-22HT-023] 

 

If you DO NOT want your child to participate in the above-named research study, 

please fill out the form below and return it to the school by [01/06/2022]. 

 

If we do not receive an opt-out form from you by this date, your child may be invited 

to take part in this study, as described in the accompanying information sheet. 

 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------- 

 

 

I, the undersigned, hereby DO NOT give permission for my child to take part in 

the study titled Factors predicting the Heritage Language proficiency in 

Shanghainese.  

 

 

Name of child:            

  

 
Name of parent/guardian:           

  

 
Signature:          Date:      

  

 
Name of researcher:            
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Appendix 6: Circulation Email 
 

Dear [teacher name], 
 
I am ______, a MSc student in programme Applied Linguistics and Second Language 
Acquisition at the University of Oxford. I am currently working on my thesis about 
students’ proficiency in Shanghainese, the Shanghai dialect, and would like to recruit 
the students from [school name] as my participants.  
 
My research investigates speakers’ proficiency in Shanghainese, a Chinese Heritage 
Language. A mixed-method approach combining quantitative questionnaire and 
qualitative interview would be adopted. It will look at the usage pattern of 
Shanghainese, the relationship between Shanghainese proficiency and speakers’ 
participation in dialect activities at home and at school, motivations and attitudes, as 
well as some demographic factors. By doing so, this study will provide insights into 
the development and current status of Shanghainese among young people in 
Shanghai and could serve the purpose of Heritage Language preservation. 
 
Please be assured that the University of Oxford has strict ethical procedures 
regarding research concerning young people and adults. I will inform 
parents/guardians, students and teachers before commencing the research. 
Parents’/guardians’ opt-out form for their children participating in the research will 
be sought. The participation of students will be entirely voluntary. Throughout the 
research, the students are free to withdraw at any point in time without any 
consequences.  
 
It would be lovely if you could circulate this email to other class teachers in [school 
name] and see whether their students are willing to partake in my research. I look 
forward to hearing back from you and we could further discuss about the details of 
the timing and procedures of this study.  
 
Thank you for your precious time and hope you have a great day. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
_______ 
Department of Education 

15 Norham Gardens, Oxford 

Tel: +44 _______ 

Email: _______@education.ox.ac.uk 

mailto:_______@education.ox.ac.uk
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Appendix 7: Power analysis results 
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