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Abstract: 

This paper sets out to evaluate the extent to which adolescents generate stereotypes 

towards different languages. In this study, we will focus on the ways that European and Asian 

languages, specifically, are perceived by white and Asian teenagers.  In order to do this, we will 

collect both qualitative and quantitative data regarding how teenagers judge different languages, 

by sending out surveys online and passing out surveys to pedestrian teenagers. Our population is 

white and Asian adolescents who live in New York City, and our samples hail from Chinese 

students attending Columbia summer programs and an online version of the survey taken by 

Stuyvesant High School students. We will be applying both descriptive and inferential data 

analysis. We believe this study is important because in a multicultural and multilingual society, 

we must recognize the potential stereotyping factors that come along with both Western and 

Asian languages, so that people are aware of their own biases and choose to work towards a 

future in which adolescents can feel comfortable speaking their preferred languages without 

fearing what others might think of them. 
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Background and Significance: 

Unesco’s Tension Project initiated from 1949 identified and examined several stereotypes 

among different countries, especially between those that faced political and cultural conflict 

(UNESCO 1949). A stereotype is defined as an over-generalization concerning the members of a 

particular group that is based on evidence which is insufficient to make judgement ( Klineberg 

1951). In the same article, Klineberg also indicated that the existence of stereotypes among the 

nationalities “constitute a fertile soil in which hostility may be more easily developed”.  With the 

establishment of nation-states dominated by groups of people speaking their own national 

language, the stereotype of each country gradually emerged into stereotypes of a certain 

language. The United States of America, as one of the largest immigrants countries of world, is 

the home of many languages. According to 2016 American Community Survey, one in five 

Americans speaks a native language other than English. Our project attempts to examine the 

stereotypes generated from both white and asian adolescents toward two specific 

languages—Korean and French.  

This is a rather new area to discuss—there is not much existing literature discussing how 

language, as an independent factor, is categorized by people. However, it is undeniable that 

stereotypes exist, especially among immigrant groups. According to the Stereotype Content 

Model (SCM) firstly proposed by Susan Fiske and her colleagues, the stereotypes of a group are 

based on two dimensions—warmth and competence.(Fiske,Xu,Cuddy and Glick 1999) Research 

published in 2006 based on SCM suggests that generally Korean people are slightly warmer than 

French people and much more competence than French (Lee and Fiske 2006). Viewing 

immigrant adolescents as the main aim of the research is significant. Nearly 20% of teenagers in 
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New York city come from immigration family, and many of our research participants are first or 

second generation immigrants. Living in a sharp conflict between cultures, those teenagers have 

adopt a totally new view of world compared to their native friends. As Nancy Foner indicates in 

her paper about multiculturalism in New York city, immigrants are not only shaped by their 

native and American cultures, but are shaping American culture. (Foner 2007 )  

Recently, the controversy of immigrants speaking their heritage language also appears to 

be an important issue that needs to be addressed. According  daily news, four former Delta 

employees claim that they got fired from Delta for speaking Korean despite the large number of 

Korean passengers on the flight to and from Korea. This appears to be a sign of discrimination, 

and though the subjects of this incident are not adolescents, this adds on to the significance of 

our chosen topic. With the direct relationship with the native languages of the immigrants, the 

hostility needed to be examined more carefully on how stereotypes on typical immigrant 

languages will lead to the aggressive opinion toward the culture groups. 

Design: 

The independent variable in this study is the language being used, either a Western 

language or an Asian language; the dependent variable is the participants’ reactions, including 

their mood and impressions towards the speaker. We hypothesized that white people would feel 

more warmly towards the European language speaker, and judge her as being more friendly and 

conversational, and that Asian people would feel more warmly towards the Asian language 

speaker and have a better impression of her. One confounding variable we faced was our 

inability to control the participant’s emotions before listening to the audio, therefore, their 

emotion after listening to the audio may not be a direct result of the language that was spoken in 
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the audio. Additionally, despite our attempts to keep the speakers’ tones, emotions, and genders 

the same, and with both audios being taken from online beauty videos, there is no true objective 

way to determine whether the speaking style of two different people speaking different 

languages are completely equivalent, which could have influenced participants to view them in a 

certain way not because of their language but because of their speaking style. Other confounding 

variables we faced were the extent to which the languages we chose could be actually recognized 

as European or Asian by the participants, and, on the flip side, the extent to which the languages 

we chose couldn’t be understood (as being understood would have influenced how the 

participants felt towards the speaker). In order to gather data, we sent out surveys on internet, 

including school website and group chats targeting the population of adolescents. We also 

attempted random street sampling, which we give out surveys to pedestrian adolescents. By 

sampling some students from Stuyvesant High School, which is majority Asian, we may have 

introduced a bias, as it is possible that white teenagers from Stuyvesant are less biased than the 

average New York City teenager towards Asian languages, as Stuyvesant students are more used 

to hearing the languages being spoken by their friends and classmates. Additionally, high 

schoolers attending summer programs at Columbia and Stuyvesant students are more 

academically engaged than the average American high schooler, taking into consideration the 

rigorous academic nature of Columbia summer programs and Stuyvesant being a selective and 

challenging school. 

 Also, as stereotyping and racism is a touchy subject for many people, especially 

adolescents, we decided not to label the survey as a “stereotyping survey” and rather as a survey 

to assess the correlation between “speaking tones and emotions”. This was done to prevent social 
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desirability bias, which is when participants answering in ways that they perceived as “better” or 

more socially correct, which would have skewed our data.  

 In order to test the biases that come with European languages and Asian languages, we 

chose to use French and Korean, which are popular and recognizable but not to the extent that a 

significant amount of advanced or native speakers would take our survey and influence our 

results. Our survey has three parts, the first two of which involve listening to an audio (one of a 

French woman speaking, and one of a Korean woman speaking); the third of which related to the 

participants’ family background. 

The first two parts of our survey tested for changes in the dependent variable, the 

participants’ emotions and views of the speaker, and tried to control the confounding variables, 

participants’ recognition of the language (it did not matter if they could identify the language 

correctly as French as Korean, as long as it could be recognized as either European or Asian) and 

their proficiency in the language they identified (to make sure their understanding of the audio 

was not influencing their judgement of the speaker). First, we asked participants to listen to our 

short (<30 seconds) audios, and rate how they were feeling on a scale of five different 

emotions—relaxation, tiredness, friendliness, irritation, and nervousness—from “not at all” to 

“extremely”. Then, we asked participants to describe the speakers in 2-3 adjectives. We provided 

thirteen examples of adjectives, such as “informative”, “bubbly”, “welcoming”, “argumentative”, 

etc. to assist the participants (as we found in a preliminary distribution of the survey that many 

participants found it difficult to describe the speaker without being provided these examples); 

however, this question seeks qualitative and not quantitative data, so participants were not 

limited to use any of the examples we provided, which we informed them of. Our next questions 
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were what language participants thought were being spoken, and what their proficiency was 

(ranging from “no proficiency” to “native speaker/fluent”). If we found that a participant’s 

language proficiency was greater than intermediate (i.e., advanced or native speaker/fluent), their 

results for that language would not be compared to the results of those who could not understand.  

The last section of our survey asked for background information, which included gender, 

ethnicity, and immigrant generation (as many people do not know what their “generation” is, we 

asked whether the participant was born in the US, and whether one or more of their parents was 

born in the US). As we sought to directly compare only white participants to Asian participants, 

we would not compare the results of participants who were neither white nor Asian.  

By asking participants about how they felt after listening to the audio, what they thought 

about the speaker, and their demographic background, we are able to correlate the way the 

participants felt about the language and their race, which allows us to explore generalizations and 

stereotypes generated by white and Asian people about European and Asian languages. 

Execution:  

A total of 27 teenagers took our survey, with 15 Asian participants and 12 white 

participants. Their ages ranged from 15-18. Demographically, 75% of white participants were 

second generation (with none being 1.5 generation), while 60% of Asian participants were 

second generation and 40% being 1.5 generation. 100% of participants were able to correctly 

identify both the French audio and the Korean audio as being either European or Asian of origin, 

letting us ensure that the confounding variable of participants incorrectly identifying the 

languages was eliminated. 
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On average, participants tended to react negatively towards the French speaker and 

positively towards the Korean speaker. When asked to describe the French speaker, 73% of 

Asian participants and 50% of white participants described her using negative or neutral 

adjectives: “irritated”, “nervous”, “informative”,  and “argumentative” were frequently used. 

Others (27% of Asians and 50% of whites) said she was “friendly”, “happy”, and “excited”. 

Meanwhile, 87% of Asians and 83% of whites reacted positively to the Korean speaker, with ⅓ 

of the participants describing her as “bubbly”, and others calling her “warm”, “friendly”, 

“light-hearted”, and “welcoming”. A small group of critics (4 out of the 27 respondents, or 15%) 

described her as “argumentative”, “tense”, and “irritated”. Although the difference of the 

percentage of white and Asian participants who rated the Korean speaker positively was too 

small to be significant, the percentage of white participants who rated the French speaker 

positively was almost double that of the percentage of Asian participants who did the same. 

Although white and Asian participants rated their moods as changing between the 

two speakers (measured in relaxation, 

friendliness, nervousness, tiredness, 

and irritation), there was no significant 

difference between Asian and white 

participants in their rate of change 

except for friendliness, relaxation, and 

nervousness. On average, white 

participants rated themselves as 

significantly more friendly and relaxed 
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than Asian participants when it came to the French speaker -- Asian participants averaged around 

“a little” friendly/relaxed, and white participants averaged around “moderately”. Although both 

white participants and Asian participants rated themselves as in a better mood after hearing the 

Korean speaker, and white participants were still more friendly/relaxed on average, Asian 

participants’ rate of change was ⅓ of a category greater than white participants’ rate of change, 

meaning that hearing the Korean speaker caused them to feel more positively than the white 

participants. 

 

After hearing the French speaker, whites rated themselves as feeling less nervous than 

Asians, although the difference was not large: both groups’ averages hovered around “a little” 

nervous. Hearing the Korean speaker caused both groups to become less nervous; more 

interestingly, however, the rate of change for white people was significantly higher than that of 

Asian people -- most participants now felt “not at all” nervous, while Asian participants still felt 

“a little” nervous.  

 

 



LANGUAGE AND STEREOTYPES AMONG ADOLESCENTS 10 

Discussion & Conclusion: 

Our results were mixed. In some aspects, it seemed that participants felt more positively 

towards the speaker of their own race. White participants rated the French speaker as positive at 

a race twice that of Asian participants; Asian participants felt friendlier and more relaxed at a 

higher rate on average than the white participants after hearing the Korean speaker. However, 

there is also evidence to suggest the opposite: white participants felt less nervous while hearing 

the Korean speaker, and rated the Korean speaker positively at the same rate as Asian 

participants. Our results indicate that while there is a correlation between race and language 

preference, it is not as simple as we hypothesized. 

Although we recognize the results of our survey, we also must recognize its 

shortcomings. Firstly, the survey that we conducted would be better suited to a laboratory setting 

experiment, which leads to a lack of ecological validity. This is due to the fact that it is 

implausible for us to apply this to a real-life setting in a short period of time. Our surveys were 

self-administered, and as there is no objective measure of what is “a little” or “moderately” 

friendly, it is possible that participants were confused and accidentally rated themselves higher or 

lower than they really felt. Secondly, most of the surveys are filled out online, which means that 

a lot of the impressions and emotions may not be generated immediately after the participant 

listened to the audio. Preferably, the experiment would be conducted in an indoor setting where a 

group of participants listen to the audios and immediately complete the questionnaires together 

under the supervision of the researchers. Thirdly, there are certain confounding variables that we 

failed to control as researchers. As mentioned previously, it is difficult to make sure that the 

speakers of these two different languages have the exact same tone and speaking style, and 
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small, seemingly insignificant differences we may have overlooked could have influenced the 

participants’ impression towards the speaker. Despite white people on average describing the 

French speaker as more positive, on average, the participants described her negatively, as 

opposed to the Korean speaker, who was described overwhelmingly positively. This suggests 

that we might not have accurately selected two clips that maintain the same speaking tone. 

However, it could also mean that participants tend to stereotype French as a colder language and 

Korean as a warmer language; this requires further research and trials.  

The participants that were found in a short notice through convenient sampling can be 

biased to an extent as well. Ideally, to be representative of New York teenagers, we would 

conduct a large-scale survey on students from all over the city. However, due to limited time and 

resources, most of our participants were either students from Stuyvesant High School (which is 

majority Asian) or Chinese students that currently study at Columbia summer program. Neither 

of these groups are representative of an average New York teenager because both are highly 

familiar with Asian culture and used to hearing Asian languages. Due to the nature of our 

sampling group, which is consisted of only 27 of participants including 15 of Asians and 12 of 

whites, our result can only be representational generalized to students from Stuyvesant High 

School and Chinese students in Columbia summer program.  

               We also acknowledge that it is hard to distinguish whether stereotypes are generated 

about the culture instead of the language itself due to the languages we chose. Since about 90% 

of participants correctly recognize the language spoken, they are highly likely not respond to the 

language, but to the culture of the language. Our designed process is to directly link language 

with participants’ impressions. However, it is possible that participants are first connecting their 
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stereotype to the culture that belongs to the language being spoken, then responding with those 

stereotypes in mind. This problem could be improved by using two languages that are not so 

common, by which we could generate more specific frames toward the language itself.  

             Additionally, in order for the participants to be more inspired when using adjectives to 

describe the speaker, we provided several examples in the question. After receiving our result, 

we found that the adjectives we mentioned as examples appeared a lot more often compared to 

adjectives that were not mentioned. This could possibly lead to researcher bias, which would 

prevent us to get the most authentic results from the participants.  

Lastly, our experiment/survey involved deception as we stated in the introduction that we 

were administering a speaking tone and emotions survey which was designed to measure how 

different tones of voice affect people’s emotions and perceptions of the speaker. Although our 

choice can be justified to some extent because telling participants the real aim of the experiment 

would possibly lead to observer effects which could cause the data to be inaccurate, we failed to 

complete the debriefing portion of the study, which could be considered unethical.  
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