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Abstract: This paper aims to delve into the construction of second language learner identity in the context
of international Chinese education. It analyzes the influence of both individual and societal factors on
identity formation, including cultural differences, social identity, language environment, self-concept,
self-efficacy, motivation, and emotions. By synthesizing existing research and theories, this paper
explores how these factors interrelate to shape how learners perceive themselves, interact with others,
and integrate into the target language culture during cross-cultural Chinese language learning. Finally,
this paper suggests directions for future research to further enhance our understanding of second
language learner identity construction.
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1. Introduction

International Chinese education has experienced significant growth in recent years, attracting learners
from around the world who wish to study Chinese and gain insights into Chinese culture. With the rise
of China, the importance of the Chinese language as a global lingua franca has become increasingly
prominent, leading to a growing number of people choosing to learn Chinese. In this context, researching
the construction of second language learner identity in international Chinese education has become
particularly important.

Identity construction is a multifaceted and intricate process central to understanding individuals' self-
perception, particularly in the context of second language learning. Identity construction involves an
individual's self-awareness development and self-perception in social interactions.””! In second language
learning, it encompasses how learners see themselves as Chinese language learners and their interactions
with the target language culture. Various factors, societal and individual, shape this process.

Within the realm of international Chinese education, this process is essential as learners from diverse
backgrounds engage in the study of Chinese language and culture. This section explores the concept of
Chinese learner identity, shedding light on how learners gradually develop their self-awareness and
perceptions within the realm of this unique educational context.

Chinese learner identity refers to the evolving self-concept and self-perception of individuals as they
embark on the journey of learning the Chinese language and engaging with the target culture. It
encapsulates how learners come to view themselves in relation to their Chinese language acquisition and
their interaction with the Chinese-speaking world. Chinese learner identity is not a static or fixed entity;
instead, it is a dynamic and evolving construct that adapts over time and experiences.

In the context of second language learning, learner identity takes on particular significance. As
individuals embark on the path of acquiring a new language, they confront a host of challenges and
opportunities that inevitably shape their identity. These challenges may include navigating linguistic
differences, cultural nuances, and the complexities of cross-cultural communication. While research in
the field of international Chinese education has yielded some important insights, there remain knowledge
gaps. Current research has limited focus on identity construction, with greater emphasis on issues such
as cultural adaptation and the role of social media, while other potential factors have received less
attention. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct a deeper exploration of second language learner identity
construction in international Chinese education to gain a more comprehensive understanding of this
complex process.

This paper aims to investigate how societal and individual factors interact to influence the
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construction of second language learner identity in international Chinese education. First, we will discuss
societal factors, including cultural differences, social identity, and language environment, and their
impact on identity construction. Next, we will explore individual factors, such as self-concept, self-
efficacy, motivation, and emotions, and how they shape learners' perceptions of themselves as Chinese
language learners. Finally, we will discuss how these factors interact and provide some suggestions for
future research in the field of international Chinese education. By delving into these issues, we can better
understand and support learners in international Chinese education, helping them form positive identity
perceptions and integrate more effectively into the target language culture.

2. Influence of Societal Factors
2.1 Cultural Differences

Cultural differences are a critical societal factor in the construction of identity for second language
learners in international Chinese education. These differences encompass variations in learners' cultural
backgrounds compared to the target language culture, including differences in values, beliefs, and social
customs. Cultural differences have a profound impact on learners' identity formation because they must
bridge the gap between two cultures.®!

Cultural differences can lead to shifts in learners' identity perceptions. For instance, learners from
Western cultural backgrounds studying Chinese may encounter challenges related to cultural differences.
They need to adapt to various aspects of Chinese culture, such as etiquette, social norms, and values.
Such cultural differences may prompt learners to reevaluate their cultural identity, affecting their identity
construction process.

Moreover, cultural differences can also influence the extent to which learners accept the target
language culture. According to Gudykunst and Kim's (2003) theory of intercultural communication,
cultural differences may lead to cultural conflicts but can also encourage learners to gain a deeper
understanding of and respect for the target language culture. This process of cultural conflict and fusion
influences learners' identification with the target language culture and, consequently, their identity.®!

Thus, cultural differences, as societal factors, have a profound impact on the construction of identity
for second language learners. Learners need to strike a balance between different cultures, gradually
forming a multicultural identity.

2.2 Social Identity

Social identity is another crucial societal factor that significantly influences the construction of
identity for second language learners. Social identity encompasses learners' sense of belonging and
identification with social groups, including cultural groups, nations, religions, and more. The formation
and transformation of social identity can impact how learners perceive themselves.]

Research suggests that social identity can undergo changes during the process of learning Chinese.
Learners may gradually develop a sense of identification with Chinese culture and society while studying
Chinese. They may begin to see themselves as part of the community of Chinese language users,
influencing their identity construction. This transformation in social identity leads to the development of
a more diverse and cross-cultural identity for learners.

On the other hand, social identity can also be influenced by external factors, such as the degree of
Chinese language usage in the social environment and the presence of Chinese language communities.
Studies have found that learners may feel more like Chinese language users when they interact with
native Chinese speakers. This feeling contributes to shaping their identity.

Therefore, social identity, as a societal factor, significantly impacts learners' identity perception.
Positive social identity promotes learners' identity construction and enhances their confidence in
considering themselves Chinese language users.

2.3 Language Environment
The language environment is a critical societal factor in the construction of identity for second

language learners. It encompasses the language-use context and social interactions in which learners find
themselves. The extent to which learners can access, use, and immerse themselves in the target language
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environment directly affects their identity.

Research indicates that the language environment has a significant impact on the identity construction
of learners. In an environment where Chinese is frequently used, learners are more likely to develop a
positive identity. Learners may feel more like Chinese language users when they interact with native
Chinese speakers and this feeling contributes to shaping their identity.!'”

On the contrary, learners who lack a Chinese language environment may face identity construction
challenges. In such cases, learners may find it more difficult to establish connections with the Chinese
language and culture, affecting their identity. This is particularly common among international learners
who have limited opportunities for language use in the target language environment.!’]

Hence, the language environment, as a societal factor, directly shapes learners' identity perceptions.
The language environment in which learners find themselves affects their perception of themselves as
second language learners.

3. Influence of Individual Factors
3.1 Self-Concept

Self-concept, a pivotal element intertwined with identity, warrants a more comprehensive exploration
due to its profound implications for the process of identity construction among language learners. Self-
concept, in essence, encapsulates the cognitive and perceptual framework within which learners perceive
themselves. It acts as both a mirror reflecting their self-awareness and a lens through which they interpret
their interactions with the world.

Crucially, learners' self-concept is not a static entity; it is malleable and can be significantly fortified
through the nurturing of positive learning experiences and self-affirmation. These factors serve as potent
catalysts in fostering the positive development of identity. Conversely, a negative self-concept can cast a
shadow on the identity construction process.

Numerous studies underscore the intimate connection between self-concept and the formation of
identity. Dornyei (2005) posits that learners' self-concept is susceptible to enhancement when they are
exposed to affirmative learning experiences and engage in self-affirmation exercises. These nurturing
experiences and affirmations form the bedrock upon which a positive identity is constructed. When
learners perceive that they have made substantial strides in their Chinese language learning journey and
harbor unwavering confidence in their language competencies, they are more likely to embrace the
identity of Chinese language learners with conviction.™!

In essence, self-concept operates as a linchpin in the intricate tapestry of identity construction among
language learners. It serves as the foundation upon which the edifice of identity is erected. A robust and
affirmative self-concept propels learners toward a more authentic and positive identity as Chinese
language learners, enabling them to navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by the
intercultural terrain of language acquisition.

In summary, self-concept is not a mere reflection of learners' self-perception; it is a dynamic force
that can be harnessed to shape and fortify their identities. Positive self-concept, cultivated through
affirmative experiences and self-affirmation, forms the bedrock of a confident and authentic identity as
Chinese language learners.

On the other hand, negative influences on self-concept, such as feelings of inferiority and self-doubt,
can hinder the identity construction process. Learners may develop doubts and insecurities about their
language abilities, potentially causing them to hesitate or feel unconfident. Therefore, the formation and
development of self-concept play a critical role in the identity construction of second language learners.

3.2 Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy, a fundamental concept in psychology and a critical factor in identity construction within
the context of second language learning, merits further elaboration. This concept pertains to learners'
confidence in their abilities and their assessments of their capability to successfully undertake specific
language learning tasks. In essence, self-efficacy serves as a compass that guides learners' willingness to
confront challenges, experiment with new language skills, and wholeheartedly participate in the
multifaceted process of learning a second language.

Published by Francis Academic Press, UK
23



Frontiers in Educational Research
ISSN 2522-6398 Vol. 6, Issue 23: 21-26, DOI: 10.25236/FER.2023.062304

The link between self-efficacy and identity construction becomes apparent when we delve into
Bandura's (1997) social cognitive theory, which underscores the profound impact of self-efficacy on
learners' language learning experiences. According to this theory, self-efficacy can be significantly
bolstered through instances of successful language learning. For instance, when learners adeptly
communicate with others in the Chinese language, their self-efficacy is reinforced, translating into an
increased likelihood of identifying themselves as genuine Chinese language users. This heightened self-
efficacy catalyzes a positive feedback loop within the identity construction process. As learners feel more
confident in their language skills, they become more active participants in shaping their identities as
Chinese language learners.!)

Conversely, low self-efficacy can constitute a formidable impediment to the identity construction
process. When learners grapple with a sense of self-doubt and apprehension about their language abilities,
they may become hesitant to actively engage in the learning process. This reluctance stems from their
concerns about their proficiency level, which casts a shadow over their potential for constructing a
positive identity. The fear of inadequacy or the belief that they lack the necessary language skills can
lead to a passive stance in learning, hampering the development of a robust and confident identity as
Chinese language learners.

In sum, self-efficacy emerges as a linchpin in the intricate web of identity construction among second
language learners. A high level of self-efficacy fuels learners' active engagement and fosters a sense of
authenticity in their identity. Conversely, low self-efficacy can deter learners from fully embracing their
roles as language learners, impeding the positive development of their identities within the Chinese
language and culture.

3.3 Motivation and Emotions

Motivation and emotions constitute two pivotal facets of individual factors that wield considerable
influence over the construction of identity in the realm of Chinese language learning. These factors delve
into the intricacies of learners' psychological landscapes, profoundly impacting how they perceive their
Chinese language learning journey and their evolving identities.

Motivation, a cornerstone in the field of second language acquisition, is instrumental in shaping
learner identity. Dornyei's (2009) motivational theory postulates that learners' motivation can be
categorized into intrinsic and extrinsic forms, each bearing distinct implications for identity construction.
Intrinsic motivation, fueled by genuine interest and personal satisfaction derived from the act of learning
itself, plays a crucial role. Learners who harbor a profound intrinsic motivation to master the Chinese
language are more inclined to perceive themselves as authentic Chinese language learners. Their
enthusiasm serves as a driving force propelling them toward active engagement in identity construction.
In contrast, extrinsic motivation, stemming from external factors such as rewards or recognition, can also
influence identity but operates differently. Learners driven primarily by extrinsic motives may view
themselves as Chinese language learners for pragmatic reasons, but their identity may lack the depth and
authenticity associated with intrinsic motivation.

Emotions, too, form a substantial component of the identity construction process. The emotional
dimension encompasses a broad spectrum of experiences that learners encounter throughout their
Chinese language learning journey. Positive emotions, such as satisfaction with the learning process, the
joy of mastering new skills, and the thrill of cross-cultural communication, are influential in shaping
learners' identity perceptions. When learners experience a sense of achievement, pride, and contentment
in their language learning endeavors, their identity as Chinese language learners tends to be bolstered.
These positive emotional experiences reinforce their self-perception in this linguistic and cultural context.

Conversely, the presence of negative emotions can act as a formidable obstacle to identity
construction. Emotions like anxiety, frustration, or self-doubt can cast a shadow over learners' self-
perception.”! When learners grapple with anxiety stemming from the perceived difficulty of learning
Chinese characters or fear of making linguistic errors, their identity as Chinese language learners may be
fraught with uncertainty. Negative emotions can manifest as doubts about their linguistic competence or
their ability to integrate into the target culture. Consequently, identity construction may be hindered or
marked by a lack of confidence.

In sum, motivation and emotions wield substantial influence over the intricate process of identity
construction among Chinese language learners. Intrinsic motivation fuels a sense of authenticity and
engagement, while extrinsic motivation may drive pragmatic identification. Positive emotions reinforce
identity, while negative emotions can introduce doubt and uncertainty. Navigating the interplay between
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motivation and emotions is essential in fostering a robust and positive Chinese learner identity.

4. Interaction of Societal and Individual Factors

In the context of international Chinese education, the construction of second language learner identity
is a complex and multidimensional process influenced by a combination of societal and individual factors.
Societal factors such as cultural differences, social identity, and language environment interact with
individual factors such as self-concept, self-efficacy, motivation, and emotions to collectively shape
learners' identities.

Firstly, cultural differences play a crucial role in the construction of identity for second language
learners. Learners need to find a balance between different cultures, gradually forming a multicultural
identity. The formation and transformation of social identity also impact how learners identify themselves.
Positive social identity fosters identity construction and enhances learners' confidence in seeing
themselves as Chinese language users.

Secondly, the language environment directly affects learners' confidence and self-identity in learning
Chinese. A positive language environment contributes to learners forming positive identity perceptions,
while learners lacking a Chinese language environment may face challenges in identity construction.

On the individual factors side, self-concept, self-efficacy, motivation, and emotions all influence
learners' identity construction. Positive self-concept and self-efficacy promote identity construction,
while positive motivation and emotional experiences shape learners' views of their identity.

5. Future Research Directions

While existing research has provided important insights into the construction of second language
learner identity in international Chinese education, there are several directions for further exploration.
Firstly, future research can delve deeper into the influence of other societal factors, not limited to cultural
adaptation and the role of social media, but also exploring the impacts of social support, educational
policies, and cross-cultural communication on identity construction.

Additionally, research on individual factors can be expanded, including a deeper examination of
differences in identity construction among learners of different age groups, genders, language
backgrounds, and learning experiences.”) This can help educators better understand and support the
needs of diverse groups of learners.

Finally, the role of intercultural communication and cross-cultural education in international Chinese
education also deserves further investigation. This will contribute to better promoting interactions
between international learners and Chinese language and culture, facilitating their integration into the
target language culture.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the construction of identity among second-language learners in the context of
international Chinese education is a multifaceted process influenced by a combination of social and
personal factors. A deeper understanding of how these factors interact with each other can significantly
enhance our comprehension of international learners in Chinese language education. This understanding,
in turn, can provide valuable insights to better support these learners in shaping positive identity
affiliations and integrating effectively into the target language culture.

The field of research on second-language learner identity construction in international Chinese
education has made significant strides. However, there are still avenues for further exploration. Firstly,
future research should delve into the impact of additional social factors, not limited to cultural adaptation
and the role of social media, but extending to elements like social support, educational policies, and
cross-cultural interactions, in shaping identity construction.

Moreover, research on personal factors can be extended to encompass a more in-depth investigation
of how learners from different age groups, genders, language backgrounds, and learning experiences
differ in their identity construction. Such exploration will help educators gain a better understanding of
the unique needs of diverse learner groups.

Published by Francis Academic Press, UK
25-



Frontiers in Educational Research
ISSN 2522-6398 Vol. 6, Issue 23: 21-26, DOI: 10.25236/FER.2023.062304

Lastly, examining the role of cross-cultural communication and education in the context of
international Chinese language education is a promising area for future research. This could facilitate
more effective interaction between international learners and the Chinese language and culture,
ultimately contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of identity construction in this domain.

In summary, international Chinese education presents a dynamic and evolving landscape where
learners navigate their identities as second-language users. By delving further into the intricate interplay
between social and personal factors, future research endeavors can continue to provide profound insights
into the construction of identity among second-language learners, enhancing educational practices and
ultimately contributing to the development of more culturally adept and confident learners of Chinese.

References

[1] Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. W. H. Freeman and Company.

[2] Byram, M., & Fleming, M. (2010). Language learning in intercultural perspective: Approaches
through drama and ethnography. Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

[3] Chen, L., & Wang, H. (2019). The role of social media in identity construction of international
Chinese language learners. International Journal of Computer-Assisted Language Learning and
Teaching, 9(2), 16-34.

[4] Dornyei, Z. (2005). The psychology of the language learner: Individual differences in second
language acquisition. Routledge.

[5] Dérnyei, Z. (2009). The psychology of second language acquisition. Oxford University Press.

[6] Gudykunst, W. B., & Kim, Y. Y. (2003). Communicating with strangers: An approach to intercultural
communication. McGraw-Hill.

[7] Jackson, J. (2014). Language, identity, and study abroad: Sociocultural perspectives. Routledge.
[8] Kim, Y. Y. (2001). Becoming intercultural: An integrative theory of communication and cross-cultural
adaptation. Sage Publications.

[9] Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2011). Identity, language learning, and social change. Language Teaching,
44(4), 412-446. doi:10.1017/50261444811000309

[10] Wang, Z., McConachy, T., & Ushioda, E. (2021). Negotiating identity tensions in multilingual
learning in China: A situated perspective on language learning motivation and multilingual identity.
Language Learning Journal, 49(4). https.//doi.org/10.1080/09571736.2021.1915366

Published by Francis Academic Press, UK
26-



