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An Integrative Review of the Literature

Alejandro Morales
University of Nebraska–Lincoln

William E. Hanson
Purdue University

This article reviews the literature in the area of language brokering. Language brokers
are children of immigrant families who translate and interpret for their parents and other
individuals. Results suggest that language brokers possess unique characteristics that
make them suitable for their role as the family’s translator and interpreter. Parents select
the child language broker based on certain personal qualities. Language brokers trans-
late and interpret a variety of documents in a variety of settings. There is not a clear
understanding of the influence of language brokering on children’s academic perfor-
mance. There is not a clear understanding of how language brokering experiences help
or harm the parent-child relationship. Further research is needed to better understand
the role that language brokering plays in the lives and well-being of children.
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When immigrant families first arrive in the United States, they must adapt
to their new environment, learn a new language, and to some extent, become
familiar with the beliefs, values, and customs of a new culture. Thus, the pro-
cess of acculturation begins immediately. For many of these families, this
process is stressful and difficult to handle (Baptise, 1987; Rumbaut, 1994).
To help ease the burden of this transition, immigrant parents tend to rely on
their children or their extended family to function effectively in American
society. For example, once children become familiar with the English lan-
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guage, they often serve as translators and interpreters for their nonfluent par-
ents and extended family. These children, commonly referred to as language
brokers, are expected to assist their parents in very complex, “adult-like” sit-
uations—situations that may or may not be developmentally appropriate
(McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Tse, 1995a, 1995b, 1996a; Valenzuela, 1999).

Although children have served as language brokers for centuries, rela-
tively little empirical attention has been given to them. Only recently, for
example, have social and behavioral scientists begun to seriously consider
and study this important phenomenon. Reasons for this are only speculative.
Perhaps it’s because, historically speaking, psychological theorizing and
research has focused primarily on individuals and groups of individuals from
middle-class, European American families. Fortunately, however, many
fields in the social sciences (e.g., psychology) have become increasingly
diverse and pluralistic and, as a result, increasingly sensitive to issues that
relate directly to ethnically diverse individuals, families, and communities.

Although using children to serve as translators and interpreters has been
widely accepted among immigrant communities, it is still a controversial
issue. In the year 2002, California law makers introduced a bill to the state
legislature prohibiting children from translating and interpreting in medical,
legal, and social service settings (Coleman, 2003). They argue that (a) chil-
dren are not translating information accurately, (b) translating legal and med-
ical information may negatively affect the parent-child relationship, and (c)
delivering information to a child about a serious medical condition may be
traumatizing to the child. Dr. Anne Foster-Rosales, an obstetrician at the Uni-
versity of California–San Francisco Medical Center, explained, “I’ve been in
a situation where I had to give a diagnosis of cervical cancer, and I have a 12-
year-old boy in the room translating” (p. 19A). Clearly, there are multiple
sides to this issue, and the extent to which language brokering should be leg-
islated is debatable. What is less debatable, however, is the need for sound,
rigorous research on this understudied topic.

Researchers define language brokers as children of immigrant families
who translate and interpret for their parents, members of the family, teachers,
neighbors, or other adults (McQuillan & Tse, 1995). In addition, these chil-
dren also serve as mediators in a variety of situations (DeMent & Buriel,
1999; Tse, 1996a). It is important to note here the distinction between trans-
lating and interpreting. Although translating and interpreting are often con-
sidered to be synonymous, or identical constructs, they are, in actuality, quite
different. Translating is perhaps best associated with written work, where the
translator is believed to possess exceptional understanding of multiple lan-
guages, thus having the ability and skill to translate documents, materials,

472 Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences



and the like. Interpretation, on the other hand, is best associated with verbal
communication, where the interpreter is believed to possess exceptional
understanding of potentially nuanced and circumscribed “meanings” that
may be conveyed in ordinary social interactions (Westermeyer, 1989).

Language brokering is not merely bilingualism. Bialystok (2001) concep-
tualizes bilingualism as the ability to speak two or more languages. Others
define it as absolute fluency in two languages (Bloomfield, 1933) or the abil-
ity to function in each language according to given needs (Grosjean, 1989).
Clearly, bilingualism deals with the ability to learn, to understand, and to
speak two or more languages, whereas language brokering deals with, as
noted earlier, the practices of translating and interpreting. Bilingual individu-
als choose to learn a new language as part of their curriculum, whereas lan-
guage brokers learn a language for their own and their family’s survival.
Thus, for these reasons, the literature on the area of bilingualism was not
included in this review.

That said, it is also important to note here that Tse (1996b) was the first to
review the literature on language brokering using 12 studies/articles. In her
review, she focused on language brokering within the context of home-
school communication. Tse proposed that a potential reason teachers and
immigrant parents may not have good communication is that children serve
as the family’s interpreter and/or mediator. She suggested that the informa-
tion being sent from the home to school may not be coming from the parent
but the child. For example, the child may alter or select the information given
by the parents to the teacher. Similarly, the information received from school
may not be delivered accurately to parents, because the child may report
selectively, reporting only information that he or she believes to be relevant.
Finally, Tse proposed that language brokers may express their stress in dif-
ferent ways at school. For instance, child language brokers may feel over-
whelmed by the different responsibilities (i.e., translating and interpreting)
that they have at home, which in turn may affect their academic performance.
Teachers and school administrators should make an attempt to be informed
on how language brokers may experience stress differently from local, first
language English-speaking students.

Little is known, at this point, about the process of language brokering and
its effects on children and their families. It is imperative that social scientists,
educators, and policy makers address this particular subgroup of children, es-
pecially considering the ongoing changes in demographics within the United
States. Hence, the purpose of this article is to integratively review the litera-
ture in this area. It will expand on Tse’s (1996b) review, primarily by high-
lighting additional dimensions about the area of language brokering. To help
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focus the article and to provide an organizing framework, the following re-
search questions will be addressed: (a) What has been published on the topic
of language brokering? (b) What are typical characteristics, or qualities, of
the language broker? (c) How is a child’s cognitive development affected by
language brokering? (d) Does language brokering influence children’s aca-
demic performance? (e) How does language brokering affect the parent-
child relationship? To answer these questions, a comprehensive, in-depth
search of the literature was conducted.

Method

Inclusion-Exclusion Criteria

Given that little research has been conducted in the area of language
brokering, inclusion criteria were liberal, including journal articles, confer-
ence papers, unpublished manuscripts, newsletter reports, books, book chap-
ters, and dissertations. Studies that contained the words language broker or
language brokering were considered. A separate search including the words
translator, interpreter, children, and adolescents was also conducted.
Resources that did not address issues related to language brokers were
excluded.

Literature Review

Upon entering the keywords language broker and language brokering, the
PsychInfo and ERIC databases identified 38 matches. The outcome of this
search led to 6 articles, 2 ERIC documents, 3 book chapters, and a disserta-
tion. The remaining 26 resources were excluded because they did not meet
the above criteria. After back checking each article, the ERIC documents,
and the dissertation to identify other pertinent resources, 6 additional articles
were identified. The second search using the keywords translator, inter-
preter, children, and adolescents led to 19 matches, but none of them met the
inclusion criteria.

As an added step, three preeminent language brokering researchers were
contacted. These researchers identified 3 additional journal articles and 2
unpublished manuscripts that met the inclusion criteria. Also during the peer-
review process of this article, the editor of the journal provided a copy of a
recent article about the area of language brokering. Thus, the total number of
resources used in this review was 24. Table 1 includes a listing and summary
of each of them.
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Results

What Has Been Published on the Topic of Language Brokering?

The literature in the area of language brokering is, generally speaking,
scarce. Fifty-seven percent of the available research is published in peer-
reviewed journals, 17% is published as book chapters, and 26% are confer-
ence papers, dissertations, or ERIC documents. Language brokering is a
common phenomenon among children of immigrant parents (Orellana,
2003). For example, in a study by Tse (1995b), 100% of Latino/Hispanic
children reported serving as language brokers for their parents and translated
and interpreted in a variety of settings. Despite this common phenomenon in
immigrant families, studies on language brokers or language brokering did
not emerge in earnest in the literature until the mid-1990s. Early studies
investigated the prevalence of language brokering among children of immi-
grant families. Instruments to measure this construct were also developed
during this time frame (Buriel, Perez, DeMent, Chavez, & Moran, 1998; Tse,
1996a). These studies revealed the following:

1. The majority of immigrant children and adolescents perform as language bro-
kers (McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Orellana, 2003; Tse, 1995a, 1995b, 1996a).

2. Children may start brokering within 1 to 5 years of their arrival in the United
States and may start brokering as young as 8 or 9 years of age (McQuillan &
Tse, 1995; Tse, 1995a, 1996b).

3. Language brokers translate in a variety of settings, such as school, home, and
the streets and they translate and interpret for their parents, other members of
their family, and sometimes for school administrators (DeMent & Buriel,
1999; Gullingsrud, 1998; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Orellana, Dorner, &
Pulido, 2003; Shannon, 1990; Tse, 1995a, 1995b, 1996a; Valenzuela, 1999;
Weisskirch, 2005; Weisskirch & Alva, 2002).

4. Documents that language brokers usually translate and interpret include notes
and letters from school, bank/credit card statements, immigration forms, and
job applications (DeMent & Buriel, 1999; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Orellana,
2003; Tse, 1995a, 1995b; Valenzuela, 1999; Weisskirch, 2005; Weisskirch &
Alva, 2002).

It is apparent that language brokers encounter a variety of situations where
they are required to take the role of an adult. Given that these children are tak-
ing on such roles, one question that comes to mind is, “How do these children
feel about their role as the family’s translator and interpreter?” Studies on the
feelings children have about language brokering report mixed results. Some
of the research reveals that brokers see translating as something normal,
something they do. These studies have also shown that children enjoy trans-
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lating because it gives them feelings of pride and allows them to learn more
about their first and second languages, as well as their culture (Orellana,
2003; Santiago, 2003; Shannon, 1990; Tse, 1995a, 1996b; Valdes, Chavez, &
Angelelli, 2003; Walinchowski, 2001; Weisskirch, 2005).

Other studies have reported findings that contradict those mentioned
above. These studies have reported that language brokers experience feelings
of frustration, embarrassment, or pressure to translate accurately (DeMent &
Buriel, 1999; Love, 2003; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Ng, 1998; Tse, 1995a;
Valenzuela, 1999; Weisskirch & Alva, 2002). Consequently, some research-
ers argue that using children as translators and interpreters may affect the
development of these children negatively. For example, Umaña-Taylor
(2003) argues that language brokers take on adult roles during their adoles-
cence and these experiences could have negative implications for their iden-
tity development. Others argue that language brokers do not find their
experiences helpful or enjoyable, and for the majority of the time, they did
not feel good about translating and interpreting (Weisskirch & Alva, 2002).

The literature presented in this section provides an introductory discus-
sion of the different situations children experience when they serve as the
family’s translator and interpreter. It is evident that these children help their
parents and other adults to understand a great variety of written documents
and social interactions. Although these practices may be considered by some
researchers as very positive or as a normative part of what these children are
expected to do, others do not. It appears, then, that the area of language
brokering is divided into two different camps. One camp believes that chil-
dren serving as language brokers find the experience enjoyable and that it
helps them learn more about their first and second languages. The other camp
believes, in contrast, that children serving as language brokers find
translating and interpreting stressful and a burden.

It is too early to decide which camp is correct, given that the majority of
the studies presented in this section were more descriptive and did not
include a large number of children of diverse backgrounds. For example,
Orellana (2003) used survey data and case studies, but all of the participants
were Spanish-speaking children. Another example is Weisskirch and Alva
(2002), who based their results on a sample of 36 children of Latino/Hispanic
descent.

What Are Typical Characteristics, or Qualities,
of the Language Broker?

There are very few published studies that have attempted to clearly or
fully describe the typical language broker. Thus, this section will aim to high-
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light characteristics of the language broker. Recent studies have used quanti-
tative, qualitative, and mixed methods to answer this question. These studies
reveal that children of immigrant families start their role as translator and
interpreter shortly after their arrival in the United States (DeMent & Buriel,
1999; Valdes et al., 2003) and that they broker regardless of their place of
birth (Tse, 1995a). The research shows (a) that these children usually start
brokering between the ages of 8 and 12 (McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Tse, 1995a,
1995b, 1996a), (b) that they are usually the oldest child (Chao, 2002; Valdes
et al., 2003), and (c) that brokers are predominantly female (Buriel et al.,
1998; Love, 2003; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999; Weisskirch,
2005). These studies provide useful information on the characteristics of the
children, yet there may be other qualities that language brokers have devel-
oped that influence their parents to choose them for this important role. The
few studies that have investigated such qualities suggest that these children
tend to be fluent in English and Spanish, confident, extroverted, good
natured, friendly, sociable, good listeners, able to provide great detail, and
able to emphasize feelings and emotions when translating (Chao, 2002;
DeMent & Buriel, 1999; Valdes et al., 2003; Valenzuela, 1999).

In sum, the research presented in this section highlights the characteristics
of children who play the role of their family’s interpreter and translator. We
may conclude, based on this research, that language brokers possess qualities
that allow them to interact in a variety of settings with different types of peo-
ple. Still, discrepancies and limitations exist in this literature. For example, a
number of studies argue that language brokering is a female-dominated
activity, whereas other studies have not found gender differences (Diaz-
Lazaro, 2002). Moreover, the few qualitative and mixed methods studies that
have been conducted failed to include more representative samples of chil-
dren of immigrant families. The majority of the studies have been conducted
with Latino/Hispanic children, and only a few studies have included Viet-
namese and Chinese children, thus severely limiting the applicability of the
findings to the larger immigrant population in the United States.

How Is a Child’s Cognitive Development Affected by Brokering?

Studies on translation have reported that children who speak two or more
languages may translate and interpret information accurately (Harris &
Sharewood, 1978). Language brokers tend to translate documents that
require a high level of understanding, such as notes and letters from school,
bank/credit card statements, job applications, and government and insurance
forms (DeMent & Buriel, 1999; McQuillan & Tse, 1995). There are
researchers who argue that language brokers may, as a result, develop a more
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sophisticated vocabulary that could help them build their lexicons
(Halgunseth, 2003). Furthermore, studies have shown that language brokers
use higher cognitive abilities and problem-solving abilities to comprehend
and interpret these types of documents (Walinchowski, 2001). Children not
only translate documents but they also serve as mediators in conversations
between their parents and first-language English speakers, such as at parent-
teacher conferences and when paying utility bills, making doctor’s appoint-
ments, visiting hospitals, and making trips to the post office (DeMent &
Buriel, 1999; Halgunseth, 2003; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Tse, 1995a,
1996a). It is evident that language brokers act as translators and interpreters
in a variety of settings—settings in which they must switch from being a child
to assuming the role of the adult in order to translate and interpret for their
parents or elders.

The research suggests that language brokers develop linguistic abilities
that monolingual children do not acquire, which may potentially help the
child interact in a more mature and adult manner (Diaz-Lazaro, 2002; Shan-
non, 1990). The few qualitative studies that have been conducted report that
language brokers feel that translating and interpreting for their parents has
allowed them to be more mature and independent, meet more people, and
increase their proficiency in both languages (Halgunseth, 2003; Valdes et al.,
2003). Given that language brokers are translating and interpreting a variety
of documents in different settings, they may also develop higher decision-
making strategies. These children not only develop higher cognitive abilities,
but their decision making may be considered more adultlike. Several
researchers argue that language brokers are considered the decision maker
not only for their parents but also for the entire family (Diaz-Lazaro, 2002;
McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Tse, 1995b; Valenzuela, 1999).

It is interesting that research has shown that language brokers may be
selective about the information they translate, especially for their parents.
For example, a number of children who translated notes from school for their
parents often omitted information that was negative (DeMent & Buriel,
1999). Although this finding may call into question the accuracy of language
brokers, we can only speculate that children are omitting this type of infor-
mation because they do not want to hurt or cause shame to their parents. In
certain communal cultures, children’s poor behavior is often interpreted by
parents as dishonorable (Comas-Diaz, 1993; Sue & Sue, 1990).

The literature presented in this section highlights how child language bro-
kers may acquire higher cognitive and decision-making abilities due to their
brokering experiences. Although these studies highlight the benefits of
brokering, they are still far from being widely accepted or definitive. There is
simply not enough evidence to support the hypothesis that translating and
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interpreting enhances cognitive development and decision-making abilities.
More of these studies are needed to determine the nature of the relationship
between language brokering and cognitive development and decision-
making abilities.

Does Language Brokering Influence
Children’s Academic Performance?

It is a common belief in the United States that children of immigrant fami-
lies do not perform well in academia due to a lack of encouragement from
parents (Evans & Anderson, 1973). Researchers who have studied the aca-
demic performance of children of immigrants have reported that individual
and institutional factors are the primary reasons for dropping out or perform-
ing poorly—not parents’ lack of encouragement (Rumberger & Rodriguez,
2002). The literature in the area of language brokering and academic perfor-
mance provides mixed results. Earlier studies suggest that language
brokering is not significantly correlated with academic performance. For
example, using a sample of 35 Latino/Hispanic students, Tse (1995a)
reported that there was no association between academic performance and
language brokering. Similarly, in other studies, children have stated that they
did not associate their language brokering experiences with their academic
performance. Furthermore, there are researchers who argue that language
brokering may put children at risk for academic failure or may limit the
child’s academic and occupational opportunities because the family expects
them to continue brokering (Umaña-Taylor, 2003).

Recently, mixed methods studies have been published with larger sam-
ples. These studies have started to look at the possible relationship between
language brokering and academic performance. For example, Buriel et al.
(1998) reported that language brokering was a strong predictor of academic
performance. They also reported that language brokering scores and feelings
about brokering were associated with academic self-efficacy. Similarly, in a
study by Orellana (2003), children who have served as language brokers did
significantly better in standardized tests of reading and math achievement. In
another study by Walinchowski (2001), participants stated that although they
felt frustrated about brokering, they used these experiences as tools for self-
improvement.

In sum, the available literature informs us that there is no consensus on
how language brokering experiences affect the academic performance of
those who do it. Researchers are still debating about the positive or negative
influences of language brokering on academic performance. The studies pre-
sented do provide important information that could be further investigated. A
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reliable approach for understanding this issue is to include mixed methodolo-
gies, as well as large and more diverse samples of children who are serving as
language brokers.

How Does Language Brokering
Affect the Parent-Child Relationship?

Research studies that have investigated the parent-child relationship of
language brokers have been the sources of much controversy. Mental health
professionals, social science scientists, legislators, policy makers, profes-
sionals in the medical field, and educators have all been discussing how chil-
dren who serve as translators and interpreters may be potentially harmed or
benefited by these experiences. Currently, there are two persistent perspec-
tives on this issue. The first are those who are against children serving as
translators and interpreters, stating that this type of experience negatively
affects the normal dynamics of the parent-child relationship. Cohen, Moran-
Ellis, and Smaje (1999) conducted a study with general practitioners whose
patients requested to have their children translate. In their study, the general
practitioners reported being against using children in their consultations. The
general practitioners strongly believed that having children serve as transla-
tors and interpreters when discussing their parents’ health concerns could
harm the parent-child relationship. Other researchers argue that having chil-
dren translate and interpret for their parents led to unhealthy role reversals
within the family, forcing the parents to become dependent on their children
(Umaña-Taylor, 2003).

Earlier studies have shown that the experiences associated with language
brokering help them develop a stronger bond to their parents. In a study by
DeMent and Buriel (1999), (a) participants commented that brokering was a
form of commitment to not disappoint their parents because they made a sac-
rifice in bringing the entire family to the United States, (b) other participants
stated that they were concerned about finances and the health status of par-
ents, (c) it was reported that parents developed a certain dependency on the
language broker with regard to handling documents, and (d) the brokering
experiences elicited feelings of compassion and helped them understand
their parents’ struggles. Language brokers are also considered active advo-
cates of their parents’ rights during complex situations (e.g., legal, financial).
A qualitative study by Valenzuela (1999) reported that children inform their
parents about their rights in the United States and educate them about the
legal system. Some participants even helped their parents to hire a lawyer, if
they believed that it was necessary.
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More recent studies have revealed important information about how lan-
guage brokers use their position of power to protect the welfare of their par-
ents and other family members. Studies conducted by Orellana et al. (2003)
and Valdes et al. (2002) reported that language brokers have stated that they
use their position of power to protect their parents from embarrassment and
humiliation. Some of the participants in their studies mentioned that they
could not let employers, doctors, or other individuals embarrass their parents
or other family members. These findings add new knowledge to this body of
literature, where language brokers are now being considered the protectors or
shields of the family.

In summary, there is no clear-cut answer to the question of whether lan-
guage brokering has a positive or negative effect on the child-parent relation-
ship. Furthermore, new research is suggesting how language brokers use
their power to protect the well-being of the family. The research presented in
this section provides promising, albeit somewhat limited, insights concern-
ing the characteristics and role of language brokers in the family. However,
more research is still needed. Past studies have not used participants of
diverse backgrounds, which limit the generalizability of the results to larger
groups of children. More studies are needed where more representative
samples are used, as well as the inclusion of more sound, rigorous
methodologies.

Discussion

In this article, information has been presented that describes the qualities
of the language broker, the different situations language brokers experience,
the types of documents they translate, the role language brokering plays in
the child’s cognitive development, the association between language
brokering and academic success, and the role language brokering plays
within the parent-child relationship. Taken together, results of this review
suggest the following:

1. Language brokering is very common among children of immigrant parents
(Orellana, 2003). Children start brokering at an early age (8 to 9 years),
regardless of their place of birth or order of birth (McQuillan & Tse, 1995;
Tse, 1995a, 1996b). Language brokering is often a female-dominated activity
(Buriel et al., 1998; Love, 2003; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999;
Weisskirch, 2005). The broker is not selected at random; parents base their
selection on various qualities that language brokers possess (Chao, 2002;
DeMent & Buriel, 1999; Valdes et al., 2003; Valenzuela, 1999).

2. Brokers may develop higher levels of cognitive ability, given the types of doc-
uments (e.g., bank/credit card statements) they translate and interpret for their
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parents. In addition, the situations where they translate or interpret (e.g., doc-
tor’s office, banks, government offices) highlight their adult-level cognitive
capability (DeMent & Buriel, 1999; Halgunseth, 2003; McQuillan & Tse,
1995; Tse, 1995a, 1996a; Walinchowski, 2001).

3. Although earlier studies reported that there was not a strong relationship
between language brokering and academic performance (McQuillan & Tse,
1995; Tse, 1995a), recent research has started to detect a positive relationship
between these two constructs (Orellana, 2003).

4. There is insufficient evidence to conclude that language brokering has a posi-
tive or negative effect on the parent-child relationship. Scholars have not yet
reached consensus on this issue. There are those, for example, who believe
language brokering has negative consequences on the parent-child relation-
ship and, likewise, there are those who believe it plays a positive role.

Based on the literature presented, it is safe to conclude that language bro-
kers are unique children with qualities and skills that help them interact in
two different worlds. On one hand, these children interact with other children
their age through play and other types of activities. However, when neces-
sary, language brokers assume their adultlike roles when they need to be the
family’s translator and interpreter. It is still unclear, though, whether children
of immigrant families develop these qualities due to their brokering experi-
ences or other environmental or biological factors.

Children who serve as translators and interpreters are active participants
in a number of demanding situations. The literature suggests that language
brokers develop higher cognitive abilities that allow them to be more knowl-
edgeable of their first and second languages. Krashen (1985) stated that chil-
dren who translate and interpret for their parents are being exposed to a
variety of settings that, in the end, enhance their language acquisition. The lit-
erature reviewed demonstrates that language brokers translate immediately
on arrival in the United States. Cummins (1989) affirmed that it takes 5 to 7
years for immigrant students to develop academic level accuracy. As men-
tioned, this is not the case for language brokers, because some broker within
1 to 5 years of their arrival in the United States. It appears, then, that language
brokers must try to learn English at a much faster rate.

Although there is not a clear-cut relationship between language brokering
and academic performance, researchers have argued that it is possible that the
traditional educational assessment instruments used in school districts fail to
capture the real abilities of language brokers. Oftentimes, the instruments
used may be potentially biased, given the characteristics of the samples in
which they were normed. Tse (1995b) acknowledged that school districts
should develop appropriate and more relevant assessment instruments for
children who are language brokers.
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Language brokering serves as a bridge of communication and understand-
ing between parents and children. In some instances, translating and inter-
preting may help a child feel more connected to his or her parents. Children
may then be seen as their parents’ “right hand,” because they are required to
make, or help make, decisions for the entire family. These activities allow the
child to be more informed about different family concerns and to think and
behave in a more adultlike manner. At the same time, this type of experience
may have negative implications for the parent-child relationship, causing the
parents to become dependent on the child, and the child to possibly feel over-
whelmed by his or her role as the family’s translator and interpreter.

As research in the area of language brokering grows, social scientists need
to continue thinking critically about this topic. Some critical questions that
remain unanswered include, Under what circumstances should children
serve as interpreters and translators? The literature suggests that language
brokering happens in various settings (e.g., home, school, government, and
medical), yet it is unclear whether these are acceptable settings to have a child
serve as a translator or interpreter. It is possible that parents prefer their
child’s assistance, over that of a trained, adult interpreter, because they feel
more comfortable with them and trust them more. It is also possible that most
service providers do not have the funds to hire trained interpreters and may
believe that it is acceptable to have a family member translate. Another criti-
cal question is, Who should be responsible for making this decision? The par-
ents? The service provider? The child? In addition, should it be legislated, so
as to standardize the process for people? To begin answering these questions,
more research is clearly needed.

Limitations

One limitation of this review is the number of resources included.
Although 24 resources including journal articles, newsletter reports, confer-
ence papers, book chapters, ERIC documents, and dissertations are a fair
amount of resources, more are needed to better understand the phenomenon
of language brokering. It is imperative that further research be conducted to
expand our knowledge base in this area. Another limitation is the type of
studies used in this review. The majority of them were merely descriptive.

Implications for Theory

Language brokering is a relatively new area of study in the social sciences.
This has caused those interested in it to use different theoretical frameworks
to guide their work. Currently, there is no language brokering theory per se,
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but researchers have used three widely accepted theories to conduct their
research. These theories include Acculturation theory, Family Systems the-
ory, and contextual theories of cognitive development. These theoretical
frameworks have guided the different research conducted with language bro-
kers. We believe that a grounded theory approach is needed to develop a data-
based theory that will better capture the experiences of language brokers and
the nuances of the language brokering process.

Implications for Further Research

Language brokering is an open area that needs to be further explored. The
majority of research studies on language brokering have been descriptive in
nature. This may be interpreted as a call to researchers, educators, and policy
makers to pay attention to this neglected area of research. Some recommen-
dations for further research include the following: (a) scale development
studies, (b) developmental studies, (c) studies of psychosocial variables asso-
ciated with language brokering, (d) accuracy in translation, and (e) the char-
acteristics of the language broker. No studies have evaluated the psycho-
metric properties of the existing language brokering scales. This would be a
good starting point, given that language brokering scales are already being
used with children in different settings.

Developmental studies are needed given the lack of developmental data
on language brokering. In this review, several of the studies were retrospec-
tive in nature, thus limiting our understanding of language brokering (Buriel
et al., 1998; DeMent & Buriel, 1999; McQuillan & Tse, 1995). The results of
such studies were based on participants’ memories. A study by DeMent and
Buriel (1999) suggests that language brokering happens in a developmental
fashion. A number of researchers have proposed that developmental studies
could provide answers to the many questions that currently remain unan-
swered. Furthermore, new research using mixed methods has provided
insightful information about the language brokering phenomenon (Orellana,
2003; Orellana et al., 2003). Thus, further research should consider adopting
such methodologies.

Psychosocial variables need to be included in further research. For exam-
ple, variables such as ethnic identity have been associated with native lan-
guage use with ethnic minority adolescents (Heller, 1987; Phinney, Romero,
Nava, & Huang, 2001). Recently, Weisskirch (2005) studied this relationship
among Latino adolescents. In his study, he found that feelings about lan-
guage brokering predicted ethnic identity, and combined subscales of lan-
guage brokering, gender, and acculturation predicted ethnic identity. Other
variables, such as language preference, immigration status, psychological
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distress, and self-esteem, are important constructs to consider when conduct-
ing research with these groups of children. Researching the interaction of
these variables with language brokering will provide a better understanding
of how children who serve as translators and interpreters are being affected
by these experiences.

A critically important issue that has not yet been investigated concerns the
accuracy and proficiency of the language broker. Language brokers are play-
ing important roles in society, and they are transferring delicate information
that, if done inaccurately or incorrectly, could harm the well-being of the
family and those around them. Yet, to date, no studies have examined how
proficient a child must be to translate or interpret for their parents. This is per-
haps the greatest weakness, or limitation, of the extant research. Further
research should, therefore, start to assess the accuracy and proficiency of
these children and use this research to develop programs at the schools where
children who serve in these roles are instructed in how to master these two
important skills. First, research needs to develop methodologies that will
allow us to investigate the accuracy and proficiency of language brokers. At
this time, there is a deficiency in the availability of psychometrically sound
instruments that may help measure these two skills. The need for such instru-
ments is necessary, as we are not only dealing with children who come from
different parts of the world but also children who will become part of main-
stream U.S. society. These instruments need to consider worldview, family
values, and acculturation. As the number of language minority students is
increasing, schools are trying new methods to help them become bilingual.
Until we have empirical evidence that informs us on the proficiency and
accuracy of language brokers, we will not be able to clearly understand this
phenomenon.

Language brokering is a common practice among children of immigrant
families. The published studies suggest that parents carefully select the child
who will serve as the language broker, yet these studies fail to investigate the
characteristics parents look for or what their process is for selecting the bro-
ker. It is recommended that more qualitative studies be conducted with immi-
grant parents to address this issue. It is also important to conduct
developmental studies observing how language brokers evolve to discover
the specific qualities that best characterize the language broker.

Implications for Practice

Mental health researchers have argued that using children as translators
and interpreters has negative consequences on the mental health of children
(Umaña-Taylor, 2003; Weisskirch & Alva, 2002). This is a call to those
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working in the mental health field to further investigate the implications of
language brokering on children’s mental health. Further research would also
afford mental health professionals with greater insight into the unique issues
they face. It is also important that mental health professionals be aware of
the different roles children take and explore how language brokering
experiences are affecting them.

Conclusion

This review presents the most current literature in the area of language
brokering and introduces the reader to some of the most salient issues in this
area. It is evident that this line of research still has a long way to go. Many
questions remain unanswered. Language brokering continues to be a form of
adaptation and survival among immigrant families. Research clearly needs to
include language brokers from the full spectrum of immigrant families, as it
is not a uniquely Latino phenomenon. This is a serious omission; children
from all backgrounds engage in it. More research is needed to be able to
answer the questions social scientists, educators, and policy makers have
with regard to children who serve as translators and interpreters. Research of
this nature will help social scientists and policy makers develop better, more
appropriate services for those who need them.
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