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     This study explored the learning experience of Chinese heritage language learners, 

focusing on the interaction of their multiple goals, their emotional responses, as well as 

the influence of their experience in their family and formal school contexts. The settings 

of this study were the sixth to eighth grade classes at two local community Chinese 

schools. Data were collected from multiple sources including students’ responses to a 

self-report questionnaire, interviews with teachers, interviews with 19 focal students and 

their parents, and a semester-long retrospective observation journal. Data were analyzed 

using coding procedures suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1998) from a grounded theory 

qualitative approach. Results indicated that perceptions of Chinese school learning 

affected students’ motivational goals and their emotional responses in the Chinese 

learning experience. These perceptions included (a) perceptions of the Chinese learning 

environment (instructional methods, teachers’ characteristics, and peer influence), (b) 

perceptions of their ability, (c) perceptions of values and beliefs, and (d) perceptions of 
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their available time and schedule. Students in this study reported having both learning 

intention goals (categorized as integrative and instrumental goals) as well as well-being 

(social and work-avoidance) goals. Students also reported experiencing both positive 

emotions (enjoyment, pride) and negative emotions (boredom, anger) in the Chinese 

learning context. The contextual factors, including students’ formal school experience 

and their family experience also seemed to influence directly or indirectly students’ 

perceptions of Chinese school learning as well as their motivational goals and emotional 

responses. How students balanced their multiple goals and their multiple emotions 

determined the extent of students’ willingness to attend Chinese school, the extent of 

their engagement in learning Chinese, as well as the extent of their acknowledgement of 

their Chinese identity. Implications for research and practice are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“Experience? I usually think it is boring, but I think it’s  

helpful, but it’s also boring at the same time” (Joel). 

 
“I think the class is pretty enjoyable. I just feel that I have to learn  

Chinese, because it’s something that I really want to do” (Nancy). 

 
“The good thing is that you’ll get a better job, the bad thing 

is that I just don’t want to do it because I am busy” (Tracy). 

 
“I like to go meet my friends, but I don’t like to go because it’s boring, 

just listen to the teacher talking on and on about stuff that I don’t  

understand…and I just start daydreaming” (Chun-Hao). 

 

Three years ago, before I first stepped into the Chinese class, I thought teaching 

Chinese would be an easy job that I could do in addition to my graduate school work. 

After all, Mandarin Chinese is my first language, and I supposed I knew much about my 

teaching subject. Soon, I realized that I was not only facing the challenge of explaining 

some usage of words or ways of writing characters that had always been “common sense” 

in my mind, but also confronted with the demand of encouraging students to stay in my 

class, making them do their homework, or simply having them smile at me. I began to 

talk with my students and their parents about students’ behaviors in and attitudes about 

the class, and most responses I received were associated with students’ motivations and 

emotions. 
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Like most immigrant families, while their “American” friends are having a picnic 

in the park or a birthday party, most Chinese-American children are going to Chinese 

school on the weekend. These children are sometimes encouraged, sometimes cajoled, 

mostly forced to attend Chinese school and to study a language that is commonly 

perceived as a difficult language, especially by individuals whose first language is 

alphabetic, such as English, Spanish, or German. In addition, Chinese school is not the 

only activity which the children of Chinese immigrants commonly participate. Each week, 

most of them “take a break” from school by participating in art lessons, music lessons, 

dance lessons, or sports. Because Chinese school may be the one among these activities 

that demands the most attention, students often experience stronger resistance and 

struggles in learning Chinese, as shown in the above quotes. 

As an educational psychology researcher and as a Chinese person, I found myself 

strongly interested in, almost obligated, and in fact, passionate about investigating how 

students’ motivations and emotions affect their Chinese school learning experience, with 

the hope of providing some insight and helpful suggestions for the parents and educators 

at Chinese schools, that may also apply to other school settings. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

My main purpose in this study was to contribute to an understanding of students’ 

learning experiences in this kind of heritage language learning context, which usually 

encompasses complex interactions between identity, emotions, and motivations. In 

particular, this study aimed to describe how students balance their multiple goals, and the 
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role emotions and contextual factors play in students’ learning experiences. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Over the last 30 years, motivation researchers have been investigating much about 

the nature of students’ motivation in terms of how it develops, how it relates to students’ 

school performance, and how it is influenced by different teacher practices, and school 

and classroom environments (see Wigfield, Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998 for review). One 

set of constructs that is believed to represent crucial aspects of students’ motivation are 

the self-perception constructs, including self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977, 1993; Pintrich & 

De Groot, 1990), attribution (Weiner, 1984, 1985), self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 

2000), and self-worth (Covington & Omelich, 1979; Covington, 1984). Researchers have 

suggested that these self-perception constructs affect how an individual decides to go 

about a task, including the choice of activities, level of effort, and persistence, and also 

the perceived well-being and the emotions an individual experiences in the learning 

process. 

Other theories that contemporary motivation researchers have been emphasizing in 

motivation studies relate to the role of goals in students’ learning. Most researchers 

currently agree that learning is a goal-directed process and the self-perception constructs 

listed above, students’ expectancies and values (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002), as well as goal 

orientations (Pintrich, 2000) determine the directions of students’ goal pursuit and 

achievement outcomes. The construct of achievement goal orientation assumes that there 

may be a particular set of purposes or reasons that individuals desire to achieve when 
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they perform an academic task (Ames, 1992; Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; 

Pintrich, 2000). Mastery goals (engaging in acquiring knowledge and increasing and 

developing their ability) and performance goals (demonstrating their ability, 

outperforming others, and avoiding looking incompetent) are the two classic types of 

achievement goals. Students who adopt learning or mastery goals have been found to be 

more likely to believe that effort and internal controllable factors are the cause of success 

or failure and in turn, put more effort into their studies and persist longer in overcoming 

problems (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Students pursuing performance goals, on the other 

hand, were found to be more likely to believe that ability and uncontrollable factors are 

the cause of success or failure and more easily abandon their efforts in the face of 

challenges or difficulties (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Seifert & O’Keefe, 2001). 

Researchers, such as Monique Boekaerts, proposed that achievement goals are only 

a single desired end state and should not be isolated from the other driving forces in the 

classroom environment (e.g., Boekaerts, 1998, 2002, 2003). Boekaerts, Koning, and 

Vedder (2006) suggested, “It is crucial that researchers identify the desirable and 

undesirable end states that students have in mind when they make a mental representation 

of learning tasks” (p. 34). Multiple content goals, namely social goals (Urdan & Maehr, 

1995, Wentzel, 1996), well-being goals (Boekaerts, 1993, 1996), and work-avoidance 

goals (Dowson & McInerney, 2001; Meece and holt, 1993) should be included when 

examining students’ goal-directed behaviors.  

Social goals are described as students’ wish to engage in the behaviors that are 

valued by other people in their social environment, such as teachers, parents, and peers. 



 5

Several types of social goals have been proposed in the literature, such as belongingness 

goals, social responsibility goals, equity goals, social approval goals, and social 

compliance goals (Ford & Nichols, 1991; Maehr & Braskamp, 1986). When students’ 

learning goals conflict with their social goals, they may give up their learning goals and 

follow their social goals. Researchers have begun to note the interaction between students 

and the larger social context, but not much has yet been reported about how conflicts 

between social goals and other goals change the learning process. 

Meece and Holt (1993) presented work-avoidance goals as another category 

beyond the classical dichotomy of mastery and performance goals. They suggested that 

students who adopt a work avoidance goal only want to finish the task with minimum 

effort. This kind of goal appears as a form of avoidance motivation. A study conducted by 

Dowson and McInerney (2001) reported that students’ avoidance goal orientations were 

associated with effort minimization strategies, and emotionally, these students frequently 

experienced laziness, boredom, and even anger. 

Discussions about the role of emotions and well-being in individuals’ learning 

experience can be traced to as early as Lazarus and Launier (1978) and Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984). Emotions have been reported to be related to attributions and feelings of 

self-worth, as well as other self-constructs and goal orientations. Boekaerts (1993) 

proposed a model of adaptable learning and theorized that in a learning situation, students 

are continuously evaluating the process and judging whether the situation is threatening 

their well-being. Her primary assumption is that students self-regulate their classroom 

behavior in terms of two parallel goals: (1) enlarging their personal resources such as 
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their knowledge and skills (gaining mastery goal); and (2) preventing loss, damage of 

resources, or distortions of well-being, and maintaining their available resources 

(preserving well-being goal). As she stated, “when an individual appraises a learning 

situation and notes a discrepancy between perceived task demands and perceived 

resources to meet these demands, he or she may experience negative emotions, a change 

of mood, and a concern for well-being” (p. 150). She assumed that these appraisals result 

in emotions and actions toward upcoming and ongoing activities. If students’ well-being 

is threatened, they may switch their learning goals to restore their well-being. 

As discussed so far, researchers have provided rich information about students’ 

motivations and goal-directed learning, including students’ multiple goals, such as 

achievement, social, work-avoidance, and well-being goals. However, little has been 

reported about how students manage these multiple goals and what happens when 

conflicts occur between these goals. In addition, the theories of motivation presented 

above have mostly targeted formal and regular classroom settings, and general subjects, 

such as science or math. Very few studies have examined students’ motivations and 

emotions in their learning process in informal classroom settings, such as the community 

heritage language schools, in which I was interested in. 

Heritage language learning is not a recent phenomenon. As early as 1839, many 

states had specified the teaching of the German language to children of German heritage 

in public schools in the United States (Crawford, 1992). The most common and 

long-standing tradition of heritage language instruction is for members of the heritage 

language community to teach the language on the weekends or in after school programs. 
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This kind of community-based programs, also known as Saturday Schools, or Sunday 

Schools, usually has the good of maintaining the heritage language and culture among 

young children and adolescents (Draper & Hicks, 2000). 

Although there are slightly different definitions, the term heritage language usually 

refers either to an endangered indigenous language or to an immigrant language. 

Heritage language learners usually mean learners who are raised in a home where a 

non-English language is spoken. The learning of a heritage language may be explained by 

foreign language acquisition theories, but heritage language and foreign language are 

different in terms of the setting in which the language is first learned (UCLA Steering 

Committee, 2000), with heritage languages being introduced in the family context from 

an early age. 

The theory of motivation from foreign language acquisition that is most frequently 

used to explain heritage language learning is the goal orientation theory originally 

proposed by Gardner and Lambert (1972). Following Gardner’s idea, previous 

researchers who conducted motivation studies with heritage language learners mainly 

categorized heritage learners’ motivation into two types: (1) integrative orientation, and 

(2) instrumental orientation. Integrative orientation suggests that a learner wishes to learn 

a language in order to integrate into the culture and society of the language group. 

Learning with instrumental orientation means that a learner has the desire to achieve 

instrumental goals such as academic achievement, and/or professional and economic 

advancement. A study conducted by Yang (2003) indicated that students who had 

heritage-related motivation were more strongly motivated than learners who did not have 
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a heritage connection to the language. Social factors have been brought up in the 

empirical studies of heritage language learning, and Kim (1992), for one, addressed the 

correlation of students’ attitude and motivation for learning their heritage language with 

the attitudes of their parents and the community activities in which they were involved. 

Because of the association between language and identity, students may experience 

resistance to their heritage culture, and the resistance may also have impact on students’ 

motivation to learn the language. As described in Fan’s (2002) study of how cultural 

identity influences the academic achievement of Chinese-American college students, 

most American-born Chinese “reported considerable peer pressure during childhood and 

teenage years to assimilate. Consequently, they tended to reject their heritage culture” 

(p.168). Tse (2001) also reported that students related the use of their heritage language 

as a reminder of their minority status, and in order to avoid reinforcing that low status in 

the eyes of their peers, they tended to resist using their heritage language outside of their 

home. However, there are also studies that have claimed that higher competence in one’s 

heritage language may lead to higher self-concept (LaFormboise et al, 1993), and 

students may feel pride in being able to speak their heritage language well when they 

grow up (Fan, 2002). Further investigation of the relationship between identity and 

heritage language learning, especially for young adults, is needed. 

Although there is some research on students’ heritage language learning experience, 

not very much has yet been reported, especially for Chinese as a heritage language. 

Several ethnographic studies have been conducted to look at the maintenance of heritage 

(ethnic) language in Chinese. Chen (1992) reported on the shift of the Chinese language 
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between two generations of a Chinese-American community. The attitude of “English 

first” was generally shared across generations because English was considered the 

language for expressing appropriate social norms. Chiang (2000) reported that 

Chinese-American youth (7th graders) considered learning Chinese irrelevant to their 

lives, and they had little motivation to study Chinese. My study was intended to 

contribute to and continue this line of research, focusing on how students’ motivation and 

emotion interact and affect their learning behaviors in heritage language classes.  

 

Research Questions 

Influenced by previous motivational researchers and my personal experience, I was 

interested in exploring heritage language learners’ experience at Chinese school, focusing 

on students’ motivational goals, their emotional responses, the contextual factors 

influencing them, and how students regulated these multiple forces in the Chinese 

learning context. 

The research questions that guided me are as follows: 

1. What are the motivational goals and emotional responses that students endorse and 

experience in Chinese learning classes? 

2. How do students decide to engage or disengage their motivational goals, and what 

does this decision reflect on students’ learning behaviors? 

3. How do contextual factors, such as family, formal school, community, and 

dominant culture contribute to students’ experience in heritage language learning? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter presents a brief review of the theoretical and empirical literature that 

is relevant to my study. Because my interests center on motivations to learn Chinese as a 

heritage language, this review has three main sections. In the first section, I begin with a 

discussion of motivation theories and studies. The second section then moves to a 

consideration of heritage language learning and empirical studies related to motivation in 

this area. The final section presents relevant descriptions of the target population in this 

study, Chinese heritage learners in the United States. I discuss the Chinese community, 

the Chinese language and culture, and empirical studies on heritage language programs, 

Chinese schools. 

 

Theories and Studies of Motivation in Learning 

 Motivation, usually defined as “an internal state that arouses, directs, and maintains 

behavior” (Woolfolk, 2005, p.340), has been extensively investigated by contemporary 

researchers in the formal school context in terms of how it develops and how it is 

associated with students’ learning behaviors and performance. In the past 30 years, 

motivation research has focused on the self variables, while recently many researchers 

have turned their attention to social and contextual influences on students’ learning as 

well as the interaction of affect and motivation in learning situations. In the following 

sections, I briefly review literatures on the self-perception constructs, goals and goal 
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orientations, and research on how affect and motivation interact in learning situations. 

 

Self-perception Constructs 

 Educational researchers have long attempted to understand and explain students’ 

motivation by exploring the factors that may facilitate motivation to learn, including their 

evaluation of their ability, perceptions of capability, expectancy for success, how they 

determine the reasons for success and failure, and their concern for their well-being. Four 

of the major theories that have been proposed by researchers are presented in the 

following section: self-efficacy, attribution, self-determination, and self-worth theories. 

 Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy, a synonym for confidence, refers to a person’s judgment 

of his or her capabilities to perform a task successfully (Bandura, 1977, 1986). 

Individuals’ perceptions of their self-efficacy comes from their past performance, 

vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and physiological cues (Schunk, 1991). 

Students who have successful past experiences with a task, who observe successful 

performances of peers, or who are convinced by an authoritative figure that they are 

capable usually develop higher self-efficacy levels. Students who experience less 

physiological reactions such as changes in heart rate that they can interpret as indicating 

anxiety, are also likely to build up a sense of self-efficacy. Bandura (1977) suggested that 

an individual’s efficacy expectations are a major determinant of the individual’s choice of 

an activity, amount of effort devoted, and the persistence of effort in the face of difficulty. 

Zimmerman and Kitsantas (1999) also reported that in a writing revision task, students’ 

rated intrinsic interest was highly correlated with self-efficacy. Evidence has shown that 
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students who have higher efficacy are more active in classroom participation, more 

hardworking, more willing to embrace challenge, and have longer persistence in learning 

than those who have lower efficacy. 

 Attribution. Self-efficacy is highly related to attribution. Attribution is the 

perceived cause of an outcome, that is, the reasons why a person believes a particular task 

turned out to be successful or not. Weiner (1984, 1985, 2000) proposed that attributions 

are expected to alter students’ motivational variables in terms of expectancy, values, 

beliefs, and emotions. Weiner (1986) suggested the three dimensions of causality 

identified in attribution theory include locus, stability, and controllability. Typical 

attributions in an academic setting include effort, ability, teacher, and luck. Hsieh (2004) 

examined the relationship between attribution and self-efficacy beliefs in foreign 

language learning context and found that self-efficacy correlated positively with ability 

and effort attributions, and negatively with luck and teacher attributions. Seifert (2004) 

suggested that if students attribute their success and failure to internal, controllable 

causes such as effort, they are more likely to feel pride, satisfaction, and to develop a 

higher sense of self-esteem. Students who attribute failure to internal, uncontrollable 

factors, such as ability or luck, are more likely to feel shame and humiliation. The former 

students are more likely to engage in difficult tasks and persist longer while the latter 

students are more likely to show little effort in the task. 

 Self-determination theory. Although theories dealing with self-efficacy and 

attribution provide powerful explanations of individual’s learning behaviors, another 

important issue is an individual’s choice and control over engaging or disengaging in a 
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task. Over many years, Ryan and Deci (2000) developed self-determination theory (SDT), 

built on the idea that humans need to address three primary needs, competence, 

relatedness (“the need to feel belongingness and connectedness with others,” p.73), and 

autonomy (“the feeling of volition that can accompany any act,” p.74), as essential 

elements for facilitating optimal functioning as well as for constructing social 

development and personal well-being. According to the theory, individuals will feel 

self-determined when they feel they have control over what they do and what happens as 

a result of these actions. Ryan and Deci (2000) described self-determination on a 

continuum showing types of motivation ranging from amotivation or unwillingness, to 

extrinsic motivation, to intrinsic motivation. While intrinsic motivation is defined as 

motivation to engage in an act on one’s inherent interests, extrinsic motivation is an act to 

attain some separable outcome or to avoid punishment. Ryan and Deci distinguished four 

types of extrinsic motivation as external regulation, introjected regulation, identified 

regulation, and integrated regulation. External regulation represents behaviors performed 

based on some reward or external contingency. Introjected regulation refers to “taking in 

a regulation but not fully accepting it as one’s own” (p. 72). Individuals perform such 

actions to “avoid guilt or anxiety or to attain ego-enhancements such as pride.” Here, as 

Ryan and Deci exemplifying, an individual engages in demonstrating ability or avoiding 

failure in order to maintain feelings of worth. Identified regulation, a more autonomous, 

or self-determined, form of motivation, describes a behavior that was accepted or viewed 

as personally important by the individual. Finally, the most autonomous form of extrinsic 

motivation is integrated regulation. “Integration occurs when identified regulations are 
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fully assimilated to the self” (p. 73). An empirical study by Ryan and Connell (1989) 

suggested that the more students were externally regulated, the more they tended to 

attribute the responsibility for negative outcomes to others, such as blaming the teacher, 

and the less interest, value, and effort they showed toward achievement. Introjected 

regulation was found to be positively related to expanding effort, but also to feeling more 

anxiety and poorer coping with failures. Identified regulation was associated with 

expending more effort, greater interest and enjoyment of school, and more positive 

coping styles. 

 Self-worth. Rather than focus on self-perceptions about ability, cause of outcome, 

and locus of control, Covington (1984) offered an explanation of classroom achievement 

and behaviors from the perspective of self-worth. He assumed that students’ classroom 

behaviors are hindered by their need to protect their sense of worth or personal value. For 

many students, high ability usually signifies worthiness. Combining attribution theory 

and learned-drive theories (Atkinson, 1957, 1964), Covington emphasized the need to 

approach success and to avoid failures that bring about a sense of worthlessness and 

social disapproval. Because ability is usually taken as a crucial component of success, 

and inability is usually viewed as a cause for failure, self-perceptions of ability become a 

benchmark of a person’s self-definition. As effort is usually considered a powerful factor 

in an individual’s perception of ability, effort is also an important source of worthiness. A 

combination of high effort and failure may create the perception of low ability, and 

success accompanied by low effort may be perceived as high ability. Thus, “effort 

becomes a double-edged sword: students must exert some effort to avoid teacher 
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punishment and personal feelings of guilt, but not so much effort as to risk 

incompetency-linked humiliation should they try hard and fail anyway” (p.10). 

Covington and Omelich (1982) reported that for college students, the degree of effort, 

either high or low, led to various guilt reactions, and the perceptions of inability 

accounted for the variation in humiliation. The more effort students devoted, which might 

suggest inability, the more humiliation they experienced when they failed. The 

researchers concluded that even though high effort decreased guilt, the feelings of 

humiliation increased at the same time due to perceptions of inability. Because perceived 

ability results in self-worth, and perceived inability is a threat to self-worth, students who 

want to avoid failure may strive to look competent or avoid looking incompetent to 

protect their self-worth. Seifert (1997) suggested that failure avoiding strategies were 

defense mechanisms that students use to protect ability perceptions in the event of failure. 

These strategies include behaviors such as effort withdrawal (not trying), procrastination, 

maintaining a state of disorganization, setting goals too high, setting goals too low, 

cheating, or asking for help. Students constructed excuses other than inability to explain 

the cause of failure by using these strategies. For example, “I would have done better if I 

had started to prepare for the exam earlier.” 

 

Goal Orientations and Multiple Goals 

 In addition to self-perception constructs, contemporary motivation researchers have 

engaged in rich discussions of goal-directed behaviors. Much of this work focused on 

achievement goals, but recently, other researchers (Bokaerts, 1998, 2002, 2003; Dowson 
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and McInerney, 2001; Maehr, 1984; Urdan & Maehr, 1995) have argued that 

nonachievement goals, such as social goals and multiple content goals, should not be 

overlooked. In what follows I discuss in brief the vast literature on achievement goal 

orientations and I present the major research on nonachievement goals, including 

work-avoidance goals and social goals. 

 Achievement Goal Orientations. Achievement goal orientation theory indicated 

goal pursuit as an important factor in achievement-related behavior (Dweck, 1986, 

Dweck & Leggett, 1988, Pintrich, 2000). The basic assumption of the theory is that 

students perform an academic task with a desire to achieve a particular set of purposes or 

reasons. The two dominant goals in classical achievement-goal theory are mastery (also 

known as learning or task-oriented) and performance (also known as failure avoidant or 

ego-oriented) goals. Mastery goal-oriented students tend to focus on acquiring knowledge 

and developing and improving their own ability. These students are more likely to have 

higher levels of efficacy, task value, interest, positive affect, effort, and persistence, and 

to use more cognitive and metacognitive strategies, as well as experiencing better 

performance (Pintrich, 2000).   

 On the other hand, performance goal-oriented students tend to focus more on 

demonstrating their ability and outperforming others or avoiding looking incompetent or 

less able in comparison to others. These students are more likely to attribute their success 

or failure to their ability, and other uncontrollable factors and prefer to engage in less 

sophisticated strategy use (Nolen, 1988; Seifert, 1995). They experience more negative 

affect, and see challenging or difficult problems as failure situations (Dweck & Leggett, 
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1988). Students with mastery goals are more likely to be intrinsically motivated while 

students with performance goals tend to be extrinsically motivated. 

 Pintrich (2000) revised the original goal theory formulation from the perspective of 

multiple goals and suggested that mastery and performance goals could establish different 

patterns of motivation, affect, strategy use, and performance over time. Students may 

endorse both mastery and performance goals and different levels of both of these goals, 

and reach similar achievement level. His empirical study implied that when students 

adopt both mastery and performance orientations, there may be little difference in terms 

of motivation, affect, cognition, or achievement, as long as students focused on 

“approaching” the learning task. 

 Work-avoidance Goal. Despite the emphasis on performance and mastery goals in 

the literature, a third kind of goal, work avoidance, has been proposed by Meece and Holt 

(1993). Work avoidance goals represent an avoidance motivation, which means that 

students deliberately avoid engaging in putting effort or only want to put in the minimum 

effort that is required to complete academic tasks. In a qualitative study conducted by 

Dowson and McInerney (2001), students’ avoidance goal orientations were associated 

with effort minimization strategies, including copying, asking the teacher to help 

complete a problem even on a relatively easy task, and engaging in off-task behavior (e.g., 

talking to friends, reorganizing pens, or “tuning out”). Emotionally, these students 

experienced “laziness”, boredom, inertia, and even anger. These feelings hampered 

students from their involvement in academic work. Specifically, the study reported that 

students felt lethargic when attempting difficult work, became angry with the teacher who 
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assigned challenging or demanding work, felt relieved when they had a less taxing 

academic task as an alternative choice, wished to be somewhere other than the present 

academic situation, and showed no concerns with the task. Most of the time, 

work-avoidance goals are maladaptive and result in limited engagement in learning. 

 Social Goals. Additional goals that have been reported to have an impact on 

students’ behavior are social goals (Seifert, Schulz, & Davis, 1996; Urdan & Maehr, 1995; 

Wentzel, 1991, 1994, 1996). When students enter the age of adolescence, more peers are 

included in their social networks. Nonacademic activities, such as getting together with 

friends may sometimes conflict with schoolwork. Social goals, such as social approval or 

social compliance, may influence students’ academic-related behavior (Urdan & Maehr, 

1995). When students’ learning goals conflict with their social goals, they may give up 

their learning goals and follow their social goals. For example, if a student’s goal is to 

receive approval from peers who do not value achievement, the student is not likely to 

make effort for successful performance in an academic task, as Boekaerts Koning and 

Vedder (2006) noted  

Social goals illustrate that students’ wish to act in a way that is valued by people in 

their social environment (teachers, parents, peers) and different types of social 

goals refer to specific content categories (e.g., belongingness goals, social support 

goals, social responsibility goals, and equity goals). (p.34) 

 

Goals and Emotions 

 Even though there has been much theoretical and empirical work about goals and 

goal orientations, the concept of goals is still unclear. The term goals is usually defined as 
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the standard that individuals consciously set to guide their behavior (Austin & Vancouver, 

1996). Some researchers have argued that the concept of goals should not be limited to a 

cognitive term, but should also be seen as a personality term (Lemos, 2002). In fact, 

many authors consider the self as an important element in understanding an individual’s 

goal setting and goal striving, such as the ideal self and the ought self in Higgins’ (1987) 

study, and the possible selves in Markus and Nurius (1986). Lemos argued that goals play 

an influential role in students’ cognition, as well as in their social and emotional 

processes. She investigated students’ strategy use in stressful situations in the classroom 

in relation to their goals. One of her findings was that goals are the key to dealing with 

stress, and combinations of goal setting, personal goal valuing, and goal difficulty, which 

she called goal characteristics, are required for successful coping. 

 Boekaerts’ Model of Adaptable Learning. About 20 years ago, Lazarus and his 

colleagues proposed the idea that learning in school is not only a linear form of logical 

problem solving, but it includes contextual, social, and emotional factors as essential 

factors that influence students’ behavior in various learning situations (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984; Lazarus & Launier, 1978). Following Lazarus and his colleague, 

Boekaerts (1993) theorized that students continuously appraise whether a learning 

situation is beneficial, neutral, or threatening to their well-being, and these appraisals 

determine the coping strategies they engage for the upcoming and ongoing learning 

activities. In other word, goals are responses to emotional reactions that arise within the 

classroom context. She proposed a model of adaptable learning to describe students’ 

goal-directed behavior in the classroom. The primary assumption for her model is that 
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students’ goal-directed behavior in the classroom is guided by two parallel goals: on the 

one hand, students want to enlarge their knowledge and skills in order to extend their 

personal resources; on the other hand, they also want to maintain their available resources 

and to prevent loss, damage, and distortions of their well-being. In a learning situation, 

students continuously evaluate whether the situation is threatening to their well-being. If 

their well-being is threatened, they may switch their learning goals to restore their 

well-being. Accordingly, a central role is given to the appraisal construct in her model. 

 

 
Figure 2.1: The Original Model of Adaptable Learning1 

                                                 
1 From "Self-regulated learning: Finding a balance between learning goals and 
ego-protective goals” by M. Boekaerts & M. Niemivirta, 2000.  In M. Boekaerts, P. 
Pintrich, & M. Zeidner (Ed.), Handbook of Self-Regulation, p.429. London, UK: 
Academic Press. 
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 Boekaerts (1993) assumed that students translate their long-term general learning 

goals into short-term learning intentions, no matter whether they realize these intentions 

consciously, or not. A learning intention means the willingness to put in effort to 

accomplish learning goals.  “Each learning opportunity finds the learner at a certain 

stage of skill development and with a certain degree of confidence and motivation in 

relation to that skill. Hence, it could be that some learning activities are perceived by the 

learner as ‘real’ learning opportunities, whereas others are characterized as artificial or 

suboptimal learning situation” (p.153). The former will lead to a learning intention, 

whereas the latter, may at best, lead to behavioral intentions to stay out of trouble.   

 In Boekaerts’ model (1993), each learning situation generates a network that 

invades a student’s personal strivings and vulnerabilities. As shown in Figure 2.1, this 

network is represented by links between the appraisal process and the contents of a 

dynamic internal working model (WM). Three sources of information are integrated in 

the on-line working model: (1) perception of the learning situation, (2) activated 

domain-specific knowledge and skills relevant to the learning situation, and (3) aspects of 

the students’ self-system (personality traits). The first source of information, perception 

of the learning situation, includes the task, the instructions given by the teacher, 

availability of resource materials, social support, and all physical and social contexts. The 

second source of information, activated domain-specific knowledge and skills relevant to 

the learning situation, includes the knowledge about how things work in general and in 

the present context, such as declarative and procedural knowledge and cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies. The third source of information, aspects of the students’ 
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self-system, includes students’ self-concept, values, motivational beliefs, and their 

short-term and long-term goals. Students appraise each learning situation uniquely 

because the information derived from the three sources is different. These unique 

appraisals guide and determine students’ behavior in the classroom, including their goal 

setting and goal striving. It is hypothesized that if the information in the dynamic 

working model is positive, either because the relevant scripts are accessible (resource 2) 

or because of the fulfillment of personally relevant goals and personal gains (resource 3), 

positive appraisals will be elicited. On the contrary, if no relevant scripts can be located 

or the learner is not interested in investing energy in the task, negative appraisals will be 

raised. Boekaerts (1993) suggested that positive appraisals steer and direct students’ 

attention and energy to an increase in competence and other resources, which leads to a 

learning intention and allows the student to engage a mastery mode. Negative appraisals, 

on the other hand, urge students to protect their ego, prevent loss of resources, and restore 

their well-being, and leads to a coping intention, followed by a coping or well-being 

process. For example, if students appraise that their personal resources are not capable of 

meeting the task demands, negative emotions, such as anxiety, anger, or disappointment, 

may arise, and encourage students to adopt a coping mode of behavior such as failure 

avoidance or stress reduction. When students appraise that they are capable of meeting 

the task demands with reasonable costs, positive emotions may arise and lead them into 

learning intentions and a mastery mode. 

 The model was first tested by Seegers and Boekaerts (1993). The results of the 

study suggested that students’ ratings of task attraction and task value was positively 
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influenced by their motivational beliefs, especially their task orientation. These positive 

appraisals were directly and indirectly related to the intention to learn and to positive 

emotions. Unfavorable motivational beliefs, such as ego orientation, had negative impact 

on students’ appraisals and resulted in low task attraction and negative emotions. 

 Seifert (1995) also examined whether motivational goal orientations would be 

predicted from emotions with fifth-grade students by using path analysis. The results of 

the study supported the idea that emotions are associated with goal orientations and may 

be driving the goal orientations. Students who experienced feelings of competency 

adopted mastery goals while students experiencing negative emotions, such as frustration 

and anxiety, adopted performance goals, trying to look smart or outperform others. 

Seifert and O’keefe (2001) also investigated the relationship between emotions and 

learning or work avoidance goals with senior high school students. The findings of the 

study suggested that perceived meaning and perceived competence elicited a learning 

goal, and a decline of work meaning and a sense of incompetence gave rise to work 

avoidance. 

 In recent years, Boekaerts and Niemivirta (2000) proposed an alternative path in 

the model and indicated that not all students apprehend that they have alternative action 

paths from which to choose, especially in situations in which habitual engagement and/or 

externally set goals are dominant. When first hearing about a task (e.g., there is going to 

be a quiz), a student may identify it as a threatening situation based on previous personal 

experience (e.g., bad experience when taking a quiz), and experience negative arousal. 

This primary appraisal leads directly to goal striving, the coping or restoring of a 
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well-being process, without considering consciously whether the situation can be handled 

or how things work in this present situation. Boekaerts and Niemivirta called these 

processes “curtailed goal paths.” 

 From a multiple goals perspective, Boekaerts (1998) also argued that when the goal 

is unappealing, uninteresting, too difficult or too easy, threatening or boring, students 

may experience a feeling of disconnection, incoherence, or a conflict between goals. 

Feelings of incongruence and disconnections may occur when students experience 

strategy failure or when the self-defined goals are hindered. She addressed the concept of 

“goal ambivalence.” This occurs when an individual perceives the goal as having both 

positive and negative consequences, placing the person in an ambivalent situation and an 

approach-avoidance conflict. For example, when a girl who originally has a learning goal 

encounters a social goal conflict (e.g., her friend calls her names when she gets a good 

grade), she may adopt a double-focused approach. She may only make her best effort 

when she is confident that the teacher will not publicly announce the results, and she may 

try to avoid success when she feels too much anticipatory anxiety. Boekaerts (1998) 

explained goal ambivalence with “learned helplessness” (Abramson et al., 1978; Kuhl, 

1984; Seligman, 1994), interpreting it from Seligman (1994):  

Students who feel loss of control, after a period of non-contingency of reward, will 

experience inconsistency, unpredictability of failure, and disconnection. In turn, 

these experiences will lead to learned helplessness, characterized by disaffection, 

passivity, resistance, avoidance, and giving up. (p. 189) 

In her view, the goal ambivalence an individual experiences may make the individual 

continuously switch between a mastery mode and a well-being mode. Alternatively, the 
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individual may decide to approach or avoid the conflict. 

 Although motivation researchers have investigated goal-directed behaviors from 

various aspects, the interaction between the different multiple goals, especially multiple 

content goals, have not yet been studied enough. Empirical studies that examine multiple 

goals simultaneously are needed to provide insights in understanding the contextual 

factors that trigger values and goals in the classroom. In order to take a close look at the 

complex interactions between goals and emotions, in this study, I observed an informal 

setting, a Chinese heritage language learning schools. In the following sections, I discuss 

heritage language learning, and in particular, heritage language learning settings for 

Chinese immigrants in the United States. 

 

Heritage Language Learning 

According to the U.S. census (2000), over 30 million people in the U.S. were 

foreign born (U.S. Census Bureau 2001a). About 50% of the foreign-born population is 

of Latin American origin, speaking Spanish, Portuguese, and various indigenous 

languages, while another 25% come from Asian countries, speaking Chinese, Hindi, 

Khmer, Korean, Vietnamese, and so on. Brecht and Ingold (2002) suggested that there are 

over 175 languages used in the United States today. Over 18% of children between 5 to 

17 years old live in homes that use languages other than English. Yet, unlike their 

typically high levels of English proficiency, the children’s development and maintenance 

of their home languages seems to be far lower (Portes & Hao, 1998). It seems that once 

the language shift occurs, heritage languages are usually not maintained and rarely 
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developed (Krashen, 2000). Marcos (1999) pointed out that the emphasis on the 

development and maintenance of these children’s English language skills often comes at 

the expense of losing their heritage language skills (see also Hinton, 1999). Fishman 

(1966) described the process of language loss over three generations: The first generation 

strives to learn the majority language, English, but speaks the native language at home; 

the second generation speaks a high level and native-level English, but with limited use 

of their parents’ home language; the third generation speaks in English almost all the time, 

even at home, and has little knowledge of their grandparents’ native language. In each 

discussion, children immigrants who themselves come to the U.S. needing to learn 

English, often behave like Fishman’s second generation in terms of how they maintain (or 

do not) the home language. Concerned about the disappearance of their heritage language 

in the next generations, educators and parents of immigrants have attended to the 

linguistic and cultural needs of the children of immigrants. 

 

Definition of Heritage Language and Heritage Language Learner 

The term heritage language has various definitions in the literature depending on 

the perspective involved. Similar terms such as ethnic language, minority language, 

ancestral language, and aboriginal language have been used. Fishman (2001) stated that 

broadly speaking, the term heritage language may refer to any ancestral language such as 

indigenous, colonial, and immigrant languages. However, from the perspective of 

language educators in the U.S., heritage language usually refers either to an endangered 

indigenous language or to an immigrant language. Other researchers have defined 
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heritage language as “the language associated with one’s cultural background and it may 

or may not be spoken in the home” (Cho, Cho, & Tse, 1997). A heritage language 

learner or heritage language speakers, then, refers to a student who “is raised in a home 

where a non-English language is spoken” and who “speaks or at least understands the 

language and who is to some degree bilingual in that language and English” (Valdés, 

2001, p. 38). Valdés (2000) also stated,  

For the most part, the experiences of these heritage speakers have been similar. 

They speak or hear the heritage language spoken at home, but they receive all of 

their education in the official or majority language of the countries in which they 

live. What this means is that, in general, such students receive no instruction in the 

heritage language. They thus become literate only in the majority language. (p. 1) 

Draper and Hicks (2000) cited the description of heritage language learner by the 

Texas Education Agency (1997) and categorized students with “home backgrounds” in 

languages other than English into: 

 Students who are able to understand oral language, but unable to speak the 

language beyond single-word answers. 

 Students who can speak the language fluently but have little to no experience with 

the language in its written form. 

 Students who have come to the United States from non-English speaking countries.  

They can understand and speak the language fluently; however their reading and 

writing skills may be limited due to a lack of formal education in their countries of 

origin. 

 Fluent bilingual students who understand, speak, read, and write another language 

very well. (p.20) 

Arnhart, Arnold, and Bravo-Black (2001) described four types of heritage language 

learners as (1) diglossic bilinguals, who use either language depending on the context, (2) 
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proficient bilinguals, who speak both languages but may not be biliterate, (3) passive 

bilinguals, who understand the language audibly, but do not speak it, and (4) covert 

bilinguals, who refuse to use the language and insist on not understanding it because of 

sociolinguistic factors. In the literature, heritage language learners were sometimes 

referred as home background speakers, native speakers, bilingual speakers, semi-lingual 

speakers, residual speakers, among others. 

 

Heritage Language Instruction 

 According to Drapper and Hicks (2000), heritage language instruction traditionally 

is delivered in one of three ways: (1) taught in a community-based program, (2) taught by 

teachers in public school districts either as part of the curriculum or in after school 

programs, and (3) taught in a program where the teacher offers instruction in both English 

and the heritage language. Although some progress has been made in heritage language 

teaching and learning in the education system, there are still few public schools offering 

heritage/native language classes. The most common and long-standing tradition of 

heritage language instruction is for members of the heritage language community to teach 

the language on the weekend or in after school programs. This kind of community-based 

programs, also known as Saturday or Sunday Schools, usually tries to maintain the 

heritage language and culture among young children and adolescents. For Chinese, 

Korean, and Russian immigrants, the community has established community-based 

weekend or after school programs to preserve the heritage language (Valdés, 1995; 

Marcos, 1999). By contrast, Spanish communities have been successful in convincing the 
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schools and government to include Spanish instruction as part of the regular school 

curriculum (Valdés, 1995), either as a foreign language class or as part of bilingual 

instruction. 

Heritage language learning sometimes is explained by foreign language acquisition 

theories, and yet a major difference between heritage language and foreign language 

acquisition lies in where the learning begins. In other words, a heritage language mostly 

begins in the home whereas foreign language learning, at least initially, starts in a 

classroom setting (UCLA Steering Committee, 2000). Payton, Ranard, and McGinnis 

(2001) suggested that unlike the traditional foreign language learners, many heritage 

language learners are dealing with the consummate issues of identity. Krashen (2000) 

also indicated that in a foreign language class, “heritage language speakers are in a 

no-win situation” (p.441) because they are expected to do well, and if they do not do well, 

the experience may be painful. Valdes (2005) proposed that 

In order to design appropriate instruction, it is necessary to determine which 

students – by formally studying their L1 – are involved in one or more of the 

following processes: (a) acquisition of incompletely acquired features of the L1 as 

a “second” language, (b) first language (re-)acquisition involving the acquisition of 

features that have undergone attrition, (c) acquisition of a second dialect (D2 

acquisition), (d) development of discourse skills in the written and oral language 

including the acquisition of formal registers and styles (R2) acquisition and literacy, 

and (e) expansion of receptive proficiencies into productive grammars. (p. 417) 

 

Research on Heritage Language Speakers 

Heritage language speakers have been studied by the researchers who engaged in 
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the study of bilingualism from the perspectives of sociolinguistics, linguistics, and 

psycholinguistics. Sociolinguists have emphasized investigating societal bilingualism, 

such as language maintenance, language shift, reversal of language shift, and language 

death. Linguists, on the other hand, have been more interested in understanding the 

phenomena occurring when languages are in contact, such as how one language 

influences another language, and the grammatical changes that result because of the 

language contact. These include examining the grammatical borrowing and the influence 

on phonological, morphological, syntactic, and lexical transfer. Nevertheless, from a 

psycholinguist point of view, researchers focus on studying the bilingual individual. 

Researchers have been interested in (1) the development and attrition of bilingualism, (2) 

bilingual individuals’ information processing, (3) neuropsychological foundations of 

bilingualism, and (4) bilingualism and cognition (Valdes, 2005). 

The majority of heritage language literature has been conducted with Spanish 

heritage language speakers. For example, researchers have discussed the issues of placing 

a heritage language speaker in a foreign language classes and suggested that the needs of 

Spanish heritage language speakers in the class could not always be met (Campbell and 

Peyton, 1998; Feliciano, 1981; Garcia and Blanco, 2000; Roca, 2000). Valde s (2001) 

stated, “Instruction for heritage language speakers who are to some degree bilingual 

requires that language educators build on these students’ existing language strengths” 

(p.61). Feliciano (1981) also found that in a Spanish as a foreign language class, the 

English monolinguals were intimidated by the presence of the Spanish heritage language 

speakers, and the bilinguals were bored at the prosaic drills and grammar explanations. 
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Other researchers, such as Tallon (2006), examined the different anxiety levels between 

foreign language learners and heritage language learners in college Spanish classes, and 

found that heritage language students generally experienced lower anxiety than 

non-heritage students, and these heritage students reported several sources of anxiety 

inside the classroom (e.g., teacher characteristics, curriculum issues, doing presentations, 

and writing) and outside the classroom (e.g., talking to very fluent speakers, using 

Spanish at work, or speaking with family members). 

Unlike Spanish heritage language speakers, Chinese heritage language speakers in 

the U.S. usually do not have as much exposure to their heritage language in their daily 

life, and many schools have not (yet) provided Chinese as a foreign language class. The 

profound differences between different Chinese dialects, which heritage language 

speakers use at home, as well as the difference from the English language may create an 

even more complicated situation for Chinese heritage language learners, in terms of their 

motivation to learn the language, their emotions, as well as their perceived identity. 

 

Identity and Heritage Language Learning 

Although not every researcher agrees with the fundamental association between 

language and identity, most have noted language as one of the prominent factors and 

indicators of identity (Fishman, 1977; Giles & Coupland, 1991). Bourhis, Giles, and 

Tajfel (1973) investigated students’ perceptions of their identity with Welsh adults and 

suggested that language to a large extent serves as a symbol of Welsh identity. However, 

another study conducted by Giles, Llado, McKirnan, and Taylor (1979) suggested that 
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although language is an important feature of respondents’ conception of their social 

environment, “in none of the age samples did respondents [in the study] indicate that 

language directly influenced their personal sense of identity” (p. 199). There is no simple 

answer for the question about whether cultural identity or ethnic distinctiveness can be 

maintained without the maintenance of mother tongue. Several studies (Leclezio et al., 

1986; Giles et al, 1977; Giles et al, 1976; Taylor et al., 1973) suggested that it is crucial to 

maintain the language in order to maintain ethnic identity, while other studies (Edwards 

& Shearn, 1987; Giles et al., 1979) reported that maintaining cultural identity does not 

depend essentially on language. Edwards and Shearn (1987) cited Edwards (1985) and 

argued that “language is important in group identity but can be overvalued if considered 

in isolation, and is not a necessary element in identity maintenance and continuity” 

(p.147). 

In the literature on heritage language learning, identity is usually considered as one 

of the major factors for the maintenance and development of the heritage language. Noel, 

Pon, and Cle ment (1996) defined ethnic identity as “a subjective feeling of belongingness 

to a particular ethnic group” (p.246). Researchers argued that heritage language is closely 

related to ethnic identity (Baker, 2001; Cho, 2000). In fact, Cho (2000) reported that 

Korean Americans who learned their heritage language held a strong ethnic identity and 

greater understanding and knowledge of cultural values and manners. As Lambert (1975) 

proposed, minority-language children may adjust themselves to reach the demands of the 

wider society in the following ways: (a) rejecting his or her heritage language and culture, 

(b) rejecting the language and culture of the dominant (wider) society, (c) becoming an 
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anomic individual without affiliation either to his or her own culture or that of the 

dominant society; and (d) becoming capable of participating in both cultures. Children, 

however, usually have a strong need for a sense of belonging. If they perceive that their 

heritage language and culture may not be accepted by their friends, teachers, and people 

who are not from the same ethnic groups, they may try to hide their knowledge of their 

heritage language and culture (Cummins, 1984). 

Similar results have been reported by Tse (2001). Seven out of ten participants in 

her study recalled experiencing resistance to using their heritage language outside of the 

home because they considered the heritage language “a prominent symbol of their 

stigmatized minority status, which they wanted to avoid reinforcing in the eyes of their 

peers or among those in authority” (p. 693). Participants in Fan’s (2002) study of cultural 

identity and achievement reported that most American-born Chinese college students had 

experienced considerable peer pressure during their childhood and teenage years to 

assimilate, which had led them to reject their heritage culture. Then, as their awareness of 

losing their cultural roots grew as they grew older, they became more interested in 

maintaining their cultural heritage and even felt pride in being able to speak their heritage 

language (Chinese) well. 

What is not clear is whether being able to know and understand two cultures, may, 

in a sense, enhance a person’s sense of well-being. Researchers have noted the 

relationship between identity and sense of well-being. Lambert (1975) claimed that 

“minority group children can enhance their sense of personal well-being, their sense of 

social justice and their tolerance and appreciation of human diversity from a 
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bilingual-bicultural base” (p.79). LaFormboise et al. (1993) also claimed that ethnic 

minorities with bicultural competence may experience higher self-concept, self-esteem 

and confidence, and better physical and psychological health. 

 The identity of heritage language learners may influence their motivation to learn 

or not to learn their heritage language, but researchers have also pointed to other 

motivation theories to explain the learning experiences of heritage language learners, to 

which I now turn. 

 

Motivation and Heritage Language Learning 

 Many researchers support the idea that students may not learn a language 

successfully merely because of simple exposure (Dulay & Burt, 1977), and motivation is 

usually the key factor mentioned in the literature on language learning. Garner (2001) 

proposed that language learning means making something foreign to be part of one’s self 

and emphasized the importance of one’s willingness to open oneself to change as well as 

one’s attitude toward the foreign language’s community. 

 The motivation theory that has been most commonly applied by foreign/second and 

heritage language researchers is that offered by Gardner and Lambert (1972). These 

researchers distinguished foreign language motivation into instrumental (learning for 

practical and utilitarian purposes) and integrative (learning for knowledge acquisition as 

well as to integrate themselves with the target culture) motivation. Even though 

integrative motivation and instrumental orientation were not necessarily opposite to each 

other, Gardner and Lambert suggested that students with integrative orientation, which is 
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linked to positive attitudes toward the target language community, would employ more 

effort in learning the language and achieve greater competence. 

 Yang (2003) examined college students’ motivation orientation when learning East 

Asian language classes in the U. S. Her results indicated that, compared with language 

learners who had other motivation reasons (integrative, instrumental, interest, 

school-related, travel), students who had heritage-related motivation were more strongly 

motivated to learn the language. These students in the class had a stronger desire to learn 

speaking and listening skills than to learn reading and writing.   

 Similarly, Geisherik (2004) investigated college students’ goals toward learning 

Russian as a heritage language, focusing on which motivational orientation the heritage 

learners were inclined to report, instrumental or integrative. She concluded that the goals 

of each heritage language learner were very different, even if they fell under the same 

motivation orientation. She also suggested that when investigating heritage learners, 

researchers should also consider the learners’ family background (urban or rural), the 

amount of exposure to the language in the family (daily basis or occasional), the formal 

or informal instruction for their development of all four skills (speaking comprehension, 

reading and writing), and the age at which they started to learn the language. These 

factors are likely to be very different across the students in a heritage classroom. 

 Noels (2005) examined the motivation to learn a heritage language from the 

self-determination theory perspective. She examined the differences between heritage and 

non-heritage learners in their endorsement of intrinsic/extrinsic and 

integrative/instrumental orientations in German classes. Her results indicated that 
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heritage learners reported being involved with identified regulation because it was an 

important aspect of their self-concept. She further suggested that group dynamics 

(Clement et al., 1994) and positive relations with the teacher (Gardner, 1985) along with 

feelings of autonomy and competence are relevant for promoting intrinsic and more 

self-determined orientations. In addition, relatedness was also linked to the intergroup 

variables, particular the feelings of belonging to the German culture and community and 

identification with German speakers, which characterized the integrative/self-confidence 

factor. 

 Additionally, several researchers in the field of second language acquisition have 

also considered goals and attitudes as influential factors, which includes the attitudes 

toward the community and people who speak the language, toward learning the language 

in question, toward learning languages and language learning in general, and the goal(s) 

being pursued through language learning (Ellis, 1994; Noels & Clement, 1989). 

 Kim (1992) conducted a study about the role that attitudes and motivation play in 

Korean heritage language learning, and reported that students’ heritage language 

proficiency and use patterns were significantly correlated with the students’ attitudes and 

motivation toward learning and maintaining the language. Moreover, the study suggested 

that parents’ attitudes toward learning and maintaining the heritage language were related 

to students’ attitude and motivation.  In addition, students’ perception of community 

activities, Korean group vitality in this study, also related to their attitudes and motivation 

to learn the heritage language. 

 In short, the importance of social and individual factors cannot be excluded when 
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researchers are describing language learning processes. More recently, Gardner (1985, 

2001) revised the original theory and developed a social educational model of second 

language acquisition. In the new model, he added the external influence, individual 

differences, and language acquisition contexts as influences on the outcome of language 

learning. Factors such as instrumental orientation, integrative orientation, interest in 

foreign languages, attitudes toward the learning situation (e.g., evaluation of teacher and 

course), motivational intensity, desire to learn the language, attitude toward learning the 

language, and anxiety in the language class and with language use are taken into account 

to explain the success of second language learning.   

 

Heritage Language Learning in Chinese 

 Having discussed the issues concerning heritage language learning in general, I 

now turn to a discussion of the target population, Chinese immigrants in the United 

States. 

 

The Chinese Community 

 Based on where, when, and how they came to the United States, the diversity of 

Chinese communities is wide. There have been three major waves of immigrants to the 

U.S.. The first wave of Chinese immigrants came from Guangdong province and Hong 

Kong (southern coastal areas of China) around mid-19th century. These immigrants 

spoke Cantonese at home but used traditional Chinese characters. The second wave of 

Chinese immigration was made up of Taiwanese professionals and anti-Communist elites 
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who spoke Mandarin, and also used traditional Chinese characters. Then, after the 

People’s of Republic of China established diplomatic relations with the United States 

around 1976, an increasing number of people from mainland China entered the U.S. 

Although most of these people speak Mandarin, and some of them may speak their 

hometown dialects, they all have adopted simplified Chinese characters in writing. This 

diversity also represents challenges and the differences in local Chinese 

heritage-language schools (Li, 2005). 

 

The Chinese Language 

 The Spoken Chinese. Chinese, often regarded as a subfamily of the Sino-Tibetan 

family of languages, is represented differently in spoken and written forms. For spoken 

Chinese, there are between six and twelve forms, including Mandarin, Cantonese, 

Shanghainese, and Hakka, commonly known as “dialects.” These Chinese dialects are not 

only different in pronunciation, but there is also around a 25% to 50% difference in terms 

of grammar and vocabulary. As Lehman (1974) suggested, these dialects “differ 

sufficiently to be called separate languages if it were not for the attitudes of the speakers 

and the tradition of a single written language” (p.48). Mandarin, the most widespread 

form of spoken Chinese, is regarded as the official language of both the People’s 

Republic of China and Taiwan as well as one of the official languages of Singapore and 

the United Nations (The Columbia Encyclopedia, 2000). Cantonese, mostly spoken by 

the people of Hong Kong, Macau and the southern part of China is the most common 

language one can hear in Chinatowns in the U.S. because early Chinese immigrants were 
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from the southern part of China. In recent years, however, with an increasing number of 

immigrants from Taiwan and other parts of China, the use of Mandarin in the United 

States is growing. 

 The Written Chinese. Even though there are many different dialects of spoken 

Chinese, when it comes to the written form Chinese people will usually communicate 

with standard written Chinese. There is one standard written Chinese, but there are two 

standards for Chinese characters, a set of traditional Chinese characters (used in Taiwan 

and Hong-Kong) and a set of simplified Chinese characters (used in China and 

Singapore). The difference between traditional and simplified Chinese, as indicated by 

the word simplified, is that the number of strokes needed to write certain radicals and the 

number of synonymous characters are reduced. For example, the traditional Chinese 

character “廣” is “広” in simplified form and both mean width. In this study, all students 

were learning and writing in traditional Chinese. 

 English VS Chinese. Wang, Cheng, and Chen (2006) described the difference 

between English and Chinese from a morphological perspective as follows: 

First of all, the principle of phonological assembly that, in alphabetic systems, 

allows larger units (syllables and words) to be assembled from letter-phoneme 

mappings does not apply to Chinese reading. Second, Chinese is often considered 

to be a “morphographic” language in which the graphemes represent syllables that 

are morphemes rather than phonemes (p.543). 

One Chinese syllable may represent several different morphemes (e.g., /Yu2/ can be 

represented as 魚 [fish], 瑜 [beautiful jade], or 娛 [entertain]). However, in English, a 

morpheme may correspond to different phonologies, such as “parts of derived words 
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often undergo some degree of phonological and orthographic change from the base words 

(e.g., a vowel change occurs between deep and depth)” (p.543). As morphemes represent 

both meanings and pronunciations, Wang et al., suggested that, “when reading Chinese 

characters, children need to rely on understanding of the meaning of the syllable along 

with its visual-orthographic form. The task of analyzing Chinese words into morphemes 

requires insight into the meaning of words” (p.544). Children whose first language is 

English may face unique demands and challenges from the difference between the two 

languages when learning Chinese. 

 

Parent-adolescent Relationships in the Chinese family 

 Unlike most European American families, Chinese families emphasize the 

importance of parent-child hierarchies and the obligations of children to their families 

(Ho, 1981; Shon & Ja, 1982). A great respect for parental authority is usually developed 

from a strong sense of family obligation and family hierarchy (Harrison et al., 1990). 

Traditionally, because of the influence of the Confucian principles, the hierarchical 

relationship between parents and children in Chinese families remains the same, even 

through adolescence and adulthood (Ho, 1981). The respect for parental authority may 

influence children’s willingness to disagree with their parents’ wishes as well as their 

autonomy beliefs (Fuligni, 1998). Fuligni examined the parent-adolescent relationships in 

immigrant families in the U.S. and reported that Chinese youth expected to receive 

behavioral autonomy at a later age than did European and were less willing to argue and 

talk back to their mothers and fathers. On the other hand, Fuligni also suggested that the 
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influence of traditional cultures may only apply to those families with members actually 

originating in their home countries. In other words, in later generations, when all family 

members were born and raised within a different country, the children in the family are 

more likely to hold beliefs and values that are consistent with the norms of the host 

society (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). 

 

The Heritage Language Programs in Chinese 

 Heritage language programs in Chinese, also known as Chinese Schools, was first 

established in San Francisco in 1886, in the U.S. (Chiang, 2000). Chinese schools were 

established by community parents who were interested in preserving their home language 

and culture. Today, some of these programs are associated or sponsored by religious 

organizations, so sometimes the content of the language learning may include principles, 

dogmas, or texts (the bible) related to the religion. However, there are still many Chinese 

schools operated without any religious association. A survey cited in Chiang (2000) 

reported that in 1995, 85 percent of the Chinese schools provided classes two or three 

hours a week on Friday, Saturday, or Sunday. Liao (1999) conducted a study of 

American-born Chinese studying Mandarin at the college level, and suggested that most 

of the students who had attended Chinese school did so only because their parents made 

them, and most of the students reported that they did not learn much Chinese and forgot 

most of it after withdrawing from the school. Nevertheless, many students also noted that 

they regretted that they did not learn more Chinese when they had had opportunities to 

master the language. 
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 Active parent participation is usually expected from Chinese school. 

Administration staff and teachers in Chinese heritage programs are usually volunteers 

from among the parents in the community (Chao, 1996). Li (2005) examined the role of 

parents in Chinese heritage-language schools in the Phoenix area and reported that 

although the support of parents might have benefited the Chinese community programs 

(Chinese schools), it also contributed to some challenges and problems. On the one hand, 

the running of Chinese schools depended largely on the financial standing, time and 

effort, and human resources from the parents in the community. The excessive 

dependence on parents, on the other hand, created problems, including high turnover 

rates, unqualified teachers, and a limited selection of textbooks. Most of the teachers in 

Chinese heritage-language schools are not licensed language teachers and have little 

experience teaching Chinese as a heritage language. They usually have full-time jobs in 

addition to working in Chinese schools. The quality of teaching may vary across schools 

and classes, and most teachers teach according to the pedagogical methods used while 

they were growing up in their Chinese-speaking countries, such as repetitive drills and 

memorization exercises. Another challenge is the limited selection of textbooks and 

teaching resources. Students in Chinese schools usually find it difficult to relate to the 

experiences described in the textbook. Li suggested that these reasons might help to 

explain why many heritage language learners have difficulty in learning Chinese and 

show resistance to attending Chinese schools. 

 Chiang (2000) conducted an ethnographic study about how a Chinese language 

school influences the maintenance of an ethnic language. The Chinese American youths 
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in the study reported that their parents expected them to be high achievers in the 

academic realm, as by attending prestigious universities and obtaining professional 

careers. Under these pressures, the participants suggested that their attentions were 

diverted from the maintenance of their ethnic language and culture. Chiang further noted 

that the informants in the study did not see the relevance to studying the Chinese 

language nor have much motivation to learn it. Moreover, because the teachers 

overemphasized vocabulary retention, students were inclined to “gain control over the 

Chinese language class, to negotiate down the intended learning, and to construct English 

interactions among themselves” (p.xiii). 

 

Response to the Literature 

 Previous research on heritage language learning mostly identified students’ 

motivation to learn from an integrative/instrumental perspective. Students’ emotional 

responses in the learning context have seldom been investigated in this area. Issues 

surrounding heritage language learning have mostly been associated with language 

maintenance, students’ identity conflicts and resistance, as well as students’ attitude 

towards their ethnic culture and community, and all these issues were suggested to relate 

to interactions with the dominant culture. Learning Chinese as a heritage language in the 

U.S., among others, may multiply the complex phenomenon because of the challenge 

from the unique language system from English and the contradistinctive values and 

beliefs relative to the American culture. Moreover, the informal nature of the schools may 

also result in diversity in students’ learning experiences in terms of their self-perceptions, 
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motivational goals, and emotional responses to the learning experience. Investigating 

students’ learning experience in the Chinese school learning context can contribute to our 

understanding of the interaction between students’ simultaneous multiple goals as well as 

contextual influences on the process of learning. In the next chapter, I outline and 

describe the methods used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 

 This chapter presents the description of methods and procedures applied in 

developing and completing the study. It is divided into five sections, a description of the 

overall approach and rationale, the research site and participants, data sources and data 

collection procedures, data analysis, and methods used to establish the trustworthiness of 

the study. 

 

Overall Approach and Rationale 

The main purpose of this dissertation study was to investigate the learning 

experience of Chinese heritage language learners, focusing on their learning contexts 

(schools and family), their motivational goals, and their emotional responses in the 

learning process. In particular, this study was focused on how students balanced their 

goals and emotions and how the interaction between goals and emotions influenced 

students’ motivation to learn Chinese and to engage in learning behaviors. 

This study focused on students at the middle school level, grades 6 to 8. At most 

Chinese schools, the registration rate goes down from the youngest level 

(pre-kindergarten) to the highest level (8th grade), which might be due to the degree of 

challenge of the content and the degree of children’s acquiescence to parents’ 

arrangement. As the grade level goes up, the lessons get harder and more students drop 

out or show resistance to attending Chinese classes. Therefore, I was interested in the 
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middle school group because I predicted it would provide much variety of information 

for this study in terms of the role of motivation and emotion in their learning experience. 

Because I was interested in understanding the nature of students’ experience, a 

qualitative approach was taken. As Strauss and Corbin (1998) recommended, “qualitative 

methods can be used to obtain the intricate details about phenomena such as feelings, 

thought processes, and emotions that are difficult to extract or learn about through more 

conventional research methods” (p.11). Erickson (1986) also indicated that interpretive 

methods are particularly appropriate when the nature of the study is an attempt to 

describe what is happening in a particular place. Accordingly, I used an interpretive 

research methodology for this study in order to capture the diverse aspects of the 

experience of students in learning a heritage language. 

Data for this study included self-report questionnaires, interviews, and observation 

notes. The questionnaire was designed to provide an overall picture of students’ 

experience at Chinese school contexts, and was analyzed descriptively. Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) suggested that some data of a qualitative study may be quantified, such as 

background information about the participants or objects studied, as long as “the bulk of 

the analysis is interpretative” (p.11). Among students who responded to the questionnaire, 

several focal students were selected for interviews. To obtain information from multiple 

perspectives, I interviewed the focal students themselves, their parents, and their teachers 

from two different Chinese schools. Because I was a participant observer, I also kept a 

retrospective observation journal for one whole semester in conjunction with other data 

sources. 
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Even though previous studies have investigated motivation as it related to 

academic emotions, these studies were set in a formal school setting, and little is known 

about motivation and emotions in heritage language schools. As an initial exploration, I 

attempted to build a thick description of students’ learning experience including their 

thoughts, values, identity, struggles, goals, emotions and other context factors, in order to 

investigate the phenomenon as a whole point of view. 

 

Research Site and Participants 

Research Site 

During the Fall semester of 2005 and the Spring semester of 2006, data were 

collected from the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade classes of two Chinese schools, the Confucius 

Chinese School2 and the Hope Chinese School in an urban southwest city in the United 

States. Both Chinese schools were funded by Taiwanese communities and provided 

instruction in traditional Chinese. Even though the majority of the students at these two 

schools were the second or third generation children of Taiwanese immigrants, there were 

also students whose parents were from Mainland China, Hong Kong, Macao, as well as a 

few non-Chinese American students who were interested in learning Chinese. Different 

from the Chinese Americans living in Los Angeles, New York or Houston, the Chinese 

population in this city was fairly small, and there was no Chinese section or 

neighborhood, such as China town or little Taipei, in this city. The Chinese language and 

cultural resources were limited for the participants in this study. Chinese school, therefore, 

                                                 
2 All names are pseudonyms in this dissertation. 
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seemed not only an education organization, but usually served as community center for 

the Chinese immigrants. 

The Hope Chinese School was associated with a local Taiwanese Church. The 

school had been first established in 1999, and at the time of the study had around 70 

students and classes from kindergarten, 1st to 8th grade. There was only one class for 

each grade, and each class had 10 or fewer students. At the end of the school year, 

students would typically go on a higher level class, but the teachers usually stayed to 

teach students at the same grade level. The school also provided some extra-curricular 

activities for adults and children, including Chinese Painting, Chinese Chess, and Ping 

Pong. Classrooms were located in one of the church buildings, and there was also a small 

room used as a library with religious books as well as some children’ books in Chinese 

for teachers, students, and community members to borrow. The curriculum for the 

Chinese classes, however, did not contain any lecture about the bible or religious issues, 

and thus students with different religious beliefs would go there simply to learn Chinese. 

Although I did not intend to screen students for the religious factor, the four students who 

consented to be in the focal group of my study from this school were not themselves 

Christian. 

Unlike the Hope Chinese School, the Confucius Chinese School was not associated 

with any religion and was considered the oldest Chinese school in this local area. It had 

been established as a non-profit organization by the community in the late 70’s with the 

hope of maintaining the Chinese language and culture for the next generation. The school 

did not have its own building; therefore, every Sunday afternoon, the school rented 
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classrooms from a local public middle school for the Chinese classes and extra-curricular 

activities. Confucius Chinese School offered classes from pre-kindergarten to 8th grades, 

and two advanced classes, with class sizes between 6 to 17 students. Every year, most 

teachers usually moved on to a higher grade above with their students, except for the few 

who chose not to. In spring 2006, there were 159 students registered for Chinese classes. 

The Confucius Chinese School was also famous for its variety of extra-curricular 

activities, such as Tai Chi, Basketball, Guitar lessons, Chinese Yo-Yo, Chinese Dancing, 

Chinese Knotting, and Chinese Brush Painting. Most community members participated at 

least one semester in one of the activities while their children were in the Chinese classes.  

At both Chinese schools, the time for each Chinese class was about 2 hours. 

Classes began at 2:00pm and ended at 4:10pm, with a 10 minute snack break in the 

middle. After class, students could go on to the extra-curricular activities if they were 

interested. At the end of each semester, there was an end-of semester ceremony, during 

which students would go on stage either to give a performance or to receive awards and 

semester completion certificates. 

The staff and teachers of these schools were mostly students’ parents who 

volunteered to take on the job. Several teachers were graduate students from the local 

university. Because most of these teachers had other full-time jobs or schoolwork in their 

daily life, serving in the Chinese school was not perceived as a strong committed 

profession, and the turnover rate among the teachers was high. Although most of the 

teachers claimed to have some teaching experience, most of them had not received formal 

teacher training, and only a few had a teacher’s license. 
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Participants 

Participants were the students, parents, and the teachers of 6th, 7th, and 8th grade classes 

at the two research sites. There were 59 enrolled students total in these classes, and 33 of 

them responded to the questionnaire. Excluding the three of them who only completed 

the first 20 questions, the total number of student participants in the first part of this study 

was 30 (see Table 3.1). Among the 30 students (9 boys; 21 girls), 19 students (6 boys; 13 

girls), at least one from each class, consented to be focal participants. Table 3.2 lists brief 

descriptions for each of the focal students. Most focal participants had been taking classes 

at Chinese school for more than seven years. The family origins of the focal participants 

included Taiwan, Macao, Hong Kong, and Mainland China, matching the majority 

backgrounds of Chinese immigrants to the United States. Because Chinese has different 

dialects, the Chinese dialects that these families used for communication at home include 

Mandarin, Cantonese and Shanghainese. As for parents, one parent of each focal student 

participated in the study. Because one boy in the 8th grade, Taylor, and one girl in the 7th 

grade, Tracy, were from the same family, the total number of parent participants in the 

study were 18. 

Table 3.1 Student and Teacher Participants of the Research Sites 

 Confucius Chinese School Hope Chinese School 
Grade 6th 7th 8th 6th 7th 8th 
Teacher Ms. Lee3 Ms. Chen Ms. Pam Ms. Chang Ms. Tsai Mr. Wang
Enrolled 12 15 12 10 4 6 
Participated 4 12 8 1 1 4 

                                                 
3 All names of teachers, except for mine, and students are pseudonyms 
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Table 3.2 Focal Students’ Background Information 

Name School 
Grade Age Sex Family Heritage (Language) Yrs in Chinese 

School 

Catharine CCS 6 11 F Maco (Cantonese) 7-9 

Helen CCS 6 12 F Hong Kong & Taiwan 
(Cantonese & Mandarin) 7-9 

Chun-Hao CCS 7 13 M Taiwan (Mandarin) 7-9 

Min-Hua CCS 7 14 M Hong Kong (Cantonese) 1-3 

Tracy CCS 7 11 F Taiwan (Mandarin) 4-6 

Katie CCS 7 10 F Taiwan & China (Mandarin) 7-9 

Winnie CCS 7 10 F China (Snanghainese) 4-6 

Susie CCS 7 13 F Taiwan (Mandarin) 4-6 

Ting-Ting CCS 7 12 F Taiwan (Mandarin) 7-9 

Bob CCS 7 12 M Taiwan (Mandarin) 7-9 

Rachel CCS 8 14 F Taiwan (Mandarin) 7-9 

Debby CCS 8 14 F Taiwan (Mandarin) >9 

Nancy CCS 8 14 F Taiwan (Mandarin) >9 

Taylor CCS 8 13 M Taiwan (Mandarin) 4-6 

Shelly CCS 8 13 F Hong Kong (Cantonese) >9 

Joel HCS 6 12 M Brazil (H.K.) & Taiwan 
(Portuguese & Mandarin) 7-9 

Irene HCS 7 12 F Taiwan (Mandarin) 7-9 

Olivia HCS 8 14 F Taiwan (Mandarin) >9 

Ken HCS 8 14 M Taiwan (Mandarin) >9 
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In addition to the students and parents, all teachers of these classes also participated 

in this study, except for Mr. Wang (pseudonym), the 8th grade teacher of the Hope 

Chinese School, who was not available for the interview. I was the 7th grade teacher at 

the Confucius Chinese School, so the total number of teacher participants was four. Like 

me, Ms. Lee and Ms. Chang were graduate students at the local university. Ms. Tsai was a 

parent whose children were in the 5th grade class, and Ms. Pam was a community 

member who enjoyed being with children and was highly interested in education. 

 

My Role as a Participant Observer 

As a teacher of the 7th grade at the Confucius Chinese School, my role in this 

study was as a participant observer. I had been teaching the same group of students from 

the 5th grade. Even though I had a teaching certificate from Taiwan, my teaching 

experience with young adolescents was limited. However, compared to their parents, my 

age was closer to the students, and because I had always been very friendly and 

understanding of their situation, some students, if not all, were usually comfortable 

talking to me about their feelings in class. They would tell me directly that a class activity 

was or was not fun, that they were very nervous about the mid-term exam, or that they 

had had a good time on a family camping trip.  

Students in other classes at the same school vaguely knew me as a teacher in the 

school. They might have seen me in the hallway, or they might have heard about me if 

their siblings or cousins were in my class. Some of their parents were teachers and staff at 

the school, and therefore, I had some personal connections with them due to my previous 
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service at the school. 

My role at the Hope Chinese School was quite different from at the Confucius 

Chinese School. I had never been to the church or the Chinese school before conducting 

this study. Students only saw me once when I went there to explain my study, 

accompanied by the curriculum director. This lack of connection might have resulted in 

the low response rate for the questionnaire and interview participation from this school. 

However, I still managed to interview at least one student in each of the 6th, 7th, and 8th 

grade classes of this school. 

Teachers who participated in the study were my acquaintances except for the 7th 

grade teacher of the Hope Chinese School. I knew Ms. Lee and Ms. Chang from social 

gatherings for Taiwanese university students. Ms. Pam was my colleague at the 

Confucius Chinese School, and we shared our teaching experiences with each other from 

time to time. Although this kind of personal connection facilitated their willingness to 

participate in this study, the dual relationship may have reduced their willingness to 

reveal specific students’ classroom behaviors to me. 

 

Data Sources and Procedures 

I collected data from the following sources: 1) a self-report questionnaire, asking 

for their background information, academic emotions in class, and motivation factors 

such as goal orientations, self-efficacy, and attribution; 2) interviews with teachers; 3) 

interviews with students; 4) interviews with parents; 5) a retrospective classroom 

observation journal with discussions with an observer in my class, and (6) my research 
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notes. 

 

Self-report Questionnaire 

This self-report questionnaire was designed for descriptive purposes. At the 

beginning of the Spring 2006 semester, I distributed a questionnaire (appendix A) that I 

had adapted from questionnaires used in several previous studies (Lao, 2004; Lee, 2002; 

Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry, 2002; Schallert & Neely, 2006; Seifert, 1995a; Seifert, 

1995b; Seifert & O’Keefe, 2001) to all the 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students of both 

schools. The questionnaire was divided into two parts. The first part was 20 background 

information questions, asking students about their ethnic identity, previous language 

learning experience and their daily exposure to their heritage language. The second part 

included 135 items about their Chinese learning experience, asking the students to rate 

the degree of agreement to the statements on a five-point Likert scales. The categories of 

the items included: 1) reasons to learn Chinese, 2) goal orientations, 3) sense of 

belonging, 4) work avoidance, 5) perception of ability at school, 6) perception of value 

for learning Chinese, 7) academic emotions, 8) attributions, 9) cultural identity 

orientations, and 10) perceived well-being. 

This questionnaire provided me with a general overview of students’ learning 

contexts and experience both at home and at school. The interviews described next with 

the focal students were in part guided by their responses to the questionnaire. 

 

Interviews 
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In addition to the questionnaire, the main data of this study were the semi-structural 

interviews with the focal students, their parents, and their teachers. I interviewed each 

student and one of their parents for around 30 to 60 minutes individually, depending on 

their time and willingness to talk. While most interviews were conducted face-to-face at 

participants’ home or at the Chinese school cafeteria after the class, twelve interviews 

(six with students and six with their parents) were conducted through the phone by the 

preference of the participants. Interviews with the teachers were all 45 to 60 minutes and 

face-to-face, except for one 30 minutes phone interview. The different interview settings 

may have influenced my ability to catch participants’ facial expressions as well as the 

flow of communication. Most phone interviews with the parents went more smoothly 

than the ones with students, and one parent participant even talked to me for more than 

one hour. 

The interviews with the students included questions about their perceptions of 

learning Chinese from their first memory of going to Chinese school to their current 

experience in class and studying it at home. I asked them to describe their emotional 

experiences, and what triggered the kind of emotions they felt when they were learning 

Chinese. I also focused on their goals at Chinese school, and how they balanced their 

work at Chinese school and their formal school. I also prompted the students to explain 

some of their responses on the questionnaire and had them provide further explanation or 

elaboration. I was hoping that the students would speak the language that they considered 

the most comfortable, but several parents of the students, especially of 7th and 8th 

graders, took this interview as an opportunity for their children to practice speaking 
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Chinese, and commanded them to speak in Mandarin Chinese. Although the students 

were still able to express themselves during the interview, and I asked them in English 

from time to time to clarify some of the terms they were saying, this practice may have 

limited length of their responses. 

The interviews with the parents focused on parents’ perceptions of students’ 

learning experiences as well as their expectations toward their children in terms of 

learning Chinese. They talked about reasons they had brought their children to Chinese 

school, and the conflicts they had had with their children, if there had been any, when 

dealing with issues about Chinese learning. I also asked them to describe students’ 

Chinese exposure in the home environment, how their children studied Chinese at home, 

and how the parents assisted their students’ Chinese learning. All interviews with parents 

were conducted in Mandarin Chinese. While most interviews with the parents went 

smoothly, at least three interviews with parents were interrupted several times by 

telephone and cell phone ringing and other obligations at home. Moreover, for the two 

families who mostly spoke Cantonese at home, I could only interview the one who spoke 

Mandarin Chinese. These issues may have influenced the depth of the information I could 

collect and therefore stand as a limitation on the results for this study. 

Unlike the interviews with the students or the parents, the interviews with the 

teachers did not focus on any specific student. I interviewed most of the teachers before I 

conducted the focal group interviews because of my concern with the ethics issues. The 

interviews were also conducted in Mandarin Chinese. I asked the teachers about their 

reasons for teaching in the Chinese school, how they usually organized their classes, and 
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how students performed and behaved in class. Then, I asked them to give me a short 

description about each student’s behavior in the class, and their understanding of the 

particular student’s learning experience for all the students in their class. I noticed that the 

teachers were more comfortable talking about the class in general but were rather 

conservative and hesitated to discuss each student individually with me. Social 

convention may have bounded their willingness to reveal any “negative” description of 

any student.  

 

Retrospective Observation Journal and Research Notes 

In the fall 2005 semester, I kept a classroom observation journal for the 7th grade 

class at the Confucius Chinese School. Mercado (2000) proposed some indicators of 

information on heritage students’ attitudes, including attendance, actions in class, 

comments made in and out of class, body language, preparedness for lessons and tests, 

language use in class, attitudes toward grades and tests, and off-task behavior in class. As 

a teacher of the class, I was a participant observer of the students. I paid attention to the 

above sources of information and took notes after each class every week. Moreover, five 

times during the semester, another graduate student served as an observer in my class and 

helped me take notes about what had happened in class. I discussed what the observer 

had seen after the class, recorded the discussion, and kept it as part of my observation 

journal. This journal helped me understand students’ classroom experiences and could 

serve as a source of triangulation of the interview data and the self-report questionnaire. 

In addition to recording my observer’s and my own observation of the class, I also 
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kept side notes that recorded my ongoing reflections, insights, questions, and concerns 

related to all parts of the research process. These notes helped me with what I should ask 

in upcoming interviews and additional details of what happened through the data 

collection processes, such as interruptions (e.g. parents’ talking to an interviewee, cell 

phone ringing, etc.), and students’ attitudes and facial expressions about being 

interviewed. 

 

Data Analysis 

In order to understand students’ learning experience in the Chinese school, I 

analyzed the variety of data I collected for the study with a qualitative analysis 

framework combined with descriptive statistics. For the questionnaire data, I entered the 

numbers and responses that students provided and rated and calculated the percentage, 

mean, and standard deviation for the background information items and for each 

category. 

In working with the qualitative data from the various sources noted previously, I 

followed a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Each participant’s 

interview was transcribed in the exact languages used during the interview. For the 

overall process of analysis of this set of data, I began by reading and re-reading the 

transcripts several times, and coded the transcripts line by line. 

My specific coding strategies and stages included open coding, axial coding, and 

selective coding. During open coding, I coded anything that seemed to be standing out in 

the transcripts about the students’ learning processes, including, but not limited to, 
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students’ goals at both Chinese school and formal school, emotions encountered in 

Chinese class, the emotion triggers, ethnic identities, factors that contributed to students’ 

conflicts and struggles, self-expectations, concerns for well-being, and so on. During 

axial coding, I grouped the conceptual codes under broader categories to form more 

precise and complete explanations about the phenomena. I developed a code note for 

each student and recorded my initial observation of the concepts and the emerging 

patterns. Finally, I integrated and refined categories and conducted selective coding. I 

then combined and compare the results of students’ responses to the questionnaire, 

categories from the interview transcripts with the students, the parents, and the teachers, 

and also my observation journals. The process brought me to find a central explanatory 

concept to represent the themes for students’ learning experience in Chinese school. 

 

Assuring Credibility of the Study 

A critical issue for qualitative research is to establish trustworthiness of the 

conclusions drawn from the data. The four questions that should be addressed in a study 

are the truth value, the applicability, the consistency, and neutrality of the research. For 

qualitative research, these four questions are answered by addressing the credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability of data, as proposed by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985). The trustworthiness of my study was supported by the triangulation from 

various data sources, by discussing with others my interpretations and analysis through 

peer debriefing, and by prolonged engagement and observation of my own class. 
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Prolonged Engagement and Persistent Observation 

     Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined prolonged engagement as “the investment of 

sufficient time to achieve certain purposes: learning the ‘culture,’ testing for 

misinformation introduced by distortions … and building trust” (p. 301). As a teacher at 

the Confucius Chinese School for three years, I was able to gain trust from most of the 

student and teacher participants and eliminated some of the personal distortions that can 

arise such as the issue of “a stranger in a strange land.” I acted as a participant observer, 

with some help from my assistant, for one whole semester to record and examine closely 

the students’ classroom behavior and emotional responses to Chinese class. This 

observation helped me more accurately understand and interpret students’ responses and 

experiences. 

 

Triangulation 

     In addition to prolonged engagement, to assure credibility, I employed multiple 

data sources during data collection, which included different methods (questionnaire, 

interviews, observations), different people (interviews with students, parents, teacher), 

and different investigators (research assistant observation and my own observation). 

Students’ responses to the questionnaire were re-visited in the interview for confirmation 

and clarification. The interviews with the parents and the teachers were compared with 

the interviews with the students. The triangulation provided me with various perspectives 

of the data and a “contextual validation,” which helps eliminate biases from relying on 

only one data source, as Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed. 
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Peer Debriefing 

     Throughout all stages of this study, I regularly discussed my tentative observations 

and conclusions with my dissertation chair and two of my colleagues majoring in 

Educational Psychology and Foreign Language Education. I discussed with them the 

design of my study, problems I encountered during data collection and analysis, and my 

understanding of the data. This process served the purpose of what Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) called “peer debriefing,” referring to “exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a 

manner paralleling an analytic session and … exploring aspects of the inquiry that might 

otherwise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308). The discussions with 

them were very helpful, especially in testing my interpretation of the data and developing 

the model of the central phenomenon. The process helped to keep me “honest” with the 

data, test working hypotheses, as well as clear the emotions and feelings that might have 

been clouding my judgment.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS: OVERVIEW 

 

This chapter is composed of three sections reporting on the general results of data 

analysis. Section One provides an overall description of the Chinese school context. It 

includes the results from the interviews with the teachers, the students, and my 

observation journal. In Section Two, I report the descriptive statistics from students’ 

responses to the questionnaire in terms of student participants’ family background and 

general learning experience at Chinese school such as language exposure, identity and 

cultural orientation, motivational goal orientations, and academic emotions. This part of 

the results is meant to provide detailed information to feed into the bigger picture of 

students’ family, social, and learning contexts. Section Three provides eight mini portraits 

chosen from the nineteen focal students in this study. Each mini portrait of an individual 

student has three main foci: students’ family background and social environment, their 

perceptions of their experience in the formal school context and their description of their 

Chinese learning experience. 

 

Preliminary Issues about Transcription and Terminology 

Before I present the results of this study, there are several issues that I need to 

discuss. The interviews in this study were conducted in whichever language that the 

interviewee preferred to use, which mean that all interviews with the teachers and parents 

were in Mandarin Chinese, even though sometimes they code-switched for a word or 
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phrase in the middle of a sentence. Students mostly spoke in English, except for those 

who were asked by their parents to speak in Mandarin, but they also code-switched often 

throughout the interview. I transcribed the interviews in the language that the participants 

spoke, but for the purpose of presenting the results, I translated their quotes into English. 

In Chapters 4 and 5, the quotes from parents are displayed directly in English translation, 

but in Chapter 5, the quotes from the students are presented as they were said, with 

Chinese expressions then translated into English and presented in brackets. Because the 

students are the focus of this study, and they are learning Chinese, from a qualitative 

research perspective, I believed that presenting their quotes in this way could provide 

more information about what they were saying as well as indicating their Chinese 

speaking ability. 

Another issue is about the terminology used in this report. First, as discussed in 

Chapter 2, the Chinese language has different forms for both speaking and writing. The 

term Chinese, in the results of this study, refers to traditional Chinese for writing, and 

Mandarin Chinese for speaking. A few times, when a distinction of dialects needs to be 

made, I specify whether Mandarin Chinese or Cantonese is being meant. Secondly, the 

term formal school refers to the public or private regular school that students attended on 

weekdays. Participants in the interviews used such terms as American school, regular 

school, normal school, or real school, but to avoid any connotation that these terms may 

cause, I decided to use the term formal school throughout. 
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Section One: Overall Descriptions of the Chinese Schools 

This section provides an overview of what Chinese schools were like in this study. 

I start with a brief description of each teacher who participated in the study. The teachers’ 

motivation to teach and beliefs about their classes might have affected students’ learning 

experience. Because the textbooks used in the Chinese school were reported to have a 

certain impact on several students’ learning experience according to the students’ 

interviews, the second part of this section describes the content and general appearance of 

the textbooks. Finally, to represent further student faced when attending Chinese school, 

the third part of this section provides a description of a typical upper-level (6th to 8th 

grades) Chinese class. 

 

The Teachers 

In what follows, a brief description of each teacher participant in this study is 

presented, starting from the two 6th grade tea4chers, followed by the two 7th grade 

teachers, and the 8th grade teacher at the Confucius Chinese School. 

Ms. Lee. Ms. Lee was a graduate student who liked to be with children. For her, 

being with the students on Sunday was a way to release the pressure she had from her 

own graduate school program. Even though she had started teaching the 6th grade class 

less than a year before the study, she had had some teaching experience with elementary 

school students before. Majoring in Curriculum and Instruction, Ms. Lee believed that 

she learned much from the interaction with the children. After several classes, she had 

                                                 
4 All names of the participants are pseudonyms. 
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begun to know students’ Chinese language ability and interests, and adapted her 

instruction accordingly. Because her age was close to the students, their conversation 

styles were usually like friends chatting, and sometimes joking around. The previous 

teacher of the class was a very strict teacher and had given a great deal of homework, and 

the same expectation was given to her from the parents. “The parents think if I give 

students less homework than the previous teacher, students’ achievement will be lower,” 

said Ms. Lee. “I actually felt that I should try not to give students too much pressure, 

because I know that they have a lot of things to do…sometimes I wonder if I am being 

too cruel to them, but I still do it [give much homework] anyway.” In addition, because 

she, like her students, considered the stories in the textbooks uninteresting, she included 

activities, such as creative thinking and writing, in her curriculum to make the class more 

interesting. 

Ms. Chang. Ms. Chang, now a graduate student majoring in Foreign Language 

Education, confessed that she had not been very interested in teaching younger students, 

even after teaching this class. The students in her class, however, were very active and 

energetic, which encouraged her to continue teaching. Like Ms. Lee, she agreed with her 

students that the lessons in the textbooks were not very interesting and not appropriate, so 

she usually spent less time with the lessons, except for the new vocabulary and phrases. 

The down side of having active students was that classroom management became the 

most difficult challenge in teaching the class. She reported spending much time trying to 

calm her students, which really exhausted her. Because students usually became fidgety 

when they felt bored, she believed it was important for her to add more interesting 
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reading materials into the curriculum and engage students in activities at all time. For 

example, when she was writing a Chinese character on the blackboard, she would ask 

students to count forward or backward each time she made a stoke. By the end of each 

class, she would ask students to write a brief journal, reflecting on their learning in class. 

Most of her students liked her, she reported, “Two of my students sometimes would 

forget and called me ‘mother’ in class.” 

Ms. Chen, the researcher. Before I started teaching this class three years ago, I had 

never had any teaching experience with elementary school students, nor did I have 

experience or training in teaching Chinese as a second language. After the first few 

classes, I realized that most students, though obedient in general, had many complaints 

about learning Chinese. Therefore, I made much effort to incorporate different kinds of 

activities in every class section, such as group work, language games, videos, PowerPoint 

presentations, and conducting performance (play), so that students did not need to sit and 

listen to long lectures. However, I was given the position because the parents were 

counting on me to provide more “academic instructions” and push students to work 

harder. Therefore, in addition to the workbook assignment, I gave them an exercise for 

each of the four language skills, speaking, reading, listening, and writing, which meant 

that students in my class expected more homework than the average of students in other 

classes. Because students had very different language proficiency, I tried to “teach 

students according to their aptitude,” as stated by Confucius. I gave optional assignments 

for students who were interested in learning more, and I intentionally provided more 

encouragement and gave easier grading for students who were in lower levels of 
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achievement. I always had the dilemma between giving students activities to motivate 

them and covering enough material to meet students’ learning goals and parents’ 

expectations in a limited time. As a result, the help from parents was really needed in 

terms of students’ learning because concepts that I could not explain in detail in class 

needed parents’ help. There was a quiz every week in my class. Before the mid-term and 

final exams, I spent one class section to play a game called “Jeopardy.” Eighty-five 

percent of the exam questions were reviewed through the game, and most of the students 

received good grades if they studied those questions. Despite of all of the materials and 

assignments, my deepest hope for the students was that they could develop some interest 

in or acceptance of Chinese, both as a language and a culture, so that they would continue 

learning Chinese no matter whether they were attending Chinese school or not. 

Ms. Tsai. Having been teaching at Chinese schools for more than six years, Ms. 

Tsai was a parent of one of the students. When the school asked for volunteer teachers, 

she volunteered herself. From the experience of her son, she believed that a teacher in 

Chinese school should not have high expectations for students’ achievement. She said,  

My son’s teacher just came from Taiwan and expected a lot from students. She 

prepared some materials about the Chinese horoscope and asked students to be able 

to recognize the words and meanings and to write all the words. As a 5th grader, 

my son was all sweaty and freaked out…He kept telling me that he did not want to 

go to Chinese school because of that. 

She believed that homework would give students pressure and that too much pressure 

would scare the students away. Therefore, she usually gave students homework that they 

sould be able to finish in about an hour. “The teacher has a big impact [on students’ 
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learning at Chinese school],” she said, “you might be an excellent teacher, but if you do 

not know your students…you know, for these ABC [American born Chinese] students, 

writing is like drawing to them. They cannot be like the students in Taiwan who always 

remember to follow the order of the strokes.” In terms of exams, she usually gave 

students the same exam paper in advance to practice so that students could get better 

grades and increase their confidence. Using students’ first language, English, to help them 

learn Chinese was her strategy in class. She usually asked students to translate Chinese 

into English in class, and students usually not only did very well but also developed 

confidence.  

Ms. Pam. Ms. Pam had been teaching the students in the current 8th grade class 

from the 3rd grade, graduating with them from year to year. She was not an education 

major but she said teaching had been her interest. She was planning to study primary 

education or early childhood education in the future, and Chinese school provided her 

great experience for this goal. She believed it was harder to teach in Chinese school. “The 

hardest thing is that the class is only two hours long. Plus, there is a break in the middle, 

and sometimes there is a staff meeting at the break time as well [and I may not be able to 

be back to the second hour of the class on time]. I will need to teach faster in order to 

cover the lesson plans.” A dilemma occurred for her caused by the time limitations. 

“When you teach faster, the students can’t understand, but when you teach slower, you 

can only teach fewer concepts.” In her view, the students “had different levels of ability 

and family support,” which made the instruction even harder. Therefore, Ms. Pam had 

been emphasizing helping the students with lower ability, trying to get students to come 
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closer to the same level. Because the students were going to graduate at the end of 8th 

grade, Ms. Pam also tried to introduce modern literature, though the vocabulary and 

language used were more advanced, hoping that the students would build up some 

interest and good memories of reading Chinese. 

 

The Textbooks 

All classes in this study, except for the 8th grade class at the Hope Chinese School, 

used the textbooks called Hua-Yu, provided without charge by the Overseas Chinese 

Affairs Commission, the Republic of China (Taiwan). This version, developed in 1978 

and revised in 1990, had 12 volumes, with 12 to 16 lessons in each book. The teachers at 

the Confucius Chinese School were expected to teach the whole 12 volumes of the 

textbook before students graduated at the end of 8th grade. At Hope Chinese School, on 

the other hand, the teachers were expected to teach one book a year. In short, the textbook 

used in the classes in this study were between Book 6 to Book 12, depending on the 

progress of the class. Book 7 to 12 were dedicated to introducing Chinese cultures and 

Chinese reading abilities. Famous stories in Chinese literature, such as the Monkey King, 

and important Chinese celebrities, such as Confucius, were presented in these books. 

Each textbook also came with two student workbooks for exercises. The pictures in the 

textbooks and workbooks, however, were not very colorful or attractive to most of the 

participants in this study. Many students considered the textbook boring, like an 

encyclopedia, and reported that they could not relate to the language used in the book. 

They thought the content of the stories was old-fashioned, and the people in the picture 
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all looked strange. The teachers also reported that students complained about the pictures 

and often liked to draw around the pictures in class. 

Because the 8th grade class at Hope Chinese School was considered an advanced 

or applied language class, there was no textbook used in the class. The teacher copied 

some newspapers or articles for students to read and learn from these materials. 

 

Description of a Typical Upper-level Class 

Even though each teacher might design her class in slightly different ways, typical 

curriculum and instructional strategies were used by the teachers at Chinese schools. The 

following description of a typical class in this study is based mostly on my interviews 

with teachers and students, with supplements from my observation journal and my own 

teaching experience. 

At two o’clock, the bell ringer rang the bell as he walked around the school 

building, and as students ran into classrooms. The first thing students did was to turn in 

their workbook and homework assignments at the front table. The teacher began with 

some warm-up statements about the weather, school announcements, the Chinese festival 

close by or other small talk. Then, usually the teacher would review the previous lesson 

or check students’ workbook answers together, but sometimes the teacher would go 

directly to a quiz. The most common quiz problems were to dictate new words and 

phrases. 

After collecting students’ quiz papers, the teacher began a new lesson from the 

textbook. First, the whole class would read the lesson aloud following the teacher. 
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Sometimes, the teacher would ask students to take turns reading sentences for speaking 

practice. When the class finished reading, the teacher would go over vocabulary terms. 

Most teachers would introduce each Chinese character by itself, introducing the phonics, 

the root of the character, the order of the strokes, and the phrases made by the character. 

Students were required to jot down the new words and phrases on the blackboard while 

the teacher was lecturing. Occasionally, the teacher might ask students to take over the 

role of teacher, and each student would introduce one new word to the class. When the 

students had become a little more familiar with the new words, the teacher would explain 

the lesson line by line, sometimes with English translation if necessary. The teacher, then, 

would prompt short-answer questions to check students’ comprehension. Next, some 

teachers, like Ms. Pam and Ms. Chang in the study, usually spent more time interpreting 

the lesson, discussing and sharing stories related to the topic, and some, like me, would 

have students do more rounds of reading aloud at the time. The bell rang at three o’clock 

for the ten-minute break, and students would go to the cafeteria for snacks and drinks 

provided by the school.  

Every semester, the teachers at the Chinese school designed different activities for 

the second hour of the class. For example, this semester, Ms. Lee focused on creative 

writing and punctuation practice. Ms. Chang had each student read a chapter of an 

English children’s book and present the story in Mandarin Chinese in class. Ms. Tsai took 

students through the exercises and homework assignment of the lesson. Ms. Pam read 

articles written by modern writers with students. My class worked in groups to recognize 

or distinguish new Chinese phrases other than those learned from the textbooks, or to 
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compete with each other in language games. At ten minutes after four, the bell rang again, 

and the students would go to extra-curricular activities for another hour or simply left the 

school. 

 

Summary of Section One 

Generally speaking, the textbooks used at Chinese schools, though rich with 

culture and history information, were not seen as attractive or relevant to students’ daily 

lives in the U.S. The curriculum placed much emphasis on the textbooks, but most 

teachers tried different ways to make their class interesting. The pressure of time and 

parents’ expectations played a role in teachers’ instruction and curriculum design. 

Students’ general responses to this learning environment are presented as follows. 

 

Section Two: Overview of Students’ Backgrounds and Learning Experience 

This section presents the descriptive statistics results from students’ responses to 

the questionnaires. Results are presented in eight categories, including family background 

and language exposure at home, identity and cultural orientation, students’ time and 

schedule constraints, motivational reasons to attend Chinese school, goal orientations, 

self-efficacy and attributions, academic emotions, and well-being. Tables of means, 

frequencies and standard deviations appear in Appendix C. 

 

Family Background and Language Exposure at Home 

Among the 30 student participants, 28 of them had been born in the United States, 
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one was born in Taiwan, and one was born in Hong Kong. Mandarin Chinese was the 

main Chinese dialect that the parents spoke with their children, while five of the families 

spoke Cantonese, and one family spoke Shanghainese. In the majority of the families (14 

families; 47%), the parents usually used Chinese (dialects included) and some English to 

communicate with their children, and in six other families, they used mostly English. For 

the other ten families, all mothers used only Chinese when talking with their children, but 

for two of these, the father used only English or English with other foreign languages, 

due to the different background of the parents. Despite the parents’ efforts to provide 

Chinese input, most students (19; 63%) spoke mostly English at home with some Chinese, 

and four students used only English. Seven students either spoke only Chinese, including 

one who spoke only Shanghainese, or spoke mostly Chinese with some English at home. 

Accordingly, the conversations between most of the parents and their children usually 

contained two languages: the parents spoke in Chinese, and the children responded in 

English. 

Other than for the spoken language, there was not much resource for students’ 

language exposure to Chinese. Twenty students (67%) claimed that the number of 

Chinese children’s books they had at home was between 1 and 25. Seven (23%) students 

had 26 to 50 books, two students had more than 50, and one student had none. When they 

read for pleasure, almost every student (27; 90%) read books, magazines, or newspapers 

in English.  

 

 



 74

Identity and Cultural Orientations 

Even though these students all had Chinese and American backgrounds, they 

identified themselves in different ways. In responding to the question about their identity, 

six of them considered themselves as “basically a Chinese person, even though living in 

America.” One-third of the participants (20; 33%) considered themselves as 

Chinese-American, while internally, thirteen of them would say they always knew they 

were Chinese, and seven of them would say they were American first. The other four 

students considered themselves as” basically an American, even though having Chinese 

background.” In other words, 19 students identified themselves as more Chinese, while 

11 students were more American. 

Adapted from Lee (2002), the Chinese/American orientation items were designed 

to show the extent to which the participants identified with either Chinese culture or 

American culture. The results of the questionnaire showed that the participants in this 

study had similar affinity for both Chinese and American cultural orientations. The mean 

score for the Chinese orientation items were 4.0 (SD = .50), and the mean score for the 

American orientation items were also 4.0 (SD = .47). Even though mean scores indicated 

dual-cultural orientations for the participants, their responses to the identity item showed 

strong individual difference. These individual differences needed to be examined 

qualitatively so as to provide more detailed information about the identity and cultural 

orientation for the students in this study. 
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Students’ Time and Schedule 

Like many children of Chinese immigrants, students in this study reported that they 

participated in at least one other activity on a regular basis, such as music lessons, dance 

lessons, art class, and sports club, in addition to formal school and Chinese school work. 

Three students had four more activities; seven students had three more activities; eleven 

students had two more activities; and nine students had one other activity. 

The time that students had to study for either school was shared by these activities 

as well. Most students (18; 60%) reported that they studied Chinese only during the 

weekend, and six students (20%) reported they only studied on Sunday mornings before 

the Chinese class. Four students said they studied Chinese on two or three nights of the 

weeks, and two students reported that they studied Chinese every day 

 

Motivational Reasons to Attend Chinese School 

Although students in this study had diverse “motivational reasons” (Yang, 2003) to 

attend Chinese school, the higher rating items mostly related to external regulation and 

instrumental orientation. According to students’ responses to the questionnaire, almost 

97% of the students agreed or strongly agreed with the item, “My parents feel that I 

should learn Chinese” (mean = 4.77, SD = .62). The other item that received 97% 

agreement was, “It will be useful for my future school or job” (mean = 4.41, SD = .56). 

On the other hand, 25 of 30 (83%) students also agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, “I want to maintain my heritage language” (mean = 4.30, SD = .74). Other 

items that were agreed or strongly agreed to by more than 70% of the students include: 
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“Chinese is an important world language” (87%, mean = 4.40, SD = .71), “I want to be a 

more knowledgeable person” (83%, mean = 4.30; SD = .74), “I want to be able to 

understand Chinese films/videos” (80%, mean =4.10, SD = .79), “I want to communicate 

better with my family and relatives” (73%, mean = 3.90, SD = .83), and “My parents will 

get angry with me if I don’t go” (70%, mean =4.10, SD = 1.08). 

 

Goal Orientations 

The goal orientation measure was adapted from Seifert (1995) and Seifert and 

O’Keefe (2001). Students reported more learning goal orientation than performance goal 

orientation. All learning goal items received more than 80% of students’ agreement 

(either agree or strongly agree), while only around 50 to 57% of the students agreed with 

the performance goal orientation items. On a five point scale, the learning goal 

orientation items, including “I want to learn new things” and “I want to learn what we 

learn,” received a mean average of 4.36 (SD = .78). The performance goal orientation 

items, including “I want the teacher to think I am smart” and “I want to do better than 

other students,” received a mean average of 3.76 (SD = 1.00). 

In terms of the work-avoidance goal orientation, only about half of the students 

reported this kind of tendency. In particular, half (50%) of the students agreed or strongly 

agreed with the item, “I want to get it over with as soon as possible” (mean = 3.43, SD = 

1.26), and 47% of the students agreed or strongly agreed with the item, “I try to avoid 

doing a lot of work” (mean = 3.4, SD = 1.11). On the other hand, the item “I am willing 

to do every class assignment, including optional work” also received agreement from 
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40% of the students. Several students, however, rated the items inconsistently, such as 

rating both “I am willing to do every class assignment, including optional work” and “I 

do only what I need to do to get an acceptable grade” items as strongly agree. Such 

responses indicated either some ambivalence or a less-than-careful attention to the 

questionnaire. 

Nevertheless, I observed that some students gave high ratings for all learning, 

performance and work-avoidance goals, indicating some confusion. I followed these up 

in my qualitative investigation in order to understand the phenomenon and provide a 

clear and accurate description. 

 

Self-efficacy and Attribution 

The self-efficacy and attribution measures were adapted from Seifert (1995) and 

Seifert and O’Keefe (2001). Some students reported higher self-efficacy while others 

showed much less. The mean of students’ self-efficacy ratings was 3.17 (SD = .83). For 

the item “I believe I can do well without help,” 15 students rated it as strongly disagree or 

disagree (1 or 2) while 10 students rated agree or strongly agree (4 or 5). Similarly, for 

the item “I think Chinese is hard for me,” 11 students rated it 1 or 2, while 12 students 

rated it 4 or 5. 

Moreover, students’ attribution ratings showed interesting patterns as well. 

Generally, when students did well, they attributed their success to all four possible causes, 

ability, effort, luck, and task-difficulty. Ability (mean = 3.57, SD = .88) and effort (mean 

= 3.3, SD = .94) received relatively higher ratings on average. However, when students 
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did not do well, effort received the highest attribution (mean = 3.10, SD = 1.11), and luck, 

the second highest, only received a mean score of 2.37 (SD = 1.17). 

The mean scores for both self-efficacy and attribution items were around 3, 

standing for “neither agree nor disagree.” This information did not provide enough 

description of students’ perceptions. Interviews with students were expected to illuminate 

further how students perceived their ability, achievement, and the cause of success or 

failure, and how these might have influenced their Chinese learning experience. 

 

Academic Emotions 

The academic emotions measure was adapted from Pekrun et al. (2002). Before 

going to Chinese school, most students reported experiencing the emotion of anxiety 

(43.3%). In class, Most students felt pride (53.3%), hope (43.3%), and enjoyment 

(40.0%), but there were also some students who reported feeling bored (40%). After the 

class, many students felt pride (58.3%), and enjoyment (53.3%). It seemed that students 

reported experiencing more positive emotions than negative emotions at the Chinese 

school. 

When students were studying Chinese at home, several negative emotions, in 

addition to the positive ones, were reported. Before studying Chinese, seven (23.3%) 

students rated the item “I feel ashamed about my constant procrastination,” 4 or 5 on the 

5-point scale. During the time when they were studying, students experienced pride 

(46.7%) and hope (33.3%), but also anger (35.7%) and boredom (23.3%). After studying 

Chinese, students felt pride (50.0%) and enjoyment (36.7%), but on the other hand, 
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26.7% of the students also gave a 4 or 5 for the item “I worry whether I have properly 

understood the material,” which indicated anxiety, and 23.3% for ”My memory gaps 

embarrass me,” which indicated shame. 

During the analysis, I found that some students generally used the more extreme 

rating, like 1 or 5, while others were more inclined to rate items with the middle of the 

scale. Several students from the interview also said that they were not sure how to rate 

their academic emotions when answering the questionnaire. Therefore, it was necessary 

to conduct interviews, requesting for detailed descriptions and further explanations of the 

experience, so that students’ inner feelings and emotions might better understood through 

the interview. 

 

Well-being Measures 

The well-being measure was adapted from Schallert and Neely (2006). As reported 

in the time and schedule section, students were occupied with different activities in 

addition to the school work of formal school and Chinese school. The results from the 

well-being items suggested that many students were experiencing some pressure that 

might have threatened their well-being to a certain degree. For example, the item “In the 

typical week, I am under pressure to keep up with all the things I need to do,” was agreed 

to or strongly agreed to by about two-third of the students (69%). The item “Sometimes I 

feel I am being pushed around in life” also received a 4 or 5 (agree or strongly agree) 

rating from half (48%) of the students. Meanwhile, about half (48%) of the students gave 

a 4 or 5 for the item, “In a typical week, I should spend more time socializing with 
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friends.” 

In terms of their satisfaction with their learning at Chinese school, about half (48%) 

of the students were satisfied with their accomplishments in Chinese. About half (55%) of 

the students reported parents set high standards for their Chinese learning. Meanwhile, 

only two students agreed that there was no way to improve their Chinese learning, and 

only two agreed that they spent too much time doing Chinese school work. 

 

Summary of Section Two 

Analysis of questionnaire responses revealed that most participants of this study 

were born in the US and their parents were originally from Taiwan. Mandarin Chinese 

was the most common family language for these Chinese school students, but students 

reported speaking mostly English with some Chinese at home. Although most students 

acknowledged their dual identity, more students reported a stronger leaning toward their 

Chinese identity, and others were more inclined to their American identity. However, the 

participants of this study seemed to have equal cultural orientation toward both Chinese 

and American culture. In addition to formal school and Chinese school work, most 

students reported having at least one more activity on a weekly basis, and more than half 

of the students claimed that they could only have time to study for Chinese school during 

the weekend. Almost every student attended Chinese school partly to comply with their 

parents’ strong wishes,, but other reasons, including preparing for future jobs and 

maintaining their heritage language, also contributed to their motivation. At Chinese 

school, most students had learning goals rather than performance goals, but only half of 
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them showed high self-efficacy in learning Chinese. More positive emotions (enjoyment, 

pride and hope) were reported during the class time as well as the time when students 

studied Chinese at home. The emotions of boredom and anger, however, were also 

reported. Finally, many students were shown to be under great pressure with very busy 

schedules, but half of the student participants still agreed feeling satisfied with their life, 

and half of the students were satisfied with their accomplishment in Chinese learning. 

The results from the questionnaire provided a general view of the participants of 

this study. Nevertheless, with the large variance and individual differences shown in the 

questionnaire results, a more interpretive and contextualized investigation, was necessary 

to develop a clearer story of these students in Chinese school. In the following section, 

the results from the qualitative data are presented. 

 

Section Three: Mini Portraits of Some Focal Students 

Of the 30 students who participated in the first part of the study, 19 of them and 

their parents agreed to participate in the interview portion of the study, and these became 

my focal participants. This focal group encompassed students from all three grades from 

both schools, and could represent most of the students at Chinese school, especially based 

on their divergent responses to the questionnaire. However, the focal students, who were 

willing to participate in a study like this might all at least have had some degree of 

learning intentions. Students who were truly amotivated might not have been willing to 

volunteer to contribute to this study or may have chosen to drop out of Chinese school 

altogether. 
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In the following section, I present mini-portraits for eight of the focal students, 

describing the students’ experiences and perceptions of their Chinese learning as well as 

the expectations and perspectives from their parents. Descriptions of the home 

environment and the support from the parents for students’ learning are also presented.  

The eight students were chosen for their representativeness, based on their 

perceived identity (Chinese, Chinese-American, American), their backgrounds (grade, 

school, family language), and experience in their Chinese learning (positive, negative, 

most influential factors). Particularly, the last two mini-portraits describe the experience 

of a brother and sister, which may provide some insights from the comparison in the 

same family context. 

Based on the percentage of participation, I chose two students from the 6th grade 

(Catharine, Joel), four students from the 7th grade (Chun-Hao, Bob, Susie, Tracy), and 

two students from the 8th grade (Nancy, Taylor). One of them was studying at the Hope 

Chinese School (Joel), and the other seven were studying at the Confucius Chinese 

School. In terms of identity, one student identified himself as a Chinese person in 

America (Chun-Hao); one identified herself as an American with Chinese background 

(Catharine); three identified themselves as Chinese-American but considered themselves 

Chinese in their mind (Nancy, Susie, Taylor), and the other three Chinese-Americans 

would say they were American first in their mind (Bob, Joel, Tracy). Among them, six of 

the students had Mandarin as their family language (Chun-Hao, Nancy, Susie, Taylor, 

Bob, Tracy), one of them had Cantonese (Catharine), and one had parents who spoke 

different languages (Joel).  
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All of the descriptions were from my interviews with the students, parents, teachers 

as well as my observation journal, and some from their responses to the questionnaire. 

Each sub-title lists the students’ name, grade at Chinese school, and their response to the 

identity item on the questionnaire. 

 

Catharine: 6th grade, “An American with Chinese background” 

Catharine was born in the United States and was 11 years old at the time of the 

study. She preferred to go by the name of Catharine instead of her Chinese name because 

she liked her American name better, and her parents called her Catharine as well. Both of 

her parents originally had come from Macao, and they taught and communicated in 

Cantonese with family members. Catharine learned how to communicate in Cantonese 

before she went to any school, but her parents hardly read any stories about Chinese 

history or culture and rarely introduced the literacy part of the Chinese language to her at 

home. There were fewer than 25 children’s books in Chinese at their home. A few 

decorations with Chinese painting and characters were hung on the wall when I visited 

their place. The mother was very proud to tell me that the calligraphy was the print of the 

original rock lettering by Chien-Lung, one of the famous emperors in the Ching Dynasty. 

However, when I asked her if her children ever cared for the meaning of these words, she 

told me the children were not interested in it. The mother admitted that because the 

parents were very busy, and also because not many special activities for the Chinese New 

Year or other Chinese festivals were provided in town, they did not have much time or 

opportunity to introduce Chinese culture to their children. They did, however, bring some 
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Chinese movies or DVDs for their children to watch in the car with a laptop. 

When seeing their friends sending children to learn how to communicate, read, and 

write in Mandarin Chinese at Chinese schools, Catharine’s parents followed, expecting 

that this might be a good way to prepare little Catharine and her younger brother for the 

future. Catharine’s parents also tried to speak some Mandarin Chinese at home, though 

based on my observation from the interview, the parents’ pronunciation and fluency were 

not perfect. Most of the time, Catherine would respond in English or Cantonese, and the 

parents did not force her to speak in Mandarin. Their expectation for Catharine’s learning 

at Chinese school was to be able to carry on daily conversation in Mandarin. They 

thought asking Catharine to write a letter in Chinese to her friend was an 

over-expectation, and all they wanted was for Catharine to build a foundation of Chinese 

knowledge “in case she needs it, if she is going to China in the future.” 

Catharine had had a hard time at Chinese school ever since she was in the 

pre-school classes, because “it’s just all Mandarin there,” as she said. If the teacher did 

not speak enough English for her to understand the class, like the one she currently had, 

she felt it was very difficult to be in the class. She told me that she never enjoyed her 

Chinese class, and that there was nothing she liked about Chinese school. She tuned out 

in class often because the teacher talked fast and it was hard for her to understand. She 

usually felt bored and thought about other things because, as she said, “what’s the point 

of listening if I don’t understand it?”. When her teacher gave an activity for creative 

writing in class, she had many ideas, but her limited Chinese vocabulary kept her from 

expressing them. “Sometimes, I felt ashamed that I couldn’t do it right, or meet the 
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teacher’s expectation,” she reported in the interview when I prompted her about the 

emotional experience at the moment. 

To Catharine, the Chinese school was not a “real” school, even though she believed 

her parents had the same high expectations for her there as for formal school, such as 

getting good grades and being at the top of her class. She knew she had disadvantages in 

speaking the language compared with other students at Chinese school, so she focused on 

the reading part of the language. However, her goal at Chinese school was still to get 

good grades. Her classmates at the Chinese school all went to a neighborhood school 

where there were more Chinese students, and she did not know them well. According to 

her teacher, Catharine often showed little motivation in class, rarely participated, and she 

told her classmate that she wanted to stop coming to the Chinese school. 

Unlike in Chinese school, Catharine had higher goals in her “real school,” the 

American school. She expected herself to be the best, in the top five of her class. Being 

the only Chinese person at her private middle school, she felt proud of being Chinese, 

and she believed it would be embarrassing if she did not acquire some knowledge of the 

Chinese language. She had many good friends at the American school, but she was 

considering transferring to the neighborhood middle school because “there were more 

Chinese people.” She liked the curriculum and instructional design at the formal school, 

where the teacher gave group projects or hands-on activities, such as making 

conversations out of the words learned in class, instead of teaching straight from the 

textbook. 

Like most children in a typical Chinese family, in addition to the formal school and 
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Chinese school work, Catharine participated in several activities during the weekend. On 

Saturday, she had the “String Project” (learning to play violin) at the local university from 

9 A.M. to noon, and an art class from 3 to 4:30 in the afternoon. She would use the three 

hours in between to go to the library and do her Chinese homework. On Sunday morning, 

she had piano lessons and Chinese class in the afternoon. Sometimes, there was only 45 

minutes in between and she had to have lunch as she traveled from one school to another. 

The tight schedule sometimes exhausted her, but her mother said, “It seems to be a waste 

if she does not learn more things. She would just spend the time watching TV or playing 

computer games. We need to enrich her life.” 

Overall, Catherine considered that the Chinese language was worth learning 

“because in the future, many jobs were going to China,” and it would be an advantage for 

her, which she emphasized many times during the interview. The usefulness for her future 

career seemed to be the main reason that she was motivated to learn Chinese. However, 

whenever it was time to do Chinese homework, she just wanted to “get through it so that 

I [she] can do other things.” Her thought about Chinese school was simple, “it is sort of 

hard, but I’ve gotten used to doing my work every Saturday and Sunday, like all the 

homework and stuff.” 

 

Chun-Hao: 7th grade, “A Chinese person living in America” 

Chun-Hao was born in the U.S., and currently was 13 years old. He had an English 

name Howard, but he identified himself more by his Chinese name because “Howard is 

just a sound translation for my nickname…Chun-Hao is my actual name,” he said. Both 
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of his parents were from Taiwan, and they used Mandarin Chinese for daily conversation 

with family members.  Chun-Hao’s sister could communicate well in Mandarin Chinese, 

even though she had never learned to read and write Chinese. Chun-Hao, who had been 

coming to the Chinese school since kindergarten, on the other hand, mostly used English 

to respond, unless being forced to use Mandarin. Originally, Chun-Hao’s parents had had 

high expectations for his Chinese learning, but now they simply hoped that he could at 

least be good at speaking and listening. “It’s ok to be illiterate,” said his father, “but at 

least when people speak to you [in Mandarin], you should be able to understand. That’s 

basically what we ask for.”  

According to Chun-Hao’s father, Chun-Hao had shown some resistance toward 

going to Chinese school when he was young. “There was a time when he would cry or 

show an upset face whenever he had to write Chinese. We once felt like giving up forcing 

him to learn Chinese because every weekend we were all suffering,” said his father. 

Chun-Hao reported that he did not like the Chinese class from the beginning, even though 

they were just singing songs in class. What he expected of himself was simply to learn 

enough to communicate. He believed that he did not need any more than that. He said he 

had higher expectations for his performance when he was younger because the teacher 

would give the students the exact same test as a “review” before the actual test, and it was 

easier for him to pass the test. “Chinese is very hard to learn.” His father interpreted Chun 

Hao’s reactions as follows: “You ask him to spend the time learning it, but he doesn’t 

know why he learns that for. It is so hard, you might write each word and each stroke 

very slowly and still come out wrong.” Lately years, Chun-Hao was not showing as much 
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resistance as before, but his father believed that deep down inside, he was still not willing 

to go to Chinese school. “You know Chinese children. They can’t fight or argue with their 

parents. They have to do what we say. Otherwise, they will be expecting yelling or 

punishment,” his father said. The parents tried to persuade Chun-Hao of the importance 

of learning Chinese by emphasizing the benefits for future careers, but he did not seem to 

agree with their idea. In the meantime, his father admitted that they probably were not 

patient enough and gave more negative feedback to Chun-Hao in terms of learning 

Chinese, such as “how can you be so stupid! We just told you how to write the word, and 

you forget it now?” 

Chun-Hao’s first response about his experience at Chinese school was “Just being 

bored and daydreaming.” He was bored because he “just listen to the teacher talking on 

and on about stuff that I don’t [he didn’t] understand.” When the class was doing an 

activity in small groups, he could not understand it, either. The task was often too 

difficult for him, and he could not figure any of the answers out. “Usually I just copy it 

[from my teammates]” he said, and he felt frustrated about it. However, when I asked him 

how the teacher could make the class more interesting, he said there was not much to do 

because “there is[are] only like three guys in the class, and I only know two of them. 

There are a lot more guys in my other classes…the girls aren’t going to pay attention to 

guys….everybody here is younger than me.” Social context might have had the most 

impact on his learning experience. Although the over-challenging class frustrated him, he 

would not consider it better if he changed to a class where the material was easier, such 

as 6th grade. “because they are 6th graders! Half of them can’t even understand what I 
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am talking about,” as he pointed out. From his perspective, the extra-curricular activity 

that followed Chinese class was more attractive, compared with the Chinese class, 

“’cause when I play basketball, I can get along with my teammates just fine…[those guys 

were] 8th and 9th graders.” The extra-curricular activity, then, became the reason for 

Chun-Hao to go to Chinese school. “The period after the Chinese class is fun,” he said. 

“Usually I am just waiting for the Chinese class to end.” 

Chun-Hao’s perceptions of learning Chinese were reflected in his classroom 

behavior and effort given to learning the language. He hardly participated in class 

activities and even when the teacher called on him, he usually answered, “I don’t know.” 

His homework assignments were careless and incomplete, though he turned them in 

every class. His test scores were usually low, and according to the researcher’s 

observation in class, he tried to cheat when taking tests. He confessed that he only studied 

Chinese for 10 to 20 minutes in the car while on his way to Chinese school from home. 

He claimed that he had no time for studying Chinese. “Usually I have to study at home 

for my tests…I have three tests on Thursdays and one test on Fridays and a quiz on 

Wednesdays, and I have to study for all of it,” he said. 

Unlike the Chinese school experience, Chun-Hao did not get bored at his formal 

school. There were more boys, which made him feel more comfortable in class, and he 

considered what he learned more helpful in getting into college. Chinese was not 

important unless he wanted to take the bilingual test. Compared to Chinese, the Spanish 

he took in formal school was “a lot easier to understand,” not only because the Spanish 

language was similar to English, but he was earning an average of A+ on the subject. In 
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fact, Chun-Hao was doing well in other subjects at formal school such as in science. He 

said, “Usually in science, when we take the test, I’m the first one done, and I don’t miss a 

problem, so it’s easy,” and he concluded with a light laugh, “Yeah, I guess that makes it 

interesting.” 

For Chun-Hao, Chinese was the hardest subject he had to learn. He “supposed” it 

would be useful if he would go to Asia, but he did not see the value of learning it at the 

moment, as he stated, “if I am learning it right now, and I can speak and anything; about 

three years later, if I don’t use it, I probably will forget it.” 

 

Nancy: 8th grade, “A Chinese-American, but Chinese in my mind” 

Born in the US, Yen-Ning, also known as Nancy, was currently 14. If people asked 

her about her ethnicity, she usually would say she was Taiwanese. However, she preferred 

to be called differently depending on the group she was with. If she was in a room with 

Caucasians, she preferred to go by Nancy, but if not, like at the Chinese school, she liked 

her Chinese name better. Her family had spoken Mandarin Chinese at home since she 

was born, but maybe because of this, she was not quite adapted to the school environment 

when she first entered kindergarten in formal school where there was only English. Her 

parents, then, brought her to the Chinese school, hoping that the activities there would 

make her happier, and they did. Nevertheless, one day, in the second grade, her mother 

went on a field trip organized by the formal school, and she noticed that Nancy seldom 

spoke a word, only nodding, even with her best friend. Worrying that Nancy would have 

problems in class, her parents set up a new house rule – everyone in the family had to 
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communicate in English with each other. From then on, as Nancy’s English ability started 

to grow, her Chinese ability seemed to get weaker. 

Despite the emphasis the family put on learning English, Nancy was passionate in 

wanting to learn Chinese. “She has been fond of Chinese all along and always wants to 

learn Chinese,” said her mother. When she started learning Chinese, it was very hard and 

challenging, but she was very devoted to it and persistent. A story was told by her mother 

in the interview: 

She did not have a good memory. I guess she wasn’t born with it. I remember it 

was in her 3rd or 4th grade, she was struggling to remember all the new words 

(Chinese characters). On Saturday, I was helping her review the lesson for the quiz 

next day. There were about 10 new words for that lesson, so we decided to have her 

study them, and I would give her a test every hour, testing her again and again. On 

Sunday morning, I tested her again, but she could only remember two out of the ten 

words and got the rest of the words wrong. I felt tired and told her to give up. I said, 

“Chinese is not for everyone to study. Learning a foreign language is a privilege 

but you don’t have to do it.” I told her to forget it, and I went away. She was pretty 

devastated, but she still took out the tape recorder, recorded the words and phrases, 

and tested herself again. Seeing her do that, I felt embarrassed, so I did not ask her 

to quit any more. 

Nancy claimed that her Chinese learning experience was “pretty fun” and 

enjoyable. Her responses on the questionnaire indicated higher scores for the positive 

emotions of enjoyment, hope, and pride in class. “I have to learn Chinese, because it’s 

something that I really want to do,” she added. Her perceptions of learning Chinese were 

highly affected by the teachers at Chinese school. She believed all her Chinese teachers 

had been very good teachers. Particularly, there was one teacher who had the strongest 
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influence on her. “She really put a lot of influence about [on] being proud of being 

Chinese, like learning it, and I just get more motivated by her.” The focus of the 

instruction encouraged Nancy’s awareness of her ethnic identity, as she stated, “I am 

Chinese, and it made me want to learn, too.” When I asked her what strategies the teacher 

used, she said,  

She was a very strict teacher, and she taught us always respect her…She expected 

us to always have it [homework] done, be in class on time, or she’ll get very angry. 

She even handwrote the tests. She worked very hard on that…She told us how one 

of the students in the previous year said that if they didn’t learn Chinese, they’d be 

ashamed. So, I guess that really affected me. 

In fact, Nancy felt that she was closer to her Chinese school teachers than her 

formal school teachers. Due to the small size of the Chinese classes, the teachers gave 

more attention to each student, compared with one teacher for 100 students at the formal 

middle school. In Nancy’s view, the teachers at the Chinese school were more open to 

sharing personal stories, which made her feel comfortable with them.  

In addition to the influence of teachers, Nancy’s friends at the formal school also 

contributed to Nancy’s positive learning experience. “She has not been good at making 

friends…She is more comfortable being with Chinese people. That’s why she is willing 

to learn Chinese,” as her mother interpreted Nancy’s motivation to learn. Friends were 

very important in Nancy’s life. Even though she had talents in the arts and had won first 

prize for her art, she decided to take violin lessons instead of fine art drawing classes 

because she wanted to be with her friends. “The same thing for her dancing lessons on 

Friday,” said her mother, “She has no athletic cells. The teacher and everyone there just 
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kept telling her about what she did wrong. It was a torture for her. I asked her to quit, but 

she didn’t want to. She said her friends were there.” When Nancy finished the highest 

grade, 8th grade, at the Hope Chinese School, unlike other students who could not wait to 

say goodbye to their Chinese school years, she registered in the same grade class at the 

Confucius Chinese school, where she was with the Asian group from the formal school 

she attended. 

With all the motivational triggers, Nancy had high expectations for her Chinese 

learning. Nancy wished her Chinese skills could be as good as anyone from Taiwan, even 

though she knew it would be hard for her. She wanted to get good grades on the Chinese 

SAT, but it was “the actual learning of words” that she liked most. She saw her 

improvement in her Chinese learning when reading magazines in Chinese. “I am pretty 

satisfied that I could be able to understand those words,” said Nancy. Her teacher, Ms. 

Pam, also confirmed that Nancy showed stronger learning intention than performance 

intention. When I asked Nancy if she would still prepare for Chinese school if there were 

no quiz, she answered, “Yes, I think I would, because if I didn’t study, I wouldn’t be able 

to know any of the words at all.” 

Although she had passion for Chinese, Nancy’s time was not more free than other 

students. She had tennis lessons Mondays to Thursdays, dance on Friday, math on 

Saturday, and violin lessons and the Chinese class on Sunday. She said, “It’s sort of hard, 

because on the weekend, I am, like, completely busy.” Regardless of the pressure of a 

tight schedule, Nancy used any time she could to study her Chinese, including Saturday 

afternoon and evening after the math class, and Sunday morning before the violin lesson. 
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Every week, she would still devote more than 6 hours preparing for the Chinese class.  

“If there were no Chinese school…,” I asked her. “I wouldn’t be that proud of 

being Chinese because I couldn’t speak it. I don’t know much about it, and if any Chinese 

try to talk to me, I probably would, like, avoid them. I wouldn’t be able to know the 

people I know now,” Nancy responded. 

 

Bob: 7th grade, “A Chinese-American, but an American first in mind” 

Bob was 12 years old, and he had been going to Chinese school on Sundays for 

about 9 years. However, Bob showed some resistance to accepting his Chinese identity. 

When people were guessing whether he was from China, he would answer, “My parents 

are from Taiwan.” If people specifically asked about him, he would say he was from 

Minnesota. Bob learned to speak some Mandarin Chinese first for communication at 

home, but after he started going to school and learned more English, he spoke less and 

less Chinese. Because both of his parents were working, he was sent to an American 

daycare center at a very young age, and met the best friends he grew up with there. His 

parents sent him to Chinese school at the age of four, hoping to maintain the heritage 

language in the second generation and also to prepare Bob for a language they expected 

to become another global language. Nevertheless, due to their circumstances, their 

expectations for Bob’s achievement at Chinese school were not high. As long as Bob 

attended the school, did the required assignments given by the teacher, they tried not to 

push him too much. On the other hand, the parents held higher expectations for his 

achievement in the English language. “Because this [English] is what he needs for going 
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to school here and even for future schools,” said his father, “so we paid much attention to 

this since he was young. We did our best to borrow lots of books from the library, and 

developed his interest in reading [in English].” The parents’ efforts seemed to work well. 

A few times in Chinese classes, Bob requested to be excused from the game activities, 

holding a thick English book in his hand. “I just want to read,” he said. 

Going to Chinese school for Bob was simply the work he was required to do, 

especially when he was young. He fought for quitting Chinese school many times, but 

because his parents still insisted, he became resigned. “The main reason he gave was that 

Chinese was not useful,” said his father, “He hardly had any Chinese friends, and the 

people at the [formal] school were all Americans, so he did not feel the need to learn this 

[Chinese].” When I asked Bob whether he was interested in learning Chinese, he said, “it 

doesn’t matter,” which might suggest the idea that he had no autonomy in terms of 

choosing to attend Chinese school or not.  

According to his father, one incentive for Bob to go to Chinese school right now 

was his friends. “The good thing about having some friends at the Chinese school was 

that he would have some sort of motivation to go,” interpreted his father, “like, he had 

made friends with those boys now in his class, so he would feel more comfortable 

because at least he could have some boy talk with someone he knows.” Social goals and a 

sense of belonging seemed to be important in Bob’s life. Compared with the low 

motivation for Chinese school, joining the orchestra was something to which Bob had 

been very devoted. “The main thing was that a lot of his friends at school were in the 

same orchestra. These were his circle of friends, so they learned together,” his father 
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reported. 

Although from his father’s point of view, Bob was not showing much interest in 

learning Chinese, Bob reported to have some learning goals. The goal might be higher 

now because as he grew older and watched more Chinese TV programs, he realized that 

there were many things that he did not know. “It shows me I don’t know that much, so I 

need to learn more,” said Bob. Reaching the goal or being closer to the learning goal 

usually brought him positive emotions. He said, “I just want to understand what we 

learn…when I do, it feels good, because then I am getting closer to learning more 

Chinese.” In particular, seeing his improvement throughout the semester, such as from 

getting a grade of 75 to 111, made him very happy and proud of himself. 

Bob’s biggest concern was the time consuming homework. Bob reported often 

feeling frustrated about learning Chinese. “Since I work on my Chinese homework on 

Saturday, sometimes I might have two projects for class in English over that same 

weekend, so I tried to stay in the same schedule, but it’s really hard.” He added, “And 

now I also have to play my instrument, so it takes some more time.” In addition to the 

time it took to do the homework, having trouble to do the homework by himself seemed 

to contribute to his frustration, especially when compared with the Spanish homework he 

had from formal school. “Spanish is an easier language. I don’t need to ask my parents 

for help. Chinese is harder to me so I have to ask them, like, what is this word and stuff,” 

said Bob. His father also reported that Bob usually needed their assistance with the 

Chinese homework, and most of the time he would need to coordinate his schedule with 

his parents’. As his father said, 
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A lot of times his “excuse” was that he couldn’t understand the reading passage [in 

the workbook], or when making a sentence, he could only think of an English one, 

and he needed us to help him translate the sentence into Chinese. He hardly can 

make a sentence all by himself……We are busy during weekdays, so he usually 

waits for us to do the homework on Saturday. 

The restriction of time was not the only cause for the conflicts Bob encountered. 

He also reported facing the difficulty of reaching his goals. When I asked him about his 

goals for Chinese school, he answered, “I want to learn more Chinese, but I can’t 

remember it. And I also have lots of English homework, so I don’t have time to try to 

study and remember how to say stuff.” The same situation occurred when he was writing 

his homework. “I want to make it [the Chinese character he was writing] look neat, but 

sometimes I can’t make it look neat. My Chinese handwriting is not good, so it kind of 

frustrats me,” said Bob.  

As for the Chinese class, Bob thought, “The class is ok…since [it’s] not too hard.” 

He enjoyed the competition game in class, and he felt happy when he got something right 

in class, such as on the quiz or answering a question. “It’s pretty fun sometimes,” he said. 

He liked to listen to the stories the teacher sometimes read in class, as long as he could 

understand them. He reported never experiencing boredom in class, but he also said, 

“Sometimes, when I don’t listen, it’s when I am working with my Chinese homework 

because I want to get a quick start on that.” This usually happened at the time when the 

teacher was introducing the vocabulary and related phrases. “Since you [the teacher] are 

talking about the phrases for each word, I don’t think I need to know those right now, so I 

just write the homework,” said Bob. His eagerness to finish his homework seemed to 
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come before his goal of learning more Chinese. “He would only do the required 

homework. If you [the teacher] said the assignment was optional, he would never touch 

it,” said his father. 

 

Susie: 7th grade, “A Chinese-American, but Chinese in my mind” 

Susie was born in the United States, but she had been back to Taiwan at age one 

and did not come back to the U.S. until she was six years old. Although she did not go to 

formal school in Taiwan, the experience may have contributed to her accurate 

pronunciation of Chinese without any American accent and the ease with which she 

communicated in Mandarin. When Susie first attended Chinese school, the teacher had 

asked her to transfer from the kindergarten class to the first grade due to her higher 

knowledge of Chinese phonics and speaking skill. Even though Susie’s family spoke 

Mandarin Chinese at home, her mother still wanted Susie to go to Chinese school so that 

Susie would not only learn the language to communicate with family members, but also 

always remember that she was Chinese, and the Chinese culture and moral views would 

be preserved. Susie did not let her mother down, as she said, “I hope to be able to 

communicate well in Mandarin Chinese, because I AM Chinese. I am coming from a 

Chinese background.” 

Moreover, Susie had developed much interest in the Chinese language and culture. 

“At first, I thought I only needed to learn English in the United States,” said Susie. She 

did not know there were Chinese schools in America so she had been curious about the 

Chinese class in the beginning. After she started learning, she became very interested in 
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the Chinese language and had enjoyed Chinese classes at all time. “From the beginning 

it’s fun,” Susie said, “because I like learning Chinese history. I like to learn about ancient 

history, about the kings and queens, and I just like the language, like, all the calligraphy, 

even though it’s hard.” Moreover, Susie liked to listen to stories in Chinese, as her mother 

reported, “You know, like Cuore or Romeo and Juliet (Chinese version). Sometimes the 

vocabulary was harder for her, so she would say ‘Mom, read it [the story] to me.’” 

Whenever they were watching a movie or TV series in Chinese, Susie would grab every 

chance to learn, as she kept asking her mother, “Mother, what does this mean? What does 

that mean?” According to my research journal, Susie had always been an excellent 

student in class – she paid attention, raised her hand often, completed all homework 

assignments on time, including the optional ones, and usually received nearly perfect 

scores on quizzes and exams. 

Susie’s high interest also led to high expectations of her Chinese learning. She 

expected herself to be as good as an educated person, such as a professor, in Taiwan, who 

could use a more sophisticated language to express herself. This kind of expectation, 

nevertheless, only applied to the listening, speaking, and reading skills. “Um, I guess I 

will not care that much for writing…unless for the exams or tests at Chinese school,” said 

Susie. Unlike the other three skills, writing was more challenging for her. “[When writing 

essays] I don’t know how to write out what I want to write,” Susie explained. “I don’t 

know how to put the sentences together and make sense of it [the essay]. The content is 

usually not good, either. It’s, like, I am stuttering, not fluent at all.” Failure to meet her 

ideal standard of an essay seemed to have decreased her interest in writing, though she 
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still wanted to learned more in order to write a better essay. Except for essay writing, 

where many students found it hard to understand Chinese or considered the Chinese 

language hard to learn, Susie had always perceived Chinese class to be easy. “I have 

heard about most of what we are learning now, either at home or on TV, so I think it is 

not difficult at all,” said Susie. Accordingly, what Susie liked in the Chinese class was not 

the textbook content. As she reported, 

I like those extra ones…like the sentence making, where the words come from, like, 

tell you how to be a better person according to the Chinese culture, like the 

different religions and different foods and dress. 

To Susie, learning Chinese was helpful because she could think from both Chinese 

and American perspectives and compare the difference. She also believed that the ability 

to speak two languages would be a benefit for her future career and college study as well. 

In fact, her mother suggested Susie go back to Taiwan some day and major in Chinese 

history for her college education. 

In addition to her learning intention, Susie reported that she also cared much about 

her grades at both formal and Chinese schools. Although she had high ability and 

self-efficacy for learning Chinese, she had always experienced anxiety before tests or 

exams. “Because I don’t know what you [the teacher is] are going to put on the tests. It 

makes me nervous should I not study the part you put on the test, and I do not know the 

answer,” said Susie. Every time before a test or exam, Susie would not go to bed until she 

considered herself well-prepared. “Sometimes [when I checked on her] it was 11 o’clock. 

I would just tell her to go to bed,” said her mother, “but she insisted finishing her study.” 

Overall, Susie had a very positive Chinese learning experience. As she concluded, 
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“I think it [learning Chinese] is enjoyable, fun, interesting, exciting because you are 

learning something very different. It was totally different from American history...It’s 

very interesting!” 

 

Joel: 6th grade, “a Chinese-American, but an American first in mind” 

Joel, 12 years old, was born in the United States. His father, though born in Hong 

Kong, was brought up in Brazil, and usually identified himself as a Brazilian. Joel’s 

mother, on the other hand, was originally from Taiwan. Although Joel’s mother always 

spoke Mandarin at home, his father only spoke English and Portuguese. Joel learned to 

communicate in Mandarin when he was young, especially when talking with his mother, 

but he said that he “lost the Chinese language” after he started to go to the school in the 

U.S. Because Joel was in the second generation of Chinese immigrants, his mother took 

him to Chinese school, hoping that he could build up some relationship with the Chinese 

people and culture. “Sometimes I think the purpose of sending children to Chinese school 

is to help them recognize their existence as Chinese American,” said his mother, “I don’t 

want them to be wiped out and only consider themselves as American.” As for learning 

Chinese, she believed that children should be happy, so she did not expect Joel to learn 

much, considering that he had already had much homework from his formal school. For 

Joel, he did not want to go to Chinese school, if it was not in exchange for playing soccer, 

a deal his mother had made with him. 

When asked about his experience at Chinese school, Joel said, “I usually think it is 

boring…[and] I don’t like going to school [for] an extra two hours.” He reported that he 
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never enjoyed a Chinese class, even though he could understand the teacher well. Joel 

liked to “goof off” in class and made other people laugh, especially when he felt bored. 

According to his teacher, Joel was certainly engaged in class, but he could not help 

making comments almost after every sentence made by the teacher. “Sometimes [when 

he distracted the class too much] I would say to him ‘Will you die if you keep quiet?’ and 

he would grin and answer ‘yeah’,” said Ms. Chang, laughing. “His comments were 

usually free association, very creative, and everyone enjoyed his comments, but from a 

teacher’s point of view, he made it harder for me to discipline the class.” 

In addition to feeling bored, another reason that Joel did not like Chinese school 

was the homework assignments and the absence of his friends. “It’s [Chinese school is] 

not as fun [as the formal school] because my friends aren’t around,” as he said. Most of 

his friends were Americans who did not speak Chinese. Only two of his friends were 

Chinese, and he only got along well with one of them. In fact, going to Chinese school 

also took time away with his friends. “I would usually play with my friends on Sunday, 

[but] then I have to stop because I have to go to Chinese school,” said Joel. Another thing 

that took away his time was the homework, what he disliked the most about Chinese 

school. Homework was not hard for him, but he always felt bored. Every time he was 

doing homework for Chinese school, he needed a break after every 45 minutes. “[I need 

to] relax my mind because it’s boring,” said Joel. “It’s like, OK, you’ll have to write the 

same words 10 times, and all it does is just to make my hand tired,” and he believed that 

such repetition was not helpful for him to remember the characters at all. The drill, 

considered an effective means to learn Chinese characters in the Chinese culture, seemed 



 103

not to have the same result for Joel. Nevertheless, as a student who had such creativity, he 

usually surprised his teacher in his writing. “Every time when we were writing the 

journal (create a review story with new words) in class, I felt that he was very happy. He 

would spend much time and write it carefully,” said Ms. Chang, “Joel was not good at 

writing but he usually wrote a story that was full of novelty and originality.” 

In terms of performance in class, Joel reported that he cared about the grades and 

winning the competition (game) in the Chinese class. Winning and getting good grades 

made him happy. One thing that he liked about his teacher was that she was an easy 

grader. “I didn’t like her [my sister’s] teacher, ‘cause I would always get like 70…If it’s 

ten points, she takes out 10 points, but this [my] teacher, if there is 10 points, she 

probably takes out 2 points, so it’s easier,” and “that’s good,” said Joel. Although he 

claimed that he would not feel anything if he got bad grades, failing to get good grades 

might have discouraged him from making efforts. “There was once when I blamed his 

lack of practice for the lower grade,” as Ms. Chang reported, “and he answered, ‘Well, in 

the American school, I am an over achiever, but in Chinese school, I am not.’” 

Regardless of his negative experience of learning Chinese, Joel reported some 

awareness of how learning Chinese could be a future benefit for him. He said, “At first I 

didn’t want to go there, but now I’ve realized the importance of learning 

Chinese…because a lot of people speak it…and that could help me in the future!” He 

said his goal was to learn enough Chinese so that he would be able to go to China without 

“being handicapped,” though he knew that he still had a long way to go. However, when 

the “importance” issue was brought up again later, he responded in a joking tone that, 
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“Yeah, my mom kind of jots it into my head that it’s [learning Chinese is] important,” and 

he said what really was in his mind was “it’s boring.” As a result, when I asked him what 

he would tell his friend about Chinese school, Joel said, “It’s really boring, and I don’t 

recommend you going…unless you really want to.” 

     

Taylor: 8th grade, “A Chinese-American, but Chinese in my mind” 

Although born in the U. S., he was brought back to Taiwan for four years, and 

completed the first grade of elementary school there. After he came back to the U.S., he 

did not attend any Sunday Chinese school until he was in 4th grade. Taylor first went to 

the Hope Chinese school, and three years later, because the school did not provide a 7th 

grade class at that time, he switched to the Confucius Chinese school, that his friends in 

his formal school attended. His parents still sent him to Chinese school because they 

believed that Taylor should continue learning the Chinese language. “I believe for their 

generation, they should develop the sense of a global view. They should try to learn as 

many languages as they can, not to mention their own mother tongue,” said Taylor’s 

mother. The parents hoped that he and his sister, Tracy, could be as good as native 

Mandarin Chinese speakers. Therefore, they tried in many ways to support and provide 

opportunities for their children to learn Chinese. For example, when the children were 

younger, the mother would paste pages with Chinese characters on the window so that 

they could learn to recognize the words. Every summer, the parents brought their children 

back to Taiwan for vacation, hoping that the children would acknowledge the Chinese 

culture as well as practicing their Chinese language. 



 105

Because of the previous learning in Taiwan, the tasks in Chinese school had been 

very easy and less challenging for Taylor. He recalled that when he was first asked to go 

to Chinese school, he felt it was really unneeded. After a while, he considered it 

acceptable because it was not hard. In the mean time, he also believed that he “had to” 

learn Chinese because he was Chinese. “I’ll kind of feel bad [if I did not learn Chinese] 

‘cause then I can’t really communicate with my cousin in Taiwan,” said Taylor. With high 

self-efficacy, his goal for Chinese school was to get good grades. “’cause I don’t make 

that kind of grades in my regular school,” he said. Nevertheless, he did not expect himself 

to learn much from the Chinese school. 

It was more challenging for Taylor at his formal school. “His Chinese is good, but 

his English is not as good as Chinese,” said his mother. “He does not like to write in 

English because his vocabulary is not as large as other people.” Taylor also considered 

Chinese school to be freer while formal school was stricter. His goal for formal school 

was to get all As and to reach the 70th percentile on the high-stakes achievement exam, 

but he showed less confidence in reaching these goals. 

His high language proficiency in Chinese also influenced his emotions in the 

Chinese class. Unlike some students who became lost when the teacher talked on and on, 

Taylor could understand everything she said, and he particularly enjoyed it when the 

teacher shared personal stories related to the topic. He also liked reading the passages in 

the workbook and some of the history lessons in the textbook. In addition, having his 

friends from formal school in the same Chinese class also made the class fun, which 

might also build up his positive emotions. However, when the class was not challenging 
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enough, he felt bored. “When she is, like, explaining about the word, I already know, I 

usually read ahead, but afterwards when she is explaining it, I feel bored, so sometimes 

I’ll just do my homework while she is doing that,” said Taylor. Homework was also an 

easy task for Taylor. He could do the homework all by himself and sometimes in a very 

short time, as he reported, “During the snack time, I go up [to the classroom] and finish 

my homework so that I don’t have to worry about it later.” Overall, when asking Taylor 

for thoughts about Chinese school, he had only one thing to say, “It is easy.” 

 

Tracy: 7th grade, “A Chinese-American, but American first in mind” 

Unlike her brother, Tracy identified herself more as an American, even though she 

also had gone back to Taiwan for four years and had acquired a basic knowledge of 

Chinese phonics. She knew that Chinese was part of her identity, but she did not believe 

that being Chinese obligated her to speak or learn Chinese. “Some other Chinese people 

don’t learn Chinese and they are Chinese,” said Tracy. Her mother, on the other hand, had 

different perceptions, “They [Taylor and Tracy] are Chinese, and they look Chinese. If 

you look like a foreigner [non-Chinese person] and you don’t know how to speak 

Chinese, people will forgive you. But she [Tracy] won’t be.” Language was not the only 

thing that Tracy was not identified with. The conflicts, or misconceptions, between the 

American and Chinese cultures seemed also to push her away from being more Chinese. 

“Chinese, like, people in Taiwan are expected to have really good handwriting…and 

when you do very bad at Chinese, they’ll like hate you or something, and they are really 

strict about grades…I think I should be like America, it’s a free country…like, if you get 
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bad grades, they don’t yell at you or anything,” said Tracy.  

When Tracy was younger, she felt more comfortable in learning Chinese. She 

thought her goal was getting good grades and avoiding failures. After changing Chinese 

school, things began to change. “Well, in the previous school,” said Tracy, “I was one of 

the best people in class because people there aren’t really good at Chinese like people 

here. And it’s more competitive here.” The challenge and difficulty kept increasing, 

especially when writing essay became one of the class assignments. “You see, I can’t 

translate. I can write in English very good, but I can’t translate it into Chinese, so when I 

write Chinese, it’s like short sentences, but not like a lot in detail,” Tracy said. Compared 

with the high performance she had with English, failing to meet her expectation frustrated 

her. 

Reflecting on Tracy’s performance goal, her behavior at school was influenced by 

the different disciplines. “It’s really different, ‘cause in our normal [formal] school, we 

don’t really get into trouble that much, ‘cause we have detention and referral, and we get 

to be sent to like a jail or something when we do something bad,” said Tracy, “and the 

teachers are stricter…you just don’t want to get them upset, ‘cause if you do, you’re 

getting in BIG trouble,” Because Chinese school seemed to be more open and tolerant 

with students and less punishment was given, Tracy did not make much effort to “get 

good grades” or to be well-behaved. From my teaching journal, Tracy had often been one 

my concerns. Oftentimes, she distracted her classmates, did not pay attention to me, did 

not hand in her homework on time, and she was usually the first one to run out of the 

class before I dismissed the class. 
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In terms of her emotions in class, she seemed to experience more negative 

emotions than positive ones. She reported feeling bored in class, “when we are not doing 

something fun, and we are just, like, reading … when we are explaining what ‘something’ 

means, and I already know about it, I’ll feel, like, bored because I already know it.” 

Sometimes, if “something bad” happened on the day, she would bring these emotions, 

like anger, to the class as well. “Well, something bad, like I didn’t finish my homework 

and my mom screams at me and gets mad,” said Tracy. I asked her if there was any 

“something good” that would bring more positive emotions, and she answered, “the good 

things, well, nothing good really happens, like maybe I won the reading contest or 

something, but I never really do, so….” On the other hand, she really enjoyed the 

after-class extra-curricular activity, which motivated her to go to Chinese school. “I like 

that part [the extra-curricular activity], but the rest is kind of OK…after school is really 

fun, so, I’ll go to Chinese school for that,” said Tracy. 

In recent years, she had added dance lessons to her schedule, and Chinese school 

usually became the one activity that she sacrificed. “I kind of liked it [Chinese school] 

before, but now I don’t because I am too busy to do Chinese and stuff that my mom 

makes me do, so that’s why sometimes I don’t turn my homework in,” said Tracy. To her, 

she should use the time for Chinese school to take a break. “You’ve already had five days 

at school, you know, you just want a little break from it,” said Tracy, “’cause if we go to 

Chinese school, the only break you could get is Saturday, but I don’t get a break, ‘cuase I 

have dance on Saturday. So…just don’t really want to go.” Throughout our interview, she 

frequently mentioned that her life was busy. I asked her what would happen if there were 
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not so many activities, and she responded, “If I have no activities at all, I’ll have a lot of 

free times, so I’ll make sure my homework is really good and do my essays better and 

study more…but that’s not gonna happen ‘cause I really like dancing, so I’m gonna stick 

to dancing, and flute, well, I like flute…” She confessed that she would choose these 

other activities over Chinese school. 

Although Tracy did not like to go to Chinese school, she still agreed to some 

degree that it was important to learn Chinese. “Yeah, you’ll get a better job if you are 

bilingual,” said Tracy. However, when I asked what she would tell her friends about 

Chinese school, she said, “They might not think it is boring because they are not Chinese, 

‘cause they are learning another language. So, I’ll say ‘it’s kind of boring, but it can be 

fun in a way.” 

 

Summary of Section Three 

In Section Three, the mini-portraits explored individual differences among the 

eight students. Through the data analysis, several issues and factors were revealed. First, 

students’ Chinese learning experiences varied in different family contexts and prior 

exposure to the Chinese language and culture. Those who did not speak Mandarin 

Chinese at home, and those who had had childhood journeys to Taiwan had quite 

different experiences at Chinese school. Secondly, students often compared Chinese 

school and Chinese classes with their formal school experiences. Factors, such as 

instructional differences and achievement levels in the formal school setting were 

reported to have some impact on students’ learning experience at Chinese school. Third, 
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students reported the influence of others, including parents, friends, siblings, and teachers, 

on their Chinese learning. Social groups seemed to play an important role in the lives of 

this particular group of students. Fourth, personal factors, such as interest, value, 

self-efficacy, seemed also to contribute to students’ positive or negative experience of 

learning Chinese. Most students reported seeing the value of learning Chinese for their 

future benefit in terms of career opportunities. Fifth, several students reported that they 

struggled with the limited time and schedule conflicts they had with other activities. Most 

of them reported to participate in more than one other activity in addition to the Chinese 

school classes. Some negative emotions were reported to occur during these 

circumstances. Sixth, some students reported strong positive emotions, such as pride and 

enjoyment, in learning Chinese, while others frequently experienced negative ones, such 

as boredom and anxiety. In the next chapter, these particular details of the students’ 

experience of Chinese school are synthesized into a model grounded in these data. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THEORETICAL MODEL 

 

     This chapter is organized into three sections. In the first section, I present the 

model of Balancing Goals and Emotional Reponses to Chinese School Learning and a 

brief interpretation of the model. In the second section, I describe in detail the five 

emerging themes and the sub-categories in the model. The interview data with the 

students, parents, and the teachers, as well as the retrospective observation journal were 

employed to make sense of the students’ experience in the Chinese learning context. 

Finally, in the third section, I illustrate how the model represents the different ways of an 

individual student’s balancing between motivational goals and emotional responses to 

Chinese school learning by focusing on three students. 

 

 The Model 

     Strauss and Corbin (1998) defined theory as denotation of “a set of well-developed 

categories (e.g., themes, concepts) that are systematically interrelated through statements 

of relationship to form a theoretical framework that explains some relevant social, 

psychological, educational, nursing or other phenomenon” (p.22). Throughout the 

analysis of data, I focused on identifying themes that described students’ experiences at 

Chinese schools and motivation for learning Chinese. An initial model of student 

participants’ experience at Chinese school was constructed with the themes, using data 

from the 13 students whose parents spoke only Mandarin Chinese. The working model 
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was constantly compared with the remaining participants and the themes and categories 

derived from all the original data. The working model went through a number of 

transformations through the reviewing and examining process before the central 

phenomenon and ultimate model emerged. I termed the model Balancing Goals and 

Emotional Responses to Chinese School Learning. 

 

Figure 5.1 Model of Balancing Goals and Emotional Responses to Chinese School Learning 

 

 

Interpretation of the Model 

     As displayed in Figure 5.1, the central phenomenon is displayed in the center 
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inside the big rectangle, representing the Chinese school learning context, including the 

Chinese class and the time spend on studying and working on the homework assignments 

for the Chinese class. Above the rectangle are two other contexts that influence the whole 

learning experience at the Chinese learning context, students experience in their family 

and their experience at formal school. Each aspect of the Chinese learning experience in 

the rectangle can be directly or indirectly influenced by the experience in the two other 

contexts. 

In the Chinese learning context, the rectangle, the upper box represents students’ 

perceptions of the Chinese school learning. These perceptions are described from four 

perspectives: 1) the learning environment, 2) values and beliefs, 3) ability, and 4) time 

and schedule. The perceptions of the learning environment include how students perceive 

the instructional methods, how they perceive their teachers and the class management, 

and the influence of their peers. The perceptions of value come from students’ 

interests/intrinsic values, utility values, and their beliefs about the relationship between 

their own identity and the Chinese language. The perceptions of ability involve students’ 

previous experience, their perceived autonomy in learning, and a comparison between 

Chinese school and their performances in formal school. Last is the view students have of 

their time and schedule, which includes their perceived schedule arrangement and the 

priorities influencing their use of time. These four perspectives are in the same box, 

indicating that each perspective can both be independent and also interfere with other 

perspectives. 

Students develop motivational goals, the left circle, and emotions, the right circle 
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from their perceptions of Chinese school learning. The left circle represents the multiple 

motivational goals, and these are grouped into learning intentions and well-being 

intentions. The learning intention goals include integrative and instrumental motivations. 

The well-being intention goals include work-avoidance goals and social goals. A scale is 

holding the learning intention goals and the well-being intention goals, representing the 

process of balancing the two sets of motivational goals. The right circle represents the 

emotions students experience in the learning context. Similar to the left circle, positive 

and negative emotions are put on a scale, representing the process of balancing both 

kinds of emotions. At the bottom of the rectangle, there is a bigger scale holding the two 

small scales, indicating that the overall motivational goals and emotional responses are 

themselves balanced. 

     The term balancing used in this study does not refer to the usual meaning of 

equivalence. Here, balance is more related to the idea of negotiate or navigate. Although 

the figure represents balance as a fixed plane (Figure 1), the balancing process is actually 

a dynamic or mobile process, and it changes or shifts continually. An individual is 

continually balancing, navigating, or negotiating between the different motivational goals, 

and emotions, which can lead to different degrees of each outcome represented. 

The outcomes of the balancing of motivations and emotions in the Chinese learning 

experience are placed under the rectangle. These include the extent of students’ 

willingness to attend Chinese school, the extent of engagement in learning Chinese, and 

the extent of students’ acknowledgement to their Chinese identity. 
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The Themes 

     In the following pages, I discuss the themes represented in the model. Each theme 

encompasses several sub-categories that mainly emerged from the interviews with the 

students, parents, the teachers, and from the retrospective observation journal. For each 

category, I provide support with examples and quotes from the data. First, I describe the 

students’ perceptions of Chinese school learning, and how the perceptions related to their 

motivational goals and emotional responses. Secondly, I discuss in more detail student’ 

multiple motivational goals, and in particular, the conflicts that resulted and balancing 

that was required between these goals. Thirdly, I discuss the emotional responses that 

students reported and the balancing needed between positive and negative emotions as 

well. Fourth, I discuss how students’ experience at the family and formal school affected 

their Chinese school experience. Finally, I present the overall balancing between 

motivational goals and emotional responses that occurred as well as the outcomes of 

students’ learning experience. 

 

Theme One: Perceptions of Chinese School Learning 

     Students in this study addressed their perceptions of Chinese school learning from 

multiple perspectives. These perceptions were suggested to have affected their 

motivational goals and their emotional responses in the Chinese learning context. I 

organized students’ perceptions into four major clusters: perceptions of the learning 

environment, perceptions of value and beliefs, perceptions of ability, and perceptions of 

time and schedule arrangement. 
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Perceptions of the Learning Environment 

     Every student mentioned something about their perceptions of the learning 

environment. Three major perceptions that participants noted in the interviews included 

the instructional methods, teachers and class management, and the influence of their peer 

group. 

Instructional methods. Many participants in this study reported that their Chinese 

learning experience related to the different instructional methods used in the Chinese 

school from the formal school they were attending the rest of the week. As presented in 

chapter 4, most teachers at the Chinese school adopted the traditional Chinese method of 

instruction, which as Li (2005) pointed out was “the pedagogical methods used while 

they [the teachers] were growing up in their Chinese-speaking countries” (p. 203). The 

traditional instruction methods mainly focused on textbook learning. Lectures were the 

main part of the class, and the teacher went through the vocabulary and explained the 

lessons line by line to the students. Repetition drills were used often both in class and in 

students’ homework assignment. Catharine, for example, reported that the 

textbook-focused curriculum was very different from her formal school classes in the 

local private school. 

We don’t always learn straight from the textbook in real [formal] school. We might 

use it some other times, but in Chinese class, the whole curriculum is based on the 

textbook and we don’t do things outside of the textbook. For real [formal] school, 

sometimes we do stuff from the textbook, but we might study something else, like, 

just other things. 
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Another student, Rachel, also specified that although they had textbooks in the formal 

school, the textbooks were more like reference books. Moreover, the class instruction for 

history and English for example, at the formal school were more active and interactive 

than instruction in the Chinese class. 

Rachel: In formal school we don’t do as much textbook work. In my [Chinese] 

class, focus a lot on the textbook. We just learn the new words, and we learn 

the story, and we do a little bit of extra problems like on the page afterwards. 

But in formal school, like history, we do a lot of hands-on activities. We 

build models. We make posters….We move around a lot more. We get to 

create a whole bunch more stuff in formal school. 

Yu-Jung: Don’t you have textbooks in your history class at formal school, too? 

Rachel: Oh, yeah. We have a textbook, but that’s just for reference. In case you 

need information. It’s just something to look something up. You don’t, like, 

read it, and you don’t write down all the vocabulary words. The teacher gives 

us a lecture, and she gives us activities to do. And if you need some help, you 

need to open the textbook to the page, and you find whatever information 

you need. 

Yu-Jung: How about in English class? No textbook, too? 

Rachel: Nope. We don’t use it. We mostly study English literature. Right now we 

are doing Shakespeare….we separate into small groups of maybe five and 

we do little, mini projects on one book that we are reading. We have like a 

unit, like on World War II, so all the literature, all the books that we read and 

stuff is going to be about the time period, and we do research projects. 

Even though most teachers in this study reported that they included some activities other 

than lectures in their class, many students across different classes and grades still 

experienced negative emotions, especially boredom, in response to the traditional ways of 

learning. For example, Irene reported feeling frustrated and bored in class when “we just 
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sit there and writing [write]” and “we just write the same words over and over again.” 

She also mentioned the invariant class design made the Chinese class less fun than the 

formal school class. 

Formal school, 我有時候覺得比較好玩, 因為在那邊會有一些 unexpected 的東

西 that will happen in class, 可是 Chinese school 我知道我明天要學什麼, 然後

要幹什麼 
[Sometimes I feel that the formal school is more fun because something 

unexpected will usually happen in class, but at the Chinese school, I always know 

what we are going to learn, and what we are going to do.] 

Shelley, a student from a different class, agreed with Irene’s perceptions and reported 

feeling bored with the class routine. 

The classes are usually all the same. Like every week, we do the same thing. And 

sometimes after the final exam or something, since we don’t have any more 

chapters to learn, for that day, we sometimes play games, but that’s really rare, but 

that’s fun, but other days are just routine, boring. 

Students were not the only one who noticed the different instructional methods. Joel’s 

mother said in the interview that she found her children became “dull” after the class. 

     I felt like they became dull after every Chinese class. [I guess it was] because the 

instructional strategies in Chinese school were different from the ones at formal 

school. In Chinese class, it was, like, the teacher just lectures, lectures, and lectures, 

and students just listen, listen, listen, memorize, memorize, and memorize. 

[Translation] 

It seemed that the Chinese class could be perceived not only as a place to learn the 

Chinese language but also as an agent that introduced cultural differences in terms of 

instructional methods. Most students in this study, who had been used to the formal 

school instruction in the U.S., were not comfortable with the traditional “Chinese ways” 
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of instruction. However, not all students complained about the instructional method. 

Debby, who was in the same class as Shelley, found the class fun even though it was 

routine, and she was comfortable with the repetition drills. 

     Debby: Overall, it’s just fun because I like all the people in my class and there 

aren’t any distraction or anything. You know, we just kind of follow the 

routine, we learn a new chapter of the book each day, and mostly we kind of 

just talk and um, sometimes we talk in English. 

     Yu-Jung: Have you ever tuned out or dozed off in class? 

     Debby: I don’t think I have ever dosed off, usually I concentrate and I do the things 

that our teacher wants us to do, like write down words, like do a word three 

times, and learn what each one means, and write the 部首 [root of the 

character], and all that. 

     Yu-Jung: What do you think about writing a word again and again? 

     Debby: I don’t really mind that. 

This could also be interpreted as indicating that other factors such as Debby’s friends in 

the class and personal interests also influenced her perceptions of the experience, as 

Shelly said, “because she [her teacher] just like jotting on and on and if you don’t have 

any interest in it, sometimes you’ll just dull.” More discussions about students’ 

perceptions of their peer group and personal interests in the Chinese learning context will 

be presented in a later section.  

Teachers and class management. In addition to the instructional methods, students 

in this study noted that the characteristics of the teachers as well as how the teachers 

managed the class altered their perceptions of the learning context. Sometimes, even 

though the instructional methods were still traditional, if the teacher was more energetic 

in class, the students might report different experience in class, as Ken compared his 
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emotional responses to the class taught by his previous teacher and his current teacher, 

“Last year I sort of felt bored [in class], but this year, my teacher is very active, so it’s 

hard to be bored.” Another student, Irene, also reported that “the class taught by a 

younger teacher was usually funner.” 

Because each class at Chinese school usually had about 10 to 15 students, several 

students, such as Nancy, reporting feeling closer to the teachers at Chinese school. 

I think that for the Chinese school teacher, I feel I’m closer to them. ‘Cause we are 

their only class [students], and we usually are a very small class, so they can help 

us better. Not like the teacher in the English [formal] school because they are, like, 

have 100 students and we just have 10 people. (Nancy, Interview) 

Others, like Rachel, reported feeling more comfortable and attached with the Chinese 

school teachers if the teacher was a parent of one of the students at the school. 

     Yes, [the teachers are] more attachable [attached]. Many teachers are just a parent 

of the students, and if you know the student, you know the teacher. You will feel a 

lot more comfortable, a lot more casual. 

Students also reported that the Chinese school teachers were usually more open and 

tolerant of the students’ behaviors in class, especially comparing with the teachers at the 

formal school. 

In regular [formal] school, it’s like stricter in a way, ‘cause the teacher actually 

needs your attention, but like Chinese school, well, right now, the teacher just talks 

over you, and sometimes she just go, “Be quiet,” and then she starts again. But 

sometimes there is some little noise, like people are still talking, and in regular 

[formal] school, if people are still talking when the teacher is talking, the teacher 

gets very mad. (Shelly, Interview) 

Some students perceived that this kind of tolerance meant that they did not need to 
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behave themselves at the Chinese school as well as they did at the formal school. Tracy 

reported, 

Tracy: It’s really different ‘cause in our normal [formal] school, like, we don’t 

really get in trouble that much, ‘cause we have, like detention and referral, 

and we get to be sent to like a jail or something when we do something bad, 

so we don’t want to, like, do bad things there, and the teachers are stricter, 

like more strict, and then, you just don’t want to get them upset ‘cause if we 

do, you’re getting in a big trouble. 

Yu-Jung: So you seldom feel like you are getting in trouble in Chinese school? 

Tracy: Well, it’s not a lot of, there is not no consequences, there IS consequence, 

it’s just not, not like, you guys [the teachers] are not that strict about it. 

Yu-Jung: Doesn’t it make you feel happier to go to Chinese school this way? 

Tracy: Well, I don’t want Chinese school to be strict, too. ‘cause you’ve already 

had five days at school, and you have to go another on Sunday and if it is 

strict, too? You know, you just want a little break from it. 

For Tracy, her easygoing teacher at the Chinese school made the Chinese class a place to 

“take a break,” and this may have encouraged her to pursue her well-being goals. On the 

other hand, her brother, Taylor, described a similar situation in his class, but he disagreed 

with the teacher’s response to the student’s behavior. 

     Taylor: I remember this guy, before, now he left, but before he left, the guy during 

our quizzes, he’ll always fold his quizzes into paper airplane and decide not 

to do them. 

     Yu-Jung: What do you think about that? 

     Taylor: I thought, “Why did the teacher accept it?” ‘cause he just wasn’t doing 

anything. 

Although all students stated that they liked the comfortable and liberal environment at the 

Chinese school, several students stated that they learned the most with stricter teachers. 

Olivia, for example, described the difference between her previous teacher and current 



 122

teacher and stated that she actually liked the stricter teacher. 

Olivia: 有些管的比較嚴，去年我的老師，你每一課都需要背起來背給她聽，

你所寫的句子需要翻譯給她，她什麼東西都弄得很嚴，管得牢，有些老

師比較開放一點，Mr. Wang（current teacher）他說他希望我們用中文講

話，可是我們有時候還是用英文在旁邊聊天  
 [Some (teachers) are stricter, like my teacher last year. You needed to 

memorize every lesson for her. Whatever sentences you wrote you should 

provide translations for her. She was strict in everything. Some teachers are 

more open, like our teacher Mr. Wang. He said he wanted us to speak in 

Mandarin, but sometimes we still chat in English.] 

     Yu-Jung: Do you think a stricter teacher is better? 

     Olivia: 有時候會教得比較好，我喜歡去年的老師 
[Sometimes they are better. I like my teacher last year.] 

Another student Nancy also reported how much she was influenced and motivated by the 

stricter teacher she had. 

Nancy: Last year, I had a really really good teacher at a different Chinese school, 

and she really put a lot of influence about being proud of being Chinese, like 

learning it, and I just get [got] more motivated by her. 

Yu-Jung: Wow, do you remember what she did that has a big influence on you? 

Nancy: She was a very strict teacher, and she taught us to always respect her, and 

for homework, she would give us a huge amount packet of work. She helped 

us in class, part of it, then we have to do it when it’s due, and the tests were 

really hard. She expected us to always have it done, be in class on time, or 

she’ll get very angry. 

Because of the informal nature of the Chinese school, the Chinese school teachers might 

face a dilemma between providing a comfortable environment to “give students a break” 

and demanding enough for students to pursue learning, which seemed to correspond to 

students’ multiple goals in the Chinese learning context. 
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     Moreover, the turnover rate for the teachers at the Chinese school also had some 

impact on students’ perceptions of the Chinese learning environment. Catharine reported 

the struggles and frustration she experienced because of the teacher change. 

     Catharine: Last year, we switched teachers, and I like the teacher that we had last 

year. She spoke more English that is easier to understand, but now this 

teacher, she doesn’t speak that much English. Last year, we had a different 

teacher, and then she moved to Houston because of her husband’s job. At the 

beginning of this year, we kept switching teachers, so, like, the first teacher 

we had got another job, so she didn’t teach at Chinese school any more. We 

just kept having a different teacher every Sunday. So, it is sort of like we had 

a rocky start at the beginning. A lot of lessons we learned, like the first 

teacher would do it one way, and then, she would go, and then, another 

teacher would do it anther way, so it was sort of confusing. 

     Yu-Jung: Do you feel frustrated? 

     Catharine: Yeah. 

Teachers were not the only people who played influential roles in students’ learning 

experience at the Chinese school. Peers and friends also swayed students’ perceptions and 

experience. 

     Peer group influence. Students reported heavy influence from their peer group in 

the interviews, which supported theory of psychosocial development by E. Erikson (cited 

from Woolfolk, 2005) that peer relationship is an important aspect of adolescence. First, 

for some students, though they would not consider going to Chinese school simply for the 

purpose of meeting their friends, they said that having friends at the Chinese school was 

important for them. 

去中文學校最重要的就是有朋友在那邊，但是也不會說是為了朋友才去上中文

學校 
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[The most important thing at the Chinese school was that my friends are there, but I 

will not go to the Chinese school just because my friends are there.] (Ken, 

Interview) 

 
The good thing about having friends at the Chinese school is that he [Bob] can have 

some sort of motivation to go. Like he had made friends with those boys now in his 

class, so he feels more comfortable because at least there are some people he knows, 

and they can have some boy talk there. (Bob’s father, Interview, translation) 

On the other hand, when the students did not consider they belonged to the peer group in 

the class, negative emotions were aroused. Chun-Hao was one of the examples. He 

reported feeling bored in class and usually just “wait[ing] for the class to end,” but he 

also said that there was no other way to make the Chinese class more interesting to him 

because of the unbalanced distribution of male and female students in his class as well as 

the age difference between him and his classmates. 

Chun-Hao: There is only like three guys in the class, and I only know two of them. 

There are a lot more guys in my other classes, so, yeah, and the girls aren’t 

going to pay attention to guys….Everybody here is younger than me. 

Yu-Jung: Do you think they can’t understand you? 

Chun-Hao: Well, they CAN, but they are just not my age. 

Yu-Jung: Do you wish your classmates were at the same age with you? 

Chun-Hao: Yeah, ‘Cause when I played basketball, I can get along with my 

teammates just fine. 

One year difference might not be a big gap to some people, but it certainly made a big 

difference to Chun-Hao. The absence of his peer group contributed to him feeling bored 

in class. 

     Unlike Chun-Hao’s class, the 8th grade class at the Confucius Chinese School 
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provided a counter example. Ten out of the twelve students in this class, included Debby, 

Taylor, Nancy, Rachel, and Shelly in this study, came from the same formal school, and 

all of them reported that friends were one of their reasons to attend the Chinese school. 

     Yu-Jung: What do you like the most about the Chinese school? 

     Debby: I kind of think of it as meeting up with friends that I don’t see for a whole 

week or I just see them every week, and we just get together and learn 

Chinese. 

Taylor also reported experiencing positive emotions because of the presence of his 

friends, as he said, “Some of my friends are in this class, so sometimes it’s kind of fun.” 

Moreover, Shelly’s mother also suspected that Shelly might be motivated to compete with 

her classmates because of the situation, as she said, “Because ten of the twelve students 

in her class are at the same formal school, in the same grade, so she kind of has the will 

power to compete” [Translation]. A Similar response was provided by Nancy’s mother, 

“[It’s] because she had a problem making friends, it’s about [her] social life, not about 

writing or something. She liked to be with the Asian group. She is more comfortable to be 

with Asians, so she is willing to learn Chinese” [Translation]. And, “She cares a lot about 

her reputation. She does not want to fail a test in front of her friends and look bad” 

[Translation]. In fact, Mandarin Chinese also served as a “secret code” in their 

conversation at the formal school, and by knowing Chinese, they were “in the group.” 

Well, everybody, well, some people in my class are in my school also, and 

sometimes we just like, ‘cause the teacher doesn’t know Chinese so we will like to 

talk in Chinese. (Shelly, Interview) 

 
It’s kind of fun to speak Chinese in formal school, and talk to other people who go 

to my Chinese school or other people who go to another Chinese school, and we 
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kind of laugh at that, and you know, sometimes we speak Chinese just to annoy 

other people, or you know, talk in codes or something. (Debby, Interview) 

Other students in this study, who mostly got along with non-Chinese friends and did not 

use Chinese as a secret code at their formal school, might not consider learning Chinese 

as useful as those who spent most of their time with Asian students. 

Yu-Jung: What is the reason that Bob gave you [for not wanting to learn Chinese]? 

Bob’s father: The main reason is that Chinese is not useful here. In his daily life, 

only we speak to him in Chinese….He actually does not have many Chinese 

friends. Students at his [formal] school are all Americans, so he does not think 

that he has to learn [Chinese]. [Translation] 

Several parents in this study recalled that when their children were young, when they had 

more “American” friends, they constantly compared themselves with their friends and 

complained about going to Chinese school. Shelly, for example, was one of them. 

I remember in the beginning, maybe around 2nd or 3rd grade, she really hated to 

come [to the Chinese school]. Every week when I drove her here, as soon as the car 

was parked in the parking lot, she would start crying. She didn’t want to learn it at 

home, either….She wouldn’t give you any excuse, she just said she didn’t want to 

learn….Sometimes she would say “why do other children not need to go? Why 

they can just play and I can’t?” (Shelly’s Mom, Interview, Translation) 

As for other classes in this study, Ken, at the Hope Chinese School, was another example. 

When he was younger, he usually complained that his classmates did not have so 

many things to do, especially his American classmates. It’s better now because now 

he usually hangs out with Chinese people, and everybody is learning it [Chinese]. 

In the past he would complain that his American classmates were all free, and they 

could do whatever they wanted, but not for him, Chinese school occupied a lot of 

his time. (Ken’s father, Interview, translation) 

Ken himself reported in the interview that he needed to learn Mandarin Chinese in order 



 127

to belong to his current circle of friends. 

Yu-Jung: Would you feel sad if you did not know Chinese? 

Ken: 我想我會，因為我在學校還是有一些時候我們會在講中文，像說我們不

想要別的不知道中文的人知道我們在說什麼，我們就會講中文  
[I think I would, because there are still times when we speak Mandarin at the 

(formal) school, like when we do not want other people who don’t know 

Mandarin to know what we are talking about, we will speak in Mandarin].  

Yu-Jung: Do you usually get together with Asian students? 

Ken: 對，我也有一些美國人的朋友，可是我是跟 oriental 的比較近  

[Yes. I have some American friends, too, but I am closer with Asian/oriental 

students.] 

     Having presented students’ perceptions of the learning environment, I turn next to 

describe students’ perceptions of more individual variables. One emerging category 

representing individual variables from the data was their perceptions of values and beliefs, 

presented below. 

 

Perceptions of Values and Beliefs 

     Eccles and her colleagues (1983) outlined four motivational components of task 

value, including attainment value, intrinsic value, utility value, and cost. Analogously, 

students in this study commonly reported the influence of the intrinsic value and the 

utility value of learning Chinese on their experience. In addition to the intrinsic and 

utility values, many students also addressed their beliefs about the relationship between 

their ethnic identity and the Chinese language, and how this belief influenced their 

perceptions of Chinese school learning. These are presented in the following section. 

     Interests/Intrinsic values. Eccles et al. (1983) defined intrinsic or interest value as 
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the enjoyment an individual gets simply from the activity itself. Wigfield, Eccles, and 

Rodriguez (1998) stated that intrinsic value is similar to intrinsic motivation (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985) and the concept of interest. Although only a few, there were student 

participants who reported having interests in and to value the Chinese language or history. 

Katie was interested in the origin of the Chinese language, “像字是從哪裡來的，像是形

狀或是聲音的 [like (whether) it came from the shape (pictography) or the sound 

(phonic compounding)].” Rachel was interested in the actual writing of each Chinese 

character as she realized that there was a certain order and direction to write each stroke. 

Min-Hua addressed his interests of Chinese culture and history by saying, “I really 

respect Chinese culture and Chinese history. We often watch the Chinese episodes about 

ancient China. I really like that, such as Chinese inventions and stuff.” Particularly, Susie 

talked about her experience of a strong positive emotion (enjoyment) in the Chinese class 

because of her interest in both the Chinese language and history. 

I think it’s (the Chinese class is) fun. From the beginning, it’s fun because I like 

learning Chinese history. Yap. I like to learn about ancient history, about the kings 

and queens, and I just like the language, like, all the calligraphy even though it’s 

kind of hard, and you have to kind of memorize it. 

Susie’s high interest was also reflected in her learning intentions. Unlike most of the 

students who did not welcome additional class assignments, Susie enjoyed learning all 

the extra material in class. 

我喜歡那個….課外的 [I like those….extra]，not about the lesson，就是 extra [the 

extra]，像是你給我們的一些 story [like some stories you (the teacher) gave us]，

或是那個[or the] sentence making....like 很有趣的[like very interesting] phrase, 
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and like the sentence making, like, where the words come from, and I also like the 

story, like, about 告訴你[tell you], like, how to, like, be a better person…like 告

訴你[tell you] about how to be a better person, like,中國人的方法[the Chinese 

ways], I also like 中國的[Chinese] religious and the religion, and 他們吃不一樣

的 food 或是不一樣的 dress [they eat different food or different dress]. 

For another student, Ken, who liked learning history in general, learning Chinese was 

interesting when the lessons matched his interest. 

Yu-Jung: Are you interested in learning Chinese? 

Ken: 有一點，有時候在課文裡面它會講，像去年的課本裡面有兩課是在講三

國演義裡面的一些東西，我是喜歡歷史的，所以我就喜歡知道那些東西 
[Kind of. Sometimes when the lessons were about, like there were two 

lessons in the textbook we used last year about the Romance of the Three 

Kingdoms, I like history, so I like to know about those.] 

Yu-Jung: So you mean you are interested in Chinese history? 

Ken: 我是喜歡整個世界的歷史 [I like history around the world], like in general. 

Another student, Winnie, whose mother described her to have broad interests and to have 

been curious about almost everything, reported that Chinese was one of her interests as 

well. As she said, “I like learning things, unless it isn’t really to my taste….so, I like 

learning Chinese.” She specifically pointed out how interests played a role in her Chinese 

learning as well as how low interests connected with negative emotions: 

Winnie: If you are really interested in it, you can absorb more information. If you 

are not really interested in it, you are just sitting there and dozing off 

[boredom], and you don’t want to absorb any information. 

Yu-Jung: Have you ever dozed off in the Chinese class? 

Winnie: No. Never. 

As mentioned above, many students in this study did not have much interest in either the 

Chinese language or the culture. These students tended to put other activity that they 
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considered to be more interesting over learning Chinese. Tracy, for example, kept saying 

that she was busy, and that was why she did not finish her Chinese homework or study 

for Chinese class. When I probed, her answer revealed that it was interest that influenced 

her more often than not 

Yu-Jung: You keep saying that you have many activities and you are busy. If there 

were not so many activities, would you think you would focus more on 

Chinese? 

Tracy: Sure. If I have no activities at all, I’ll have a lot of free times. So, I’ll make 

sure my homework is really good and do my essays better and studying more, 

yeah, so, but that’s not gonna happen ‘cause I really like dancing so I’m gonna 

stick to dancing and my mom makes me to go to Chinese school, math, and 

flute, well, I like flute. 

Yu-Jung: Sounds like these are the things you’d choose over Chinese school? 

Tracy: Yeah. 

Although, ideally, it would be excellent if every student held an intrinsic/interest value, 

most students in this study suggested they perceived Chinese school learning from a 

utility or an instrumental point of view. 

     Utility Value. Utility value, or instrumental value from the view of Eccles et al 

(1983), come from the relationship between the task and a person’s future goals, such as 

career goals. Almost every student in this study acknowledged the instrumental value of 

learning Chinese, as China has rapidly elevated its economical and political status around 

the world. Some of these ideas were adopted from their parents, even though students 

themselves might have not yet have integrated the idea into their own value system. 

My parents keep telling me that for a job, like in the future when you grow up and 

stuff, and China is becoming very important and lots of the job, and stuff, so my 
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parents want me and my brother to be fluent in Chinese so we’ll be able to meet 

people to go there and work from America. (Catharine, Interview) 

Some students, like Joel, showed contradictory thoughts about this value in the interview. 

In the beginning of the interview, Joel reported that, “At first I didn’t want to go there, 

but now I’ve realized the importance of learning Chinese.” The “importance,” as he 

explained was “because a lot of people speak it, like all the people in China. And, well, 

that could help me in the future!” [with a joking tone]. At the end of the interview, Joel 

said that he did not recommend people go to Chinese school unless they really want to. 

And he added, “If you think it’s [knowing Chinese is] important, then you should take it 

[the Chinese class].” I, then, asked him again whether learning Chinese was important to 

him, and he answered with a sarcastic tone, “Yeah. My mom kind of jots it into my head 

that it’s important.” 

     On the other hand, older students tended to acknowledge more the instrumental 

value of Chinese, and some of them claimed that they were strongly motivated for 

instrumental reasons. Min-Hua had a firm determination to learn Chinese. He attended 

Chinese school not because of external force (e.g. force from the parents) but because he 

wanted to prepare himself for a future career. “Well, I don’t really want to learn Chinese, 

but I know I have to learn Chinese” he said, “I know I am going to need Chinese because 

of company and stuff. It’s going to be a big advantage, so I want to go myself.” Another 

student, Rachel, also reported that the benefit for the future was her motivation to learn 

Chinese. 

I know it will help me in the future, so I try to learn as much as I can, because I 

know in the future, China is going to become more powerful very soon, and I like 
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to be able to communicate with all the different people. That’s the motivation. 

     Although most students agreed with the instrumental value of Chinese, not all 

students developed a learning goal from this perception. Ting-Ting, for example, said, “I 

know it [learning Chinese] is supposed to benefit me later on, but right now it’s not really 

benefiting me, so I don’t’ know.” 

     In addition to the intrinsic value and utility value, I observed that students’ beliefs 

about the relationship between their identity and the language also had an impact on how 

they balanced their motivational goals and emotions in their learning experience at the 

Chinese school. 

 Identity and language. Many students in this study attributed part of their 

motivation to learn the language to their Chinese identity, no matter what their response 

to the identity item on the questionnaire had been. The most typical statement was, “I 

should know it because I AM Chinese” (Winnie, Interview) or “I AM Chinese. It would 

be sort of embarrassing if I was Chinese and I didn’t know any Chinese. Like, I am from 

China, but I can’t speak or read it, or talk” (Catharine, Interview). Some students’ showed 

that this language and identity connection came from the expectation of their parents, as 

Bob reported, “I already AM Chinese. It may be helpful if I get to learn Chinese because 

my parents said that it’s kind of weird if you see Chinese persons, but they can’t say 

anything in their own language.” Some others, like Nancy, reported that she was 

influenced by her Chinese teacher.  

She [her teacher] told us how one of the students in the previous year said that if 

they didn’t learn Chinese they’d be ashamed. So, I guess that really affected me. I 

am Chinese, and it made me want to learn, too. 
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Nancy was not only motivated to learn Chinese. In her following interview, she reported 

that her intention of learning Chinese was stronger than learning Spanish, which was 

supposed to have instrumental value in her life. 

Spanish is just something I have to do, because I am living in Texas, so it’s just like 

something we need for later on. I don’t really like it with the passion that I like 

Chinese. 

Nevertheless, there were still other students who did not agree with the obligation of 

knowing the language because of the identity. For example, Shelly reported that it was 

not necessary to know Chinese for a Chinese person because “I know some Chinese 

people who don’t know Chinese,” and she added, “It’s good to learn Chinese. It’s not 

really, it’s an additional thing. It’s not like that you have to do it or anything.” Rachel also 

reported that, in her view, the Chinese community in America did not emphasize Chinese 

school very much, because “a lot of my friends quit Chinese [school] after maybe 3rd 

grade or something.” 

     Tracy, who identified herself as “a Chinese-American but American in mind” on 

the questionnaire, had an interesting perception for the language and identity issue. On 

the one hand, she knew people might expect her to speak Chinese because they saw her 

as Chinese, but not being able to speak Chinese would not bother her. “’Cause some other 

Chinese people don’t learn Chinese, and they are Chinese,” she said. On the other hand, 

she related the language to the people or products she knew, and determined whether she 

was motivated to learn the language or not. I asked her about her choice of her second 

language subject at school, and she reported that she would choose French instead of 

Spanish. 
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Yu-Jung: Don’t you think Spanish is more useful here? 

Tracy: I know, everybody says that, but I really don’t like, I don’t know. To me, 

Mexican people, I just, ur, I don’t know. I just, I don’t like Spanish….but [a 

short pause], if there is Japanese, I’ll go with that. 

Yu-Jung: Really? 

Tracy: ‘cause Japanese sounds really cool, and then a lot of stuff from Japan, like 

Cartoon and SONY stuff. 

When I asked her what she would tell a friend about Chinese school, she said, 

First I’ll say, I think, they might not think it is boring because they are not Chinese, 

so, ‘cause they are learning another language. So I’ll say “it’s kind of boring, but it 

can be fun in a way. 

She seemed to be saying that “learning another language” was not boring, but “learning a 

heritage language” was boring. Tracy’s emotional response for learning Chinese seemed 

to at least partially relate to the fact that Chinese was her heritage language. Another 

interpretation of her statement could be related to her competence or perceived ability at 

the language or in the Chinese school, which brings us to the next section, perceptions of 

ability, the other individual variable. 

 

Perceptions of Ability 

     Students in this study reported that their perceived ability influenced their 

motivation to learn Chinese as well as their emotional responses when learning Chinese. 

Their perceptions of ability came from their previous experience, the autonomy they had 

for learning Chinese, and the comparison of their performance in other contexts. 

  Previous experience. Many students referred to their previous Chinese learning 

experience when talking about their perceptions of ability. Nancy, for example, reported 
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her satisfaction with her improvement when reading a Chinese magazine. 

Sometimes I get these magazines, the Oversea Chinese Magazines, and then I see 

how I improved in my learning right now. We’ve really gotten into learning words 

that we use more often in daily life. I see all those appear in the magazines, and I 

am pretty satisfied that I could be able understand those words. 

Because there were quizzes and exams in the learning context, the perceptions of ability 

naturally also came from the comparison of grades. As Bob stated, “I guess I feel kind of 

happy when I get something right, like on the quiz because I study, and I did pretty well, 

and then I found out that I got 111, so it’s great.” He also said that he felt proud of 

himself because “I started out at like 75, but then I got like 111, so it’s great.” Moreover, 

students’ perceptions of their ability could also come from applying what they learned at 

Chinese school to other situations. Debby and Ken were two students who reported this 

experience from the interview. 

Yu-Jung: Do you think learning Chinese has any effect on you? 

Debby: It affects me because sometimes you have transfer students who come from 

Taiwan or China, and I can speak to them. 

Yu-Jung: What does that make you feel? 

Debby: It makes me feel happy because I know I can do something that some other 

people can’t. 

 
Ken: 像我今年在學 area study，我們也會學到中國的 dynasty，然後它有很多

拼音的字，你不能 directly translate 到英文，不然就沒有 meaning 了，所

以像有時候老師會，我老師 overall 是很會 pronounce，可是他有時候會

說錯，我們就可以改正他 
     [Like this year we had area study, and we learned about Chinese dynasties , 

and there were many spelling words which you cannot directly translate to 

English, otherwise there would be no meaning, so sometimes my teacher 

would, my teacher was good at pronounce the words overall, but sometimes 
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he made mistakes, and I could correct him.” 

Yu-Jung: Do you feel proud about it? 

Ken: 會，像我有很多同學也是會講中文，他們以前也有學過，可是他們很早

就不學了，所以他們就不像我知道那麼多 
     [Yes, like many of my classmates can speak Chinese because they have 

learned it before, but they stopped going [to the Chinese school] long time 

ago, so they do not know as much as I do.] 

     In addition to the positive emotions that students developed from seeing their 

language improvement, one student, Taylor, also reported that he was willing to attend 

Chinese school because that he knew he could perform well at the Chinese school. 

“When I first went to school, I’ve done it long ago,…I felt it’s unneeded, but after a while 

I thought it’s OK, not that hard.” He also reported that he was motivated to pursue higher 

grades at the Chinese school because he did not do as well at his formal school.  

  Comparison with formal school. Many students in this study reported to have 

different levels of achievement in their formal school then they did in Chinese school. As 

presented in the mini-portraits in chapter four, Joel and Chun-Hao were both A+ students 

at their formal school, but in Chinese school, they could not reach the same achievement 

level. In addition to school performance, retention of the knowledge also frustrated some 

students. Min-Hua reported that he felt angry with how quickly he forgot the Chinese 

words that he had spent so much time to learn, that he did not have this experience when 

learning English. 

Min-Hua: Sometimes I would learn how to write a word, and about half a year later, 

I forget how to write it. I feel really annoyed because I spent so much time 

just for that word, and I know what it means, but when I am asked to write 

an essay or a sentence (with the word), I forgot how to write it. 
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Yu-Jung: Doesn’t this happen with English as well? 

Min-Hua: No. English no, because I remember the word, and I can say it out loud 

and I can write it from the letters. 

Another issue that affected students’ perception of their ability was their unbalanced 

abilities in expressing themselves in English and Chinese. When I was discussing with 

Tracy what it was like to write essays, she responded, “You see, I can’t translate. I can 

write in English very good, but I can’t translate it in Chinese, so when I write Chinese it’s, 

like, short sentences, but not, like, a lot in detail.” Ting-Ting’s mother also observed 

similar obstacles that her daughter encountered. 

Chinese is the hardest subject for her to learn, and she feels like she could not 

achieve a certain level, her ideal level. I can sense that she cannot. That’s why 

those children at second or third grades are more willing to learn because they can 

feel that they ARE learning. Now, her thinking has gotten to a certain level, she 

thinks she can not express what she wants to express. [Translation] 

It seemed that the difficulty of matching the Chinese language to students’ higher-level 

thinking may have led students to question their own ability, and influenced their 

motivation and emotional response to learning Chinese. 

     Independence. The comparison between the formal school and Chinese school was 

not only limited to students’ performance, but also concerned their independence for 

learning. The word independence here refers to the ability to learn and do homework 

independently without needing the help of others, in this case, parents. While most 

students reported that they could do formal school homework by themselves or even do it 

better than their parents, some students and their parents mentioned that they usually 

needed quite a bit of assistance from their parents in order to complete their Chinese 
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homework. As Irene’s mother stated, “she knows that she needs to do homework, but 

when she is doing [Chinese] homework, she will have many problems soon after she 

starts, so she usually needs others to sit by her and tell her [the answers].” Ting-Ting’s 

mother also described the frustration that Ting-Ting experienced as follows: 

The problem is that she needs a lot of my help with Chinese homework. She never 

does for her formal school work….because she can do it better than us, she doesn’t 

need our help. What we can do is drive her to somewhere to look for the things she 

needs. And for Chinese homework, she really depends on me. She knows it, and we 

know it. [Translation] 

Bob compared his experience in learning Spanish with Chinese and said, “I think Spanish 

is just an easier language…And I don’t need to ask my parents for help. Chinese is harder 

to me, and I have to ask them, like, what is this word and stuff.” His father also reported 

that Bob would delay doing his work because of his need for assistance. 

Bob’s father: Most of the time he still needs our help [to do his Chinese homework], 

because many times, the reason he tells us is that he cannot understand the 

article, or when he was making a sentence, he would think about an English 

sentence [first], but he needs our help to put the sentence in Chinese. It is 

hard for him to make a sentence totally on his own.”   

Yu-Jung: So, usually you will do homework with him? 

Bob’s father: Yes. So, because sometimes my wife and I are both busy during the 

week days, so he will say, “Then, I’ll wait for the weekend to ask you the 

questions.” So, sometimes because of this, he will wait to do his homework 

on Saturday or Sunday. [Translation] 

     As Bob’s father noted, his own schedule and available time to help his son came 

into play and affected Bob’s homework plan. Time and schedule arrangement, 

accordingly, may have been a major consideration for these students who were attending 
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two schools and also had other extra-curricular activities. In the next section, I provide 

students’ perceptions of their time and schedule arrangement, and how these affected 

students’ motivational goals and emotions. 

 

Perceptions of Time and Schedule 

     Most students in this study reported participating in several activities other than 

their formal school and the Chinese school classes. Their busy schedule sometimes left 

them limited time to put effort into each activity. They then had to prioritize these 

activities and the goals they pursued. The pressure of time restrictions generated some 

emotional responses as well. In the following, I present students’ description of their 

schedule, and their concern about time. Students’ and their parents’ perceptions of their 

order of priority in terms of their time arrangement is presented following the Time and 

Schedule section. 

     Time and Schedule. Students in this study participated in many extra-curricular 

activities. The older they grew, the more activities they took on. For example, Rachel, 

who probably had the tightest schedule among students in this study, reported her weekly 

schedule as follows: 

Monday, I have English club after school. Tuesday, I have piano lessons after 

school until 6 because I need to wait for my brother, too. Wednesday, I have guitar 

lessons. Thursday, I have the drama club in the morning. Friday, I have violin 

lessons. I used to take Chinese dance, right after violin lessons, but I got too busy, I 

couldn’t. Saturday, I have a theater group. And, I tutor the 6th graders and that 

usually comes on Saturday unless I am busy. Saturday, I sometimes go to 

community service for my school club, that’s also Wednesday after school. 
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She also had to study and do homework for her formal school as well as for Chinese 

school on Sunday. A similar description of the week came from Shelly. 

Shelly: I have tennis on Monday till Thursday, and dance on Friday, and I have 

violin lessons on Sunday. 

Yu-Jung: Do you feel under pressure to add Chinese school onto the schedule? 

Shelly: Yeah. It’s sort of hard. Because in the weekend, I am like completely busy. 

Like, I have to do dance, and after that, I have to do homework for math 

class, which is on Saturday, and after the math class, we go home in the 

afternoon, and I spend the whole afternoon studying for Chinese. 

Because students attended formal school on weekdays, some of them reported to have 

activities one after another on Saturday and Sunday, like Catharine (see Chapter 4).  

 Several students reported that the pressure of time was the main reason that 

constrained them from investing time on even going to Chinese school. Ting-Ting, for 

example, stated that, “[The reason why I don’t like Chinese school is] probably the time 

because I have a lot of other stuff and it’s hard to squeeze all in the same time.” Tracy 

also supported Ting-Ting’s point as she said, “The good thing [about learning Chinese] is 

that you’ll get a better job. The bad thing is that I just don’t want to do it because I am 

busy.” The amount of time that students required to complete their Chinese school 

homework every week also influenced students’ perceptions of the Chinese school 

learning. Winnie detailed this matter in the following: 

If there is too much homework, then, I will have stress, like when I said [before], 

for a week, plus A book and B book, and then there is the Berryessa Materials 

[supporting learning materials] and there is whatever other stuff that the teacher are 

making us, and that kind of stresses me out because I have homework from regular 

[formal] school, too! And I have to practice different stuff, like piano, so I don’t 
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have this much time to do all the homework. 

The stress coming from a busy schedule and time limits generated negative emotions in 

the students. Bob expressed anger at struggling between formal school work and Chinese 

school work. 

Yeah. A lot of times [I felt frustrated], like since I work on my Chinese homework 

on Saturday, usually, sometimes I might have two projects for class in English over 

that same weekend, so I try to stay in the same schedule, but it’s really hard. And 

now I also have to play my instrument, so it takes some more time. 

Because the time was limited and schedules were tight, the order of priority inevitably 

came into question. 

 Priority. Almost every student and parents put formal school work as the first 

priority, though some parents, such as Katie’s, Susie’s and Catherine’s parents, reported 

that both Chinese school and formal school should have the same importance in their 

mind. When asked to prioritize, many students put one or two of their extra-curricular 

activities after their formal school work and before the Chinese school work. For example, 

Tracy, presented above, suggested that dancing lessons were more important than 

Chinese school. Rachel, described in the previous section, stated her order of priority as 

“first of all, school work, and then, it’s my violin lessons and piano lessons. Then, 

everything else just falls into one big category.” Another student, Ken, stated a similar 

idea: 

我還是覺得一般學校的功課是最重要，然後小提琴和網球，我不知道應該說誰

比較重要，因為我現在兩個都快要，像網球要 try out for team，在學校的，然

後像小提琴，我要 try out 去給下一個 orchestra ，所以我不知道，這兩個我都

要 practice 很多 
[I still think that formal school work is more important, then violin and tennis, I 
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don’t know which one is more important, because now for both of them, like tennis 

I am going to try out for team, and school, like violin, I want to try out for next 

orchestra, so I don’t know, I need to practice a lot for both.] 

For some students, their perception of their available time and schedule was the key 

factor that determined their motivational goals and that generated their emotional 

responses to the Chinese learning context. 

 

Summary of Theme One 

 Students in this study suggested that they viewed Chinese school from four 

perspectives, and these perspectives seemed to influence their motivational goals and 

emotions. Some of them related having experienced negative emotions due to the 

different instructional methods applied by the Chinese school teachers. Some of them 

talked about their learning experience as influenced by their peer group. Some of them 

considered the high value or their self-efficacy in learning Chinese, by which they 

established learning intention goals, while others who did not identify much with the 

value of learning Chinese or who viewed themselves as having lower ability to learn the 

language were more likely to endorse well-being intention goals. Students’ perceptions of 

their available time and schedule interacted with other perceptions and affected students’ 

motivational goals and emotions. 

 

Theme Two: Balancing between Motivational Goals 

     Students constructed multiple motivational goals from their perceptions of Chinese 

school learning. Although an individual student might have expressed slightly different 
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motivational goals, most goals denoted from the interviews with the students could be 

grouped into two major intentions: learning intentions and well-being intentions. In the 

following section, I present students’ learning intention goals, their well-being intention 

goals, and finally, the conflicts between these two kind of goals and how students 

attempted to balance their multiple goals. Because I have already presented data on many 

of the student participants’ motivational goals embedded in the quotes of Theme One and 

in the mini-portraits of Chapter 4, the supporting quotes for this section are sparser except 

in the goal conflict section. 

 

Learning Intention Goals 

     Except for four students (Min-Hua, Nancy, Susie, and Winnie), 15 student 

participants in this study reported attending Chinese schools because of external forces. 

However, almost every student reported having some kind of learning intention goal at 

Chinese school. I saw students as reporting learning Chinese for learning intention goals 

from two perspectives. First I looked at students’ instrumental and integrative motivation 

(Gardner & Lambert, 1972). Because students’ first response to my question of “What are 

your goals at Chinese school?” reminded me of the mastery and performance goal 

orientation constructs (e.g., Dweck 1986), I also investigated students’ motivational goals 

from the perspective of achievement goal orientations. 

  Instrumental and integrative motivation. Gardner and Lambert (1972) 

distinguished students’ motivation into integrative or instrumental motivations. Many 

students in this study talked about both kinds of motivations, though some seemed to 
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emphasize one more than the other. Many descriptions of students’ instrumental and 

integrative motivation were embedded in the quotes presented in the Perceptions of 

Values and Beliefs section in Theme One. Students who embraced the utility value for 

learning Chinese usually established instrumental motivation for learning, as Min-Hua, 

Catharine, and Rachel exemplified. By contrast, students who embraced the intrinsic 

value or who had a strong belief in the obligation of knowing Chinese because they are 

Chinese usually reported integrative motivation for learning. Susie, Nancy, and Winnie 

were three students who represented this group. Interestingly, only three students, Irene, 

Susie and Olivia, specifically noted as one of their goals the importance of being able to 

communicate with their family members or relatives, which usually included an example 

of integrative motivation. 

我想把中文當成我第二個語言，因為我希望我能跟爸爸媽媽溝通，然後我去臺

灣的話，我也希望能跟人家溝通.  
[I want to make Chinese as my second language subject because I hope I can 

communicate with my father and mother, and if I go to Taiwan, I hope that I can 

communicate with others, too.] (Susie, Interview) 

 
我覺得中文還是很重要，因為我 relatives 都是講中文的[I still think Chinese is 

important because my relatives all speak Chinese.] (Irene, Interview) 

 
我想去國外玩，如果能講中文寫中文看中文的話會比較方便一點，還有跟家人

講話，看東西，我想看一看中國小說是什麼樣子 

[I want to go traveling to other countries. If I can speak, write, and read Chinese, it 

will be more convenient. Also, talk to my family members. Reading. I am curious 

what a Chinese novel is like.] (Olivia, Interview) 

Note that in Olivia’s quotes, her learning intentions included both integrative 

(communicate with family members) and instrumental (traveling) motivations. Other 
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students, like Min-Hua and Rachel, addressed both integrative and instrumental 

motivations in their statements as well.  

 Achievement goals. Similar to the instrumental and integrative motivations, several 

students endorsed different levels of both mastery and performance goals, but some 

students reported to emphasize one much more than the other achievement goal 

orientation. Six students (Irene, Joel, Nancy, Olivia, Tracy, Taylor) explicitly said that 

their primary goal at Chinese school was to get good grades, more performance oriented. 

Tracy, for example, stated, “I would like to get good grades since I am at school. I don’t 

want to fail.” Joel said, “Grades? Yeah. That’s about it. That’s all I care about.” On the 

other hand, another five students (Chun-Hao, Katie, Ken, Shelly, Rachel) stated that 

though getting good grades was good, their goal was just to learn as much as they could. 

In addition, Min-Hua and Susie revealed strong mastery orientation as one of them 

reported that his goal was about learning, not grades or comparing with others, and the 

other reported that she was hoping to learn more challenging and difficult things. 

 Yu-Jung: Do you want to get top five [recognition] in Chinese school, too? 

Min-Hua: Not so much. My goal is for learning Chinese. I am there to learn how to 

say it, to listen to it, and not just about the grades, to learn how to do it, and 

speak Chinese. (Min-Hua, Interview) 

 
我希望我可以學到很多很多的東西，像我不知道的，比較困難一點的，我想要

學，像比較難的，um, how do you say “vocabulary”?  
[I hope I can learn a lot of things, like something I don’t know, more difficult 

things, I want to learn, like harder, um, how do you say vocabulary in Chinese?] 

(Susie, Interview) 

Still several of other students, such as Debby and Bob, reported wanting both to get good 
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grades and to learn as much as they could as their goal at Chinese school. Nevertheless, 

not every one expressed having learning intention goals. Some students were more 

inclined to endorse work-avoidance goals, and most students embraced both learning 

intention goals as well as well-being intention goals, as presented in the next section.  

 

Well-being Intention Goals 

     Individuals’ well-being has commonly been linked to emotions. Boekaerts (1993) 

stated that, when individuals appraise the threat from the discrepancy between the task 

demands and their personal resources about the learning task, they will “coincide with 

negative emotions to restore well-being” whereas when individual can expect reward for 

reasonable costs, positive thoughts and feelings will be dominant. In this study, students 

reported that their emotional responses in the Chinese learning context were associated 

with their perceptions of the learning environment, especially in terms of their time and 

schedule and the influence of their friends. Based on the interview, students suggested 

that they sometimes established work-avoidance goals and social goals in the Chinese 

learning context. I termed this group of goals Well-being Intention Goals. Although only 

two explicit well-being intention goals are presented in this section, all actions regarding 

the intentions of protecting self-worth, assuring physical and psychological well-being as 

well as preserving or desiring the sense of belonging to a social group, were interpreted 

as representing well-being intention goals. 

 Work-avoidance goals. Meece and Holt (1983) described work-avoidance goals as 

goals students endorse when they only make minimum effort to complete academic tasks. 
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Several students in this study reported that they were only willing to complete what was 

minimally required, seeming to endorse work-avoidance goals. For example, Helen 

reported that she had “no goal” in Chinese school, and what she wanted was just to pass. 

Yu-Jung: What do you like about Chinese? 

Helen: No. 

Yu-Jung: Do you have any goals when you go to Chinese school? 

Helen: Um, no. 

Yu-Jung: So, why do you think you are going to Chinese school? 

Helen: Because my mom makes me. 

Yu-Jung Do you have any thoughts about going to Chinese school? 

Helen: Um, just passing. 

Ting-Ting was another student who reported “not really having a goal” and that her 

“goal” at Chinese school was “getting homework done.” Tracy also showed some 

work-avoidance intention as she stated, “You see, we don’t have a lot of Chinese 

homework, so I’ll just do it very fast, and make sure it was correct, and I can do 

something else.” 

 Social goals. Social goals appeared often in students’ descriptions of their 

motivation to attend Chinese school. Almost everyone talked about something that related 

to their desire to belong to a social group. For example, Chun-Hao, presented previously, 

discussed his desire to be with friends who were of the same gender and age. Moreover, 

the role that social goals played in these students Chinese learning experience seemed to 

depend on the ethnicity of their circle of friends. Most students whose close friends were 

Asian endorsed social goals in terms of going to Chinese school, especially if their 

friends attended the same Chinese school. For instance, Debby stated, “I have a lot of 
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friends in my class, and that’s kind of partially why I go.” As described in the previous 

section, some students at Chinese school considered speaking Chinese as some kind of 

“secret code” among the Asian group. Ken also pointed out that he needed to know 

Chinese in order to communicate in Chinese with his friends at formal school. 

Yu-Jung: Would you feel sad or regret it if you did not know Chinese? 

Ken: 我想我會，因為我在學校還是有一些時候我們會在講中文，像說我們不

想要別的不知道中文的人知道我們在說什麼，我們就會講中文 
[I think I would. Because at my school, sometimes we speak Chinese, like if we do 

not want others who do not understand Chinese to know what we are talking about, 

we will speak in Chinese.] 

Nancy’s mother suggested that her daughter’s motivation to learn Chinese might have 

come from the intention of avoiding being despised by her group of friends. 

Sometimes she has strong vanity. She wants to tell others that she is also learning 

Chinese, like, I don’t know whether her friends think that…you need to have…she 

is afraid to be laughed at by others, very afraid to be looked down upon. I think this 

can be one of the reasons. [Translation] 

Another group of students whose friends were mostly not Chinese had social goals that 

often hampered their Chinese learning or generated negative emotional responses in 

learning Chinese. For example, Joel reported that he did not like to go to Chinese school 

because, “well, I would usually play with my friends on Sunday, then, I’ll have to stop 

because I have to go to Chinese school.” Similarly, Rachel experienced negative 

emotions when her friends invited her to spend time with them, but she needed to attend 

Chinese school.  

Rachel: 如果我的朋友 invite 我要去 downtown 玩，可是我只能說”我不行我要

去中文學校”，當這樣的事情發生很多次以後，我就會覺得＂啊~又要去

中文學校”  
[If my friends invite me to hang out downtown, but I can only say “I can’t, I 
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need to go to Chinese school.” When this kind of things happens many times, 

I started to feel ‘Ah~~(upsetting), going to Chinese school again” (annoyed)] 

Yu-Jung: What did you do then? 

Rachel: I’ll just catch up with them after Chinese school. 

As noted above, most students adopted multiple goals with some goals consistent and 

compatible, and other goals conflicting with each other, as in Rachel’s case. Other 

students also noted the process of balancing their multiple goals, which is presented in 

the following section. 

 

Balancing Goals 

     Student participants reported having to balance their learning intention goals and 

the well-being intention goals in the experience of learning Chinese. Sometimes these 

goals conflicted with each other. For example, as Rachel stated in the quote above, her 

close friends were not at the Chinese school, which sometimes conflicted with her 

instrumental learning goal. Rachel balanced her goals by pursuing the learning goal first 

but still keeping her social goals. Other students in this study suggested several kinds of 

processes for balancing their motivational goals. 

     When an imbalance or conflict occurred, some students in this study balanced their 

goals by prioritizing one goal and pursuing the other goal at a later time, like Rachel. 

Other students, however, found the balance by pursuing one goal and putting the other 

goal aside, like Ting-Ting. 

Yu-ung: Are you interested in learning Chinese in any way? 

Ting-Ting: Yeah, but I, I want to learn it, but I don’t want to do it like with all the 

time that it takes. 
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Yu-Jung: Do you want to do better than others? 

Ting-Ting: There is not much to compete with. 

Yu-Jung: You mean you don’t really care whether you are at the top of the class? 

Ting-Ting: Well, ‘cause doing that would mean to, because I have to put a lot of 

time into it, and I don’t know with all the projects I am getting right now if I 

have time for that. 

A similar description was provided by Tracy. She suggested that she gave up competing 

with others when she changed to a new school, because “In the previous school, I was 

one of the best people in class because people there aren’t really good at Chinese like 

people here. And it’s more competitive here.” Her description seemed to suggest she tried 

to protect her well-being, in this case her self-worth, by suspending her learning intention 

goals. 

Another way students balanced their goals when conflicts occurred might be to 

change their expectations of reaching the goal to find the balance. For example, Min-Hua 

decided to focus only on the speaking, listening, and reading skills instead of the writing 

skills in order to balance learning with his well-being intentions. 

When I first entered Chinese school, I wanted to be able to do everything, but now 

I just want to do listening, speaking, and reading. I think I can put more attention 

on speaking, listening and reading. For me, writing, I don’t think I am ever gonna 

have to write Chinese in my life, and if I do need to write Chinese, I’ll just hire 

somebody to do it for me, so I could spend more attention on speaking, listening, 

and reading. 

Min-Hua stated that as he grew older, his schedule had become tighter, and he was facing 

more challenge or difficulty in learning Chinese. His description above seemed to suggest 

that the weight of his instrumental learning goal was reduced in order to protect his sense 
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of well-being and to find a balance between his learning intentions and well-being 

intentions. 

  In addition, students sometimes changed the weight of their goals when their 

perceptions of Chinese school learning changed. For example, Winnie reported to weigh 

her learning goals higher when her experience at the supermarket provoked an awareness 

of the instrumental value of learning Chinese. 

Yu-Jung: Compared with the first time you went to Chinese school, did your goal 

change? 

Winnie: I probably have higher goals now because I have grown up, and I have a 

better perspective of what the future might be. 

Yu-Jung: Can you elaborate a little bit? 

Winnie: Like, what I want to do when I grow up. Generally, because I am old 

enough to understand certain things. 

Yu-Jung: Is it related to Chinese or doing business in China? 

Winnie: It might be something along those lines. I mean, at work, there are people 

who do that. I met this guy at the supermarket, and he was like talking 

Chinese, and I couldn’t even understand any of it. I was like, “Wow!” 

Yu-Jung: What did you feel at that time? 

Winnie: I need to learn more Chinese because this American guy is speaking better 

Chinese than I am. It scares me sometimes. 

For Winnie, even though she increased the weight of her learning intention goals, she still 

experienced her motivational goals as balanced because her emotional responses to 

learning Chinese had been positive. Students’ emotional responses in the learning context 

are presented in the next theme. 
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Theme Three: Balancing between Emotions 

  Students’ perceptions of Chinese school learning not only determined their 

motivational goals, but also engendered emotional responses. Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, and 

Perry (2002) suggested that the emotional responses that students experience in their 

learning process can affect their cognitive and motivational processes. From students’ 

responses to the items on academic emotions (adapted from Pekrun et al.,) on the 

questionnaire, presented in Chapter 4, and from many of their interview quotes presented 

in previous sections, it was clear that students had many emotional responses, both 

positive and negative. In addition, as I present in the next section, most students reported 

to have experienced both positive and negative emotions in the learning context, and they 

described an overall emotion in terms of their Chinese learning experience. 

 

Positive Emotions 

  Enjoyment. About half of the students addressed that they experienced enjoyment 

in learning Chinese. Several of them, such as Rachel and Winnie, reported to have 

enjoyed certain parts of the class because of the instructional strategy used by the teacher. 

我們老師都會講很好笑的故事, 就是她自己真實的故事, relate到我們 lesson或
是 relate 到一個我們在學的一個字, 她都會講得很好笑, 然後大家都會笑得很

開心  
[Our teacher usually tells funny stories, her real stories and relates it to our lesson 

or to a word that we are learning. She usually makes it funny and then every one 

laughed and felt happy.] (Rachel, Interview) 

 
It’s different because if you have a lot of homework and you don’t have a nice 

teacher, then, you don’t have much fun as if you have a teacher that makes learning 
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fun. And I like it this year because you [the teacher] make learning fun. (Winnie, 

Interview) 

Other students, such as Nancy, addressed their enjoyment from the perception of value. 

As Nancy stated, “I think that class is pretty enjoyable. I just feel that I have to learn 

Chinese, because it’s something that I really want to do.” Moreover, some students, such 

as Min-Hua and Irene, also suggested that their perceptions of their ability brought them 

joy. 

It’s hard because I need to know how to write the word. I think I feel pretty happy 

afterwards because I know I learn something in that class. (Min-Hua, Interview) 

 
就是像考試考很好的話，我會很高興，我學會了(Irene, Interview) 

[Like if I get good grades on the test, I feel happy. I have learned it!]  

  Pride. Getting good grades not only aroused students’ enjoyment, several students 

said that they felt proud of doing things well. For example, Katie said, “其實只要做的好

就 proud of myself [As long as I do things well, I feel proud of myself.].” Ken reported to 

feel proud when he perceived his ability in Chinese was better than his Chinese friends. 

Yu-Jung: Do you feel proud about it [learning Chinese]? 

Ken: 會，像我有很多同學也是會講中文，他們以前也有學過，可是他們很早

就不學了，所以他們就不像我知道那麼多 
[Yes. Like, many of my classmates can speak Chinese. They learned before, but 

they stopped learning long time ago, so they do not know as much as I do.] 

 

Negative Emotions 

     As readers may have observed from reading earlier quotes, in the interview, many 

students noted negative emotions of boredom and anger in their Chinese learning 
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experience. Boredom was frequently mentioned when students were describing the 

teachers’ instructional methods and issues related to their perceptions of ability. Several 

students suggested that they experienced frustration, anger, or feeling annoyed, which I 

categorized as the emotion of anger. Each emotion is detailed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 Boredom. Many students in this study mentioned that they were bored either in 

class or when doing their Chinese homework. Several of these descriptions have been 

presented in previous sections. Generally, students reported feeling bored when they 

perceived the teachers’ instruction as routine, as Shelly and Irene mentioned previously, 

or when they perceived the class as either over-challenging or under-challenging. For 

example, Catharine indicated that she felt bored because she could not understand the 

class. She stated, “Sometimes I don’t understand it, so then I become bored. Because I 

just can’t understand, so what’s the point of listening if I don’t understand it.” Rachel had 

a similar experience. When her teacher gave them an article that was challenging to her, 

she felt impatient and bored. 

Yu-Jung: Have you felt bored in class? 

Rachel: 有時候，如果老師給我們一篇文章，然後我們大家要自己讀，然後要

answer 的話，我很不喜歡讀文章，很多字都記不得  
[Sometimes, if the teacher gave us an article, and we need to read by 

ourselves, and then answer (her question), I don’t really like reading. I can’t 

remember many words.] 

Yu-Jung: Is it because you can’t understand the article, so you... 

Rachel: 對，因為要讀得很慢很慢，sometimes 我就 get really impatient  

[Yes. Because I need to read it very very slowly. Sometimes I will get really 

impatient.] 
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By contrast, Taylor said he felt bored because he felt he knew “everything.” “When she 

[his teacher] is like explaining about the words, usually when she is explaining about the 

words, I already know. I usually read ahead, but afterwards, when she is explaining it, I 

feel bored.” When the task was over challenging or under challenging relative to 

students’ perceived ability, the emotions of boredom seemed to follow. 

     Anger. Another set of emotions that was mentioned often in the interviews with 

students was anger, including feeling frustrated and annoyed. Several students described 

their frustration when the cost of time for learning Chinese did not match their learning 

achievement. For example, Min-Hua reported, 

Sometimes I would learn how to write a word, and about half a year later, I forget 

how to write it. I feel really annoyed because I spent so much time just for that 

word, and I know what it means, but when I am asked to write an essay or a 

sentence, I forgot how to write it. 

Another student Ting-Ting stated, “That’s because I say the same thing over and over 

again, trying to figure out, and I don’t understand it, so I get pretty frustrated.” Her 

mother also pointed out that Ting-Ting got angry when Ting-Ting’s Chinese teacher 

requested her to take her homework more seriously, as she said, “Like sometimes you 

[the teacher] asked her to do her homework more perfectly, not so carelessly, the child 

[Ting-Ting] has low tolerance. When you asked her more, she would resist and get 

angry” [Translation]. Other students reported that their experience of anger came from 

the time pressure. For example, Bob stated, “I got frustrated from having so much work 

to do, and my parents keep telling me to keep working on it, so actually I am frustrated 

and cranky.” 
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     In addition to boredom and anger, Catharine stated that she felt ashamed when she 

could not perform well and meet the teacher’s expectations in class. A few students also 

addressed that they felt anxious before the exam or before receiving their grades. 

 

Overall Balancing between Positive and Negative Emotions 

     Although students reported experiencing both positive and negative emotions in the 

Chinese learning context, they seemed to balance both sides of these emotions to settle on 

their overall emotional responses to the learning environment. For example, when I asked 

Rachel whether she found learning Chinese enjoyable or frustrating, she answered, “A 

combination of both, mostly enjoyable, though.” Recall that she reported feeling annoyed 

when she could not go out with her friends because of Chinese school class, and that she 

experienced boredom when they were reading an article that was over-challenging for her. 

She also said that they had much laughter in class, and she enjoyed listening to her 

teacher’s stories. However, the overall balance she determined for her emotional response 

to the experience was positive. 

     Another example was Joel. He said he had never enjoyed any Chinese class, but he 

also said that he “goofs off a lot in class” when he felt bored, and that was fun. He said, 

“It’s fun [to goof off] and to get other people to laugh.” He reported that he liked to win 

any competition in class activities, and whenever he won, which usually happened, he felt 

happy. Even though he had reported to experience both enjoyment and boredom in class, 

he determined his overall feeling in class as being bored, negative emotion. 

     Sometimes students had much stronger positive or negative emotions due to their 
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perceptions of Chinese learning. For example, Chun-Hao’s had negative perceptions of 

the learning environment at the Chinese school, especially of the different instructional 

method, and the absence of his peer group, a low value for learning Chinese, 

over-challenging tasks, and limited time to study for Chinese school, and he experienced 

mostly boredom in class. Therefore, he determined his overall emotions as feeling bored. 

Susie and Winnie had the opposite experience. They both had high interest, high value, 

high ability, and enjoyed the learning environment very much. They determined their 

overall emotion at the Chinese school as positive, even though they sometimes 

experienced anxiety or feeling upset in the Chinese learning context. 

 

Summary of Theme Two and Theme Three 

     Students imported their perceptions of Chinese school learning and established 

multiple motivational goals including learning intention goals and well-being intention 

goals. Learning intention goals roughly fell into integrative and instrumental motivation 

categories, with more students embracing instrumental goals. Well-being intention goals 

included work-avoidance goals and social goals, with more explicit evidence shown for 

social goals. On the other hand, students reported to experience both positive emotions, 

such as enjoyment and pride, as well as negative emotions, such as boredom and anger. 

These emotional responses may have come directly from their perceptions of Chinese 

school learning or from the imbalance or conflicts they experienced between their 

motivational goals. In the Chinese learning context, students attempted to balance their 

multiple motivational goals by prioritizing their goals but holding on to both, by 
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modifying the ideal achievement level of some goals, or by abandoning some goals in 

order to reach a balance. In addition, students also balanced their positive and negative 

emotions and determined an overall emotional response for learning Chinese. Students 

sometimes seemed to change their motivational goals based on their emotional response. 

How students balanced their motivational goals and overall emotional responses to the 

learning experience influenced the outcomes of their Chinese school learning experience. 

Before presenting the balancing between students’ motivation and emotion and the 

outcomes, let me turn to the contextual factors that influenced the whole Chinese learning 

experience. 

 

Theme Four: Interaction between Other Contexts and the Chinese Learning Context 

     Participants in this study frequently referred to their family and childhood 

experience as well as to their experience at formal school when describing their 

perceptions of Chinese school learning. In particular, many references of their experience 

at formal school were noted in the Perceptions of the Learning Environment section and 

in the Perceptions of Ability section. References to their family and childhood 

experiences were also alluded to in the Perceptions of Value and Belief section. In 

addition, the experience from the above two contexts also interacted with students’ 

motivational goals and emotional responses in the Chinese learning context. Although the 

impact from the two contexts may have been many ways, the observed interactions I 

present in the following were grounded on what the parents or students have reported in 

the data sources. 
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Context 1: Family and Childhood Experience 

     Chinese was the student participants’ heritage language. Naturally, family was the 

most influential context associated with the Chinese school learning because the main 

reason they were in the school was that their parents took them to the Chinese school in 

the first place. From students’ responses to the questionnaire, only six out of 30 

participants agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I would still want to go [to the 

Chinese school], if my parents were not Chinese.” The value of learning Chinese may 

have developed from students’ family and childhood experience, and may as well have 

affected how students determined their motivational goals at the Chinese school. For 

example, Min-Hua’s father suggested that Min-Hua’s high instrumental goal for learning 

Chinese may have been learned from observing his father’s career. 

Yu-Jung: Have you ever had any conflict with Min-Hua about going to Chinese 

school? 

Min-Hua’s Father: No, never. They [Min-Hua and his brother] are both 

self-initiators. [It is] probably because of my job. I have done a lot of 

international work, and they have been flying around the world with me, so 

they have seen much more than other students of the same age. They know 

the importance of Chinese, and they work very hard. [Translation] 

Similar to Min-Hua, other students picked up their parents’ expectation and identified 

with the value of learning Chinese. Catharine, for example, repeatedly mentioned her 

parents’ expectations in the interview as follows, “my parents keeps telling me that for a 

job…China is becoming very important,” and “it’s [learning Chinese is] difficult to do, 

but it’s worth it, like just getting the job in China because so many jobs are going there.” 
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It was interesting, however that most parents in this study did not consider maintaining 

the heritage language as the first answer when I asked them about their reasons to send 

their children to Chinese school. Most of them highlighted their hope of preparing their 

children for the future, and this may have resulted in students adopting instrumental goals 

more frequently rather than integrative goals for learning Chinese. Moreover, Rachel 

suggested that her perceptions of importance and her motivational goals for Chinese 

school learning were also shaped by the values of her communities. 

Yu-Jung: It seems that you have higher goals for your formal school [than the 

Chinese school] Why? 

Rachel: I view that [formal school] as very important because it’s emphasized so 

much in my communities that you have to get really good grades, so you can 

achieve many honors. Then, you can have a lot of things being done for you, 

college application, then a lot of colleges accept you. You have a lot more 

choice so that you can expand your horizon and have more choice in the 

future, rather than just limiting yourself. 

     The language dialect that was used in family contexts was also one of the 

influential factors that changed students’ learning experience. Because the Chinese 

schools in this study only taught Mandarin Chinese, students whose family spoke 

Cantonese or other dialects reported facing higher challenges at the Chinese school. 

I went to Chinese school, then, and I didn’t really know what the teacher was 

saying because we don’t usually speak Mandarin in our house, so I had some 

trouble understanding her [the teacher].” (Shelly, Interview) 

 

Because I speak Cantonese and not Mandarin at home, then it’s harder for me to be 

at Chinese school because it’s just Mandarin there. (Catharine, Interview) 

In addition, the cultural norm of family also played a role in terms of students’ 
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Chinese learning experience. The Chinese culture places much emphasis on authority and 

obedience, as Chua (2002) stated,  

The teaching of filial piety supports parental authority. Such authority is more 

easily exercised in a Chinese family setting (Ho, 1986; Hsu, 1985; Yang, 1986). 

Likewise, because obedience from children is culturally mandated, children are 

more likely to yield to their parents’ or elders’ demands for hard work. (p.18) 

For the participants in this study, however, the demand of being obedient took away 

students’ control over their own learning. Although some of them reported “being used 

to” the situation, several of them showed their resistance and adopted a work-avoidance 

goal or experienced negative emotions in learning Chinese. From my interviews with the 

parents, almost every family confirmed the cultural norms, as Ken’s father stated, “Well, 

even if he experiences abhorrence, we Chinese are like this: you don’t like it but you still 

need to be obedient. Our education is different from the Americans’” [Translation]. “Do 

they accept this kind of concept?” I asked. “They can’t ‘not accept’ it, they still need to 

accept it. There is no choice” [Translation], answered Ken’s father. The “no choice” idea 

may have been easily acceptable for students who grow up in a pure Chinese society, but 

for the participants in this study, who were exposed to  both Chinese and American 

values, or sometimes more American than Chinese values, negative emotions were 

generated along with their resistance to obey the choice of the parents. Ting-Ting was a 

vivid example: 

Yu-Jung: In your questionnaire, you said you sometimes feel angry about learning 

Chinese? 

Ting-Ting: Yes. Well, when I don’t want to do it, then I am not very happy when I 

have to do it. 
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Yu-Jung: Do you remember any situation like this? 

Ting-Ting: I have just been feeling like this for 10 years. I didn’t really have a 

choice, so. 

When I continued asking her whether she would feel regret if she had not attended 

Chinese school, she said “probably, but I have never been able to go that way, so.” She 

again revealed her unhappiness for not having the choice by re-addressing “never been 

given the way.” 

Likewise, some students also reported the direct influence from their family 

experience on their emotional responses in the Chinese learning environment. For 

instance, when I asked Tracy whether she experienced any anger in class, she answered: 

Tracy: Well, it depends on what happens that day. If something bad happen that day, 

and that includes Chinese in it, well, I’ll be kind of upset or like, you know, 

mad, but sometimes something really good happen about Chinese, I’ll be 

very excited and happy. 

Yu-Jung: Can you give me an example of “something bad”? 

Tracy: Well, something bad, like I didn’t finish my homework and my mom 

screams at me and gets mad. That’s like something bad. And the good things, 

well, nothing really good happens, like maybe like I got, I won reading 

contest or something, but I never really do, so. 

Her description indicated that her mother’s reaction at home might have altered her 

emotions in class. 

 

Context 2: Formal School Experience 

     In addition to the family and childhood experience, formal school was another 

important context that was associated with students’ Chinese learning experience. Both 
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formal school and Chinese school were schools, but the experience at one school seemed 

to influence the experience at the other school. Olivia for example, when asked if the 

homework assignment at the Chinese school was too much for her, she said, “Usually not. 

My homework at the formal school is much more.” When I asked her whether she 

considered it good to have a new teacher at the Chinese school, she answered, “My 

formal school teachers change every year, too….so it’s ok to have a new one every year.” 

In previous sections, I have reported on how students’ perceptions of the Chinese school 

learning experience was constructed by comparing the instructional methods, their ability, 

and their achievement in the two schools. Formal school was also commonly prioritized 

over Chinese school, and some students showed emotional responses when struggling 

with the demands of both schools. I presented relevant examples from Bob and Ting-Ting 

in previous sections. In addition, most of the students’ friends were made at their formal 

school, in other words, their social groups were associated with the formal school as well. 

In previous sections, I have discussed the fact that most students in the 8th grade class at 

the Confucius Chinese School had established their friendships at the formal school. 

These relationships were brought into the Chinese school context, providing the social 

support and social goals for the students in that class. Students, in other classes, however, 

may not have had such strong relationships, as Irene’s mother reported: 

Because we live further, her classmates at the Chinese school live close to another 

community. She does not go to the same school with them, so she seldom makes 

any contact with those students, only when they go to the Chinese school….She is 

not close to the students in her class…so her situation was that even her friends 

who speak Chinese do not go to the same Chinese school with her. Most of the 
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friends she hangs out with are Caucasians though. [Translation] 

The absence of social support, which Irene had at the formal school, may have influenced 

Irene’s motivational goals as well as her emotional responses in the Chinese learning 

experience.  

 

Summary of Theme Four 

     Students reported that their experience in the family and formal school contexts 

directly or indirectly influenced their learning experience in the Chinese school context. 

Experiences in the family context seemed to shape students’ Chinese school learning 

experience in terms of the development of their values and belief, the family language 

dialect, as well as the implementation of the Chinese culture in the family. The emotional 

responses that students generated from the conflicts with their parents at home may also 

have been taken into the Chinese school context and prejudiced students about learning 

Chinese. Moreover, many students’ perceptions of Chinese learning were based on 

comparisons they made with their performance or experience in their formal school. 

Students’ peer relationships at the Chinese school could be conjoined with formal school 

relationships and provide social support. On the other hand, when the demands from their 

formal school were higher, students seemed to experience negative emotions or change 

their motivational goals at the Chinese school in order to find the balance. 

 

Theme Five: Balancing between Goals and Emotions and Outcomes 

     So far, I have presented students’ perceptions of Chinese school learning, their 
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multiple motivational goals and how these were balanced, their emotional responses and 

the balance between negative and positive emotions, and how their family and formal 

school experiences influenced their learning at Chinese school. I also noted in the 

descriptions under each theme that the motivational goals and emotional responses 

sometimes interacted with each other and swayed the balance for either or both sides. 

From the interviews with the students, parents, and teachers, I observed that students’ 

Chinese school experience particularly led to three outcomes: 1) the extent of students’ 

willingness to attend Chinese school, 2) the extent of students’ engagement in learning 

Chinese, and 3) the extent of their acknowledgement of their Chinese identity. Note that 

these outcomes were on a continuum, meaning that outcomes did not fall into categorized 

distinctions. For example, the outcome of students’ acknowledgement of their Chinese 

identity was not either they acknowledgement it, or they did not acknowledgement it, but 

the extent of the acknowledgement varied between an extreme of connection and 

agreement with and a resistance to the Chinese identity. In the following section, I present 

evidence for these three outcomes. 

 

Willingness to Attend Chinese school 

     The first outcome of students’ Chinese school experience was the extent to which 

they were willing to attend Chinese school. Most students in this study reported to “feel 

ok” to attend Chinese school, neither be very excited or too upset about it. Olivia 

described her experience at the Chinese school as  

Pretty fine，通常是，像我說每年都有點不一樣嘛，看老師，看你的學校，通

常都還滿好，我不會覺得太困難，但是也不會太高興，像是那種＂oh yeah！
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中文學校！＂學校通常小孩子都不會  
[Pretty fine, usually is, like I said, every year is different, depending on your 

teacher, your school, usually it was fine. I don’t think it is too hard, but I will not be 

too happy, like “Oh, yeah! Chinese school!” For school, usually children will not 

be too (happy about it).] 

Another student, Bob, also said, “I’ll say it’s [going to Chinese school is] ok. It’s pretty 

fun sometimes, but it’s just I have a lot of homework, but the class is ok, since it’s not too 

hard.” Several students, such as Susie, Nancy, and Debby appeared to have more 

eagerness and persistence in terms of attending Chinese school. For example, Susie stated 

that even though she had not expected to want to attend Chinese school in the beginning, 

she had become interested in learning Chinese after she began Chinese school. “我以為

來美國我只需要學英文 [I thought I only need to learn English in the US],” she said, 

and she added, 

我進去就很好奇啊，因為我都不知道美國有中文學校，然後我就看一下，就學

了，學了就比較有興趣  
[When I first attended (the Chinese school) I was very curious, I didn’t know that 

there were Chinese school in the US, then I participated and learned. I become 

more interested after I learned something.] 

Susie’s mother reported that “she [Susie] is very interested in Chinese culture and 

language. I told her that she can go back to Taiwan and study history because Chinese 

and history are highly related. She is really interested in it” [Translation]. Another student, 

Nancy, as presented in chapter four and previous sections, claimed that she had a 

“passion” for Chinese, and she even continued her Chinese class at another school after 

she had graduated from one Chinese school. Her mother said, “She tried very hard. 

Didn’t I tell you that I told her that she doesn’t need to go? I didn’t tell her to go to 
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Chinese school. She wanted to learn herself” [Translation]. Debby put Chinese school 

high on her priority list, only second to the formal school. Her mother reported that they 

hardly ever had any argument about Debby going to the Chinese school. She described, 

Like what I just said, we made going to the Chinese school as a family activity 

since they were young, but we don’t give them much pressure. When she grew 

older, like, it is even more obvious for Debby at this age, that Chinese school has 

become a good place to meet her friends. This group of children was like growing 

up together, and they all have similar background, so they get together, even at 

their formal school, so she has a circle of friends there. This certainly helps a lot. 

And there was no pressure. We the whole family all go there, and she can meet 

friends there, so she probably doesn’t feel that this is a burden. [Translation] 

     Nevertheless, there were several other students, such as Ting-Ting, Helen, and Ken, 

who revealed more reluctance in terms of attending Chinese school. Ting-Ting for 

example kept saying that “Chinese school is now basically to make sure that you [I] can 

still go to the camp. Otherwise, I could just stay at home and learn Chinese like my 

brother is doing, but that doesn’t work like that.” Ting-Ting liked attending the Chinese 

youth summer camp that only allowed students who were registered in a Chinese school 

in the U.S. to attend. Her mother also reported Ting-Ting’s resistant behavior and said, 

“Of course if there is a choice of not going to the Chinese school, she would prefer not to 

go, but she is still subdued…and conflicts, well, it’s just she would show her 

unwillingness to go” [Translation]. Similar to Ting-Ting, Helen’s mother said, 

Sometimes, they [Helen and her siblings] may consider quitting one of the 

activities because they have many extra-curricular activities, like piano, violin, and 

drawing, so they want to give up some of the activities, but what they want to give 

up most is Chinese. [Translation] 
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Irene’s mother reported that because going to Chinese school conflicted with Irene’s 

social goal, Irene showed more reluctance to attend the Chinese school. 

When she was young, she did not have that many activities. Later, she started to go 

to school, and she had other classmates. Sometimes they have activities on the 

weekend. Someone has a birthday party, or someone invites people to go out. She 

feels that she can’t do anything on Sunday, because the Chinese school occupies all 

afternoon, and she still needs to spend some time in the morning to do the 

homework. Therefore, like, Irene, she is older, she sometimes doesn’t want to go. 

[Translation] 

 

Degree of Engagement in Learning Chinese 

     Another outcome of students’ Chinese school experience was the extent of 

students’ engagement in learning Chinese. Students’ engagement in learning Chinese 

included whether students regularly turned in their homework assignment, whether they 

participated in class, whether they read or studied the materials that were optional, and 

how much time students spent in studying Chinese. In general, students who were more 

willing to attend Chinese school were more engaged in learning Chinese, whereas 

students who were reluctant devoted less effort. However, there were still some 

exceptions. For example, Taylor, who was willing to attend Chinese school, reported that 

he only worked on Chinese homework during the ten minutes break at school, because 

the homework was fairly easy for him, and he was able to finish it quickly. On average, 

most students spent about two hours on Sunday morning to do their Chinese homework, 

but some students, such as Chun-Hao and Tracy, reported to complete their homework 

within one hour, and Chun-Hao even said that he only studied about ten to twenty 
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minutes in the car. In my observation journal, I also observed that Chun-Hao was not 

taking the Chinese homework very seriously. 

I felt that Chun-Hao was not really studying for the quiz. He often did not turn in 

homework in full, especially the tape recording, essays, and those optional things 

other than the workbook. And every time when I grade his workbook, I get the 

feeling that he did not put much effort in writing the homework….He usually 

leaves several blanks for me to fill in for him. (09/18/05, Retrospective 

Observation Journal) 

 
Today Tracy was actually a problem girl to me. She was trying to write something, 

like a secret note or message, when I was going over the exercise on lesson 6. She 

ate the snacks in class, and left two cookies on the table, even though one of the 

school rules says that students can not eat snacks in the classroom. What’s worse, 

one of her cookies was dropped on the ground and made a mess. (10/09/05, 

Retrospective Observation Journal) 

Helen who stated that she attended Chinese school just “because my mom made me” was 

described by her teacher as very “indifferent” in class. 

Helen did not show much motivation for learning. She usually did not finish her 

homework, but her mother said that was because she does things slowly. Her 

attitude in class was not good, either. She seemed to be very indifferent, just sitting 

there, not saying a word, she hardly says anything in class. I think the children at 

this age, I don’t know whether they are just being shy or what, so she cannot get 

closer to you. (Ms. Lee, Interview, Translation) 

On the other hand, some students, like Min-Hua, Winnie, and Susie, were more engaged 

in learning. Min-Hua came to me, his teacher, after almost every class, and asked me to 

listen to his read-aloud to make sure that his pronunciation was correct. He also reported 

to study and read Chinese books that were not required by the class. 



 170

I still read Chinese [books, other than the class requirement]. I want to study it, and 

I feel like I have to, from time to time, read it. I don’t want Chinese school to be 

the only time when I read Chinese. I want to have some balance. (Min-Hua, 

Interview) 

As for Susie, she frequently spoke up in class, and always seemed to pay attention. Her 

mother also reported that she was willing to give up her sleeping time in order to prepare 

for quizzes at Chinese school. 

She will not go to bed if she hasn’t finished her homework….She always makes 

sure that she understand what will be on the test tomorrow. She will not go to bed 

until she has studied everything....Sometimes it was 11 o’clock, and I told her, 

‘Stop studying! Go to bed soon,’ and she said, “Mommy, I haven’t finish studying! 

I have a test tomorrow!’” [Translation] 

 

Degree of Acknowledging Chinese Identity 

     The other outcome of students’ Chinese school experience was the extent to which 

students acknowledged their Chinese identity. One of the original purposes of Chinese 

schools in the U.S. was to maintain the heritage language and culture for the next 

generation of Chinese immigrants. However, not all students in this study who attended 

Chinese school on a regular basis reported that they acknowledged their Chinese identity 

more after attending Chinese school. In fact, some of them, such as Ken and Tracy, 

suggested more resistance to their Chinese identity. Ken’s father reported that they had 

many arguments with each other about attending Chinese school. 

He [Ken] would push back and he did not want to learn. He said this [going to 

Chinese school] was an extra burden. He used to say that it was so unlucky to be 

born in a Chinese family because you have to learn two things. [Translation] 
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The imbalance between Ken’s motivational goals and his emotions seemed to create 

Ken’s resistance toward his Chinese identity as well, as his father added, “He said that 

children born in a Chinese family were so unfortunate. They need to learn this and that, 

and Chinese, and piano, and violin, So many things.” 

     Ken was not the only student who resisted their Chinese identity. Tracy also 

suggested that she was more in line with American culture than with Chinese culture: 

Tracy: I thought it [Chinese value] means like, Chinese, like, people, in Taiwan are 

expected to have really good handwriting when you write Chinese. And 

when you do very bad at Chinese they’ll like hate you or something….I think 

I should be like America, it’s a free country. 

Yu-Jung: So, to you, American value is like being free of everything? 

Tracy: Yeah, Yeah. You have like, ‘cause if you get bad grades, they don’t yell at 

you or anything. 

Recall that Tracy noted in the previous section that she was yelled at by her parents fro 

not learning Chinese, and she felt bad about it.  

 By contrast, there were more students who suggested to have increased the extent 

of their acknowledgement of their Chinese identity after going to Chinese school. For 

example, when I asked Winnie whether learning Chinese had any effect on her, she 

answered, 

I think I’ve become more Chinese through learning, like the main dialogue, 

because it’s kind of like, there is, people speaks everything, there is like immigrants, 

but if you speak English, everyone is going to understand you, sort of like that. It’s 

the one thing that holds the entire network together. 

Nancy was another student who showed her appreciation of Chinese school. She 

addressed being proud of being Chinese because of the Chinese school. 
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Yu-Jung: If there were no Chinese school, what difference would it make in your 

life? 

Nancy: I think I probably wouldn’t be that proud of being Chinese because I can’t 

speak it. I don’t know much about it, and if anybody Chinese try to talk to 

me, I probably would like avoid them. I wouldn’t be able to know the people 

I know now. Right now, our group of friends are just like a big Asian group, 

‘cause we all go to Chinese school and then we are like, all get good grades 

and things like that. 

Some students reported to have begun to think about their Chinese identity after attending 

Chinese school, and sometimes they experienced conflict and confusion. Katie’s father, 

for instance, described his daughter’s situation as follows: 

Katie’s Dad: She sometimes gets confused. I mean, she doesn’t know whether she 

is an American or Chinese or where is she from. 

Yu-Jung: Does she show any emotional response to this? 

Katie’s Dad: It’s not about emotions, it’s just, she sometimes talks about this, but 

not very often, because to her, she probably does not really think in-depth 

about this, because she is still young [10 years old]. 

Yu-Jung: but it seems that she has started to feel conflicts or confused. 

Katie’s Dad: Yes. Sometimes she feels that she is not an American, she is Chinese 

because she is learning Chinese; but sometimes she would feel that she is an 

American because the teachers at her regular [formal] school all teach her 

that “You are an American.” When she was in an English environment, she 

would totally agree that she is an American, but in our daily life, she also 

feels that she is somewhat different from the general Americans. 

[Translation] 

 

Summary of Theme Five 

     Students in this study were observed to balance the interaction between their 
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motivational goals and emotional response in the Chinese learning context. Some 

students, who had a positive balancing between the two, showed more willingness to 

attend Chinese school, while others who were more out of balance somewhere in their 

motivational and emotional responses, showed more reluctance. Some students were 

more engaged in learning Chinese, as shown by doing optional work, and extra readings 

in Chinese, while others only spent the minimum of time for learning. Several students 

also indicated that the Chinese learning experience increased or decreased their 

acknowledgement of their Chinese identity. Because most students’ balancing between 

their motivation and emotions was not described as an extreme situation, most students’ 

outcomes from the Chinese learning experience fell into more or less in the middle level. 

 

Illustration of the Model Using Three Cases 

     In the following section, I describe the model through a recounting of three cases, 

Chun-Hao, Nancy, and Rachel. These three students were chosen because they illustrate 

clearly a number of the themes discussed in the model and each of them represented 

interesting and contrasting perspectives on their Chinese learning experience.  

 

Chun-Hao 

 Chun-Hao was a student who had negative views of almost every aspect of 

learning Chinese. With these negative perceptions, he experienced much negative 

emotions and boredom when learning Chinese, and his motivational goals mostly focused 

on well-being intention goals, such as work-avoidance and social goals. He had fought 
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for not going to the Chinese school before, but he did not prevail. Although he had no 

choice but to attend the Chinese school, he did not engage much in learning Chinese. 

     Perceptions of Chinese learning. Chun-Hao stated that he had perceived the 

Chinese class as boring ever since his first class. Even when they were simply singing 

songs, he did not like it. He did not appreciate the instructional method the teacher 

applied in the Chinese class, and he did not feel a sense of belongingness to the class 

because his classmates were mostly girls and at least one year younger than him. He said 

that the Chinese class “should be” important because he was Chinese, but he seemed not 

yet to have identified with the value in his mind, and he only expected himself to learn 

enough Chinese for communication. He found himself needing much assistance to study 

Chinese and complete his homework. In class, there were many times when he felt he 

could not understand and could not figure out the answer for what the teacher gave to the 

students. The time was not enough for him, either. He had several tests every week for his 

formal school, and because he was busy studying for the formal school work, he 

considered that he did not have much time to do the same for Chinese school. 

     Balance between motivational goals. Although Chun-Hao developed some 

instrumental goal because he “supposed” that knowing Chinese would be useful for him 

if he would go to Asia in the future, he endorsed more work-avoidance goals and social 

goals, as he stated that what he usually did was to put socializing with his friends in front 

of learning Chinese. “I usually procrastinate and I just talk with my friends instead of 

learning Chinese,” he said. He weighed the well-being intention goals heavier than the 

learning intention goals in the Chinese learning context. 
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     Balance between emotional responses. Chun-Hao frequently experienced negative 

emotions when learning Chinese. In class, he felt bored and frustrated because the teacher 

just lectured on and on about things that were over-challenging to him, and he needed to 

copy his teammates’ answers instead of figuring out the answers by himself when they 

were having group activities. He reported that he usually just waited for the class to end. 

He also said he was bored when doing homework at home, and he only studied ten to 

twenty minutes in the car on the way to Chinese school. The only thing that gave him 

some positive emotions was the extra-curricular activities after the Chinese class. 

     Contextual influences. Chun-Hao’s family was the typical Chinese family, in which 

the parents had the most power and authority, and children were expected to be obedient 

and to have less control in choosing their own extra-curricular activities. His parents were 

usually busy and not able to provide much emotional and practical support for 

Chun-Hao’s learning. Unlike in Chinese school, Chun-Hao was an A+ student at the 

formal school. He was interested in learning such subjects as Spanish, math, and science 

because he knew he could perform well in those areas. The conflict in perceptions of 

self-efficacy may also have resulted in his negative emotional response to learning 

Chinese. 

     Balance between motivation and emotions. Chun-Hao’s motivational goals seemed 

to endorse the well-being intention goals and his overall experience of Chinese school 

was negative, boring. The results of the balance led to his strong reluctance or 

unwillingness to attend Chinese school as well as his lower engagement in learning. He 

was observed doing his homework assignments carelessly or not turning in the homework, 
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cheating on the exams, and not paying much attention in class. 

 

Nancy 

     Nancy was a student who was very proud of being Chinese and had very strong 

determination to learn Chinese. She was one of the few students who wanted to attend 

Chinese school by herself. Her teacher viewed her as one of the best students in class in 

terms of language ability and classroom participation. She was a student who cared about 

learning more than scores, even though she usually performed well, and she stated that 

her Chinese learning experience was very enjoyable. 

     Perceptions of Chinese learning. Nancy was highly influenced by her teachers and 

peers at the Chinese school. She believed that her teachers were all very good, and 

particularly one teacher motivated her in Chinese learning and increased her awareness of 

her Chinese identity. Her friends in her class also provided her much social support for 

learning. She had been interested in listening to the Chinese stories when she was young, 

but most importantly, she strongly believed that she had to learn Chinese because she was 

Chinese. In the beginning, she had viewed the class as very challenging, but now she had 

established more confidence and satisfaction in her improvement. Similar to most other 

students, she participated in several activities, such as violin, dance, and math lessons, but 

Chinese school was one of the top priorities for her. 

     Balance between motivational goals. Nancy had both integrative and instrumental 

learning intention goals and placed more emphasis on integrative goals. She also had 

social goals, and because most of her friends went to the same Chinese school and were 
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in the same class with her, her social well-being intention goals were fulfilled as well. 

She had multiple motivational goals with both learning and well-being intention goals, 

but the two set of goals were balanced and did not conflict for her. 

     Balance between the emotional responses. Nancy enjoyed learning Chinese, and 

she was proud of being and learning Chinese. She described her Chinese class as “pretty 

fun” and the lessons in the textbook as “pretty interesting.” There were times when she 

felt frustrated because Chinese writing was hard, but the negative emotions did not 

exceed her positive emotions overall. Her overall emotions in her learning experience 

were very positive. 

  Contextual influences. Unlike most of the other students in this study, Nancy 

seemed to have more control over the activities in which she wanted to participate. Her 

parents did not require her to attend Chinese school, but when she chose to go, they were 

willing to follow her decision and provided support and assistance. The fact that most of 

her current classmates in the Chinese class were from the same formal school group with 

her may have motivated her to go to the Chinese school as well. 

     Balance between motivation and emotions. Nancy had strong learning intention 

goals, and her social goals did not conflict with her learning goals. Her overall emotional 

responses to the Chinese learning experience were very positive, enjoyment and pride. 

The balance of motivation and emotions resulted in her having a high willingness to 

attend Chinese school, strong acknowledgement of her Chinese identity, and more 

engagement in learning. She reported to devote more than six hours every week to 

studying Chinese, and she even said, “I don’t like the fact that we are having a test every 
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other week because it’s harder to get the words to stay.” She preferred to have a test every 

week, but she also said that even if there was no quiz in the Chinese class, she would still 

study. 

 

Rachel 

     Rachel was a student who tried to do the best in everything she did. She believed in 

an integrated identity, and appreciated the integration between the American and Chinese 

cultures. Usually, she identified herself as an Asian-American. Her groups of friends at 

the formal school were two well-separated groups, the American group and the Asian 

group, but her best friends were all Caucasians. She said attending Chinese school was 

“pretty all right,” and the class was mostly enjoyable. She described her Chinese learning 

experience as “content,” because she was neither excited nor unhappy about it. Her 

schedule was very busy, so she usually spent about two hours on Sunday morning to 

prepare for Chinese school. 

     Perceptions of Chinese learning. Rachel perceived the instruction at Chinese 

school as very different from the formal school’s, but she appreciated the hard work her 

teacher dedicated to the class. Her friends at the formal school were in the same Chinese 

class, which was one of the reasons that she liked attending Chinese school. She liked 

learning in general, and she also considered the writing of Chinese characters interesting. 

She viewed learning Chinese as something that would be helpful for her future, but she 

did not believe in the language and identity connection because her parents and she often 

engaged in code-switching in their conversations, and many of her friends had quit 
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Chinese school in third grade level. She reported receiving very good feedback from her 

teacher in terms of her language ability, especially her pronunciation. Her schedule was 

very busy, and she sometimes had a hard time catching up with all the work. She viewed 

formal school as her top priority, music lessons as the second, and other activities, 

including Chinese school as all the same. 

     Balance between motivational goals. Rachel’s motivation to attend Chinese school 

was more of an instrumental learning intention goal. She wanted to be able to 

communicate with people in China for job purposes. She also agreed that she had a social 

goal to meet with her Chinese friends at the school. Sometimes she had another social 

goal, which was to meet with her non-Chinese friends, and when these social invitations 

conflicted with her Chinese class, she would experience negative emotions, feeling 

annoyed. She viewed learning Chinese as something she needed to do, so she would 

balance her motivational goals by pursuing her well-being intention goals later, such as 

trying to catch up with her friends later. 

     Balance between emotional responses. Rachel reported to experience both positive 

and negative emotions in the Chinese learning context. She enjoyed the class, but 

sometimes felt frustrated with the hard work. She was happy when listening to her 

teacher’s funny stories, but sometimes she felt bored and impatient in class, especially 

when she could not understand the article they were reading in class. Overall, she said 

she felt content in learning Chinese. 

     Contextual influences. Rachel’s mother had been reading Chinese stories to her 

since Rachel was young, which and this may have resulted in Rachel’s interest in 
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listening to Chinese stories at Chinese school. She put formal school as her first priority 

because she believed that her community valued good performance much more in formal 

school than in Chinese school. Her friendships established at the formal school served as 

social support for her learning at the Chinese school. 

  Balance between motivation and emotions. Rachel had multiple goals with 

learning intentions and well-being intentions. Sometimes the goals were consistent, and 

she found a balance in pursuing her learning goals. Sometimes when the goals were 

inconsistent, she experienced negative emotions. Instead of giving up one goal, she 

would weigh more her learning goal but pursue her social goal later. Her overall 

emotional response to the Chinese learning experience was positive but close to neutral. 

The balance between her motivation and emotion resulted in a medium level of 

willingness to attend school, engage in learning Chinese, and acknowledgement of her 

Chinese identity. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore students’ experience when learning 

Chinese in the community heritage language program, Chinese school. Particularly, I 

emphasized how the interactions between students’ motivational goals and emotional 

responses and the contextual factors influenced their learning processes as well as their 

ethnic identity. 

Throughout the analyses presented in Chapters 4 and 5, I focused on how students’ 

perceptions of the Chinese school were associated with students’ motivation in learning 

and the emotions they experienced in the learning context. Because the Chinese schools 

were informal schools involved with cultural community activities, and most students 

were externally regulated to attend the school by the force of their parents, multiple goals 

and emotional responses were observed in this study. How students balanced and 

regulated the interactions between their goals and emotional responses were found to 

influence students’ willingness to attend the school, engagement in learning, and their 

acknowledgement of their Chinese identity. 

In this chapter, I begin with summaries and discussions of the findings from the 

research questions that guided my study. Following this discussion, I explain the 

limitations of the study and suggest implications for future research and educational 

practice. 
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Discussion of the Findings 

Balancing Multiple Goals and Multiple Emotions 

Motivation researchers have conducted fruitful studies of students’ goal-directed 

behaviors. Traditionally, social-cognitive researchers focused on addressing achievement 

goals (Dweck, 1986; Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Pintrich, 2000), but in recent years, 

researchers such as Boekaerts (1993, 1996), Downson and McInerney (2001), Ford 

(1992), and Wentzel (1996) have begun to argue that students also pursue personal goals 

to develop their competencies, increase their sense of belonging, and protect their own 

well-being and self-esteem in learning environments. The results of my study confirmed 

previous studies and suggested that students, on the one hand, were motivated to learn 

Chinese because of instrumental or integrative motivations, and on the other hand, were 

concerned about their well-being including the need to fulfill their social goals. This 

finding supported Boekaerts’ (1993) assumptions that students’ goal-directed behaviors in 

the classroom are guided by the parallel goals of enlarging their knowledge and skills and 

preventing loss or damage to their well-being. In fact, the descriptions the participants 

provided about their learning experience in this study could be matched to Ford and 

Nichols’ (1991) taxonomy of content goals (see also Boekaerts, Koning, & Vedder, 2006), 

including integrative social relationship goals (e.g., seeking friends and belongingness in 

class), self-assertive social relationship goals (e.g., expecting personal control and 

autonomy), task goals (e.g., achieving high performance), affective goals (e.g., having 

fun and avoiding boredom) as well as cognitive goals (e.g., experiencing self-efficacy or 

learning). 
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However, unlike Boekaerts’ model of adaptable learning (1993), which suggested 

that goal pursuit goes through either learning or well-being modes, this study offered the 

idea of learners balancing between motivational goals and emotions. The term balance I 

am using represents a balancing act that encompasses the activities of measuring, 

adjusting, and regulating one’s goals and emotions in order to reach a stability of mind. 

Sometimes when conflicts in goals or emotions occurred, the outcome of the situation 

depended on how students evaluated and adjusted the weight, or sometimes sacrificed 

one side of the scale. 

Contemporary researchers have begun to propose different kinds of models to 

explain how individuals self-regulate their multiple goals. For example, Boekaerts and 

her colleagues proposed the idea of goal structure (Boekaerts & Niemivirta, 2000) or goal 

hierarchy (Boekaerts, Koning, & Vedder, 2006). They postulated that individuals’ 

multiple goals, including leaning and well-being goals, are related to each other in a 

hierarchical structure, with higher order goals on the top, then, action programs, then 

scripts. Higher order goals are the goals that are linked with values, meaning, and 

personal traits, which Carver and Scheier (2000) referred to as “I want to be” goals. The 

action programs, the middle level, are related to the “do goals” that “comprise personal 

projects or concrete action programs that are attached to one or more higher order goals” 

(p.37). The action programs also are related to concrete behavioral sequences of actions, 

called scripts, which are represented at the lower level. They noted that the goals at lower 

levels have multiple connections to middle levels, and middle levels to higher levels. 

Some of these goals may be in harmony and some may be in conflict. When conflicts 
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occur, an individual has to make a choice between important desired and undesired end 

states (see Boekaerts, Koning, & Vedder, 2006, for a detailed description of the model). 

Even though the concept of goal hierarchy seems to be a different illustration of the 

phenomenon, the findings in this study, which suggested the concept of balancing 

between goals and emotions (personal well-being), may be seen as in the middle of the 

process of making a choice. More research is still needed in order to learn about the 

interaction between the multiple goals in students’ self-regulation processes in the 

classroom. 

In addition, the results of this study suggested that these Chinese heritage language 

learners not only developed multiple goals but also generated multiple emotions in the 

experience of learning Chinese. Note that in this study, the role of emotion was not as an 

outcome of motivation (e.g., Weiner, 1986) or a source of motivation (e.g., Boekaerts, 

1993), but as taking the other side of a balancing with motivation. As Schweinle, Meyer, 

and Turner (2006) found in their study, “motivation and affect are experienced together” 

and “motivational factors and items [were] correlated strongly with affective factors” (p. 

288), a view of emotions supported by the results of this study. 

 

Motivation and Emotion in the Social Context 

This study also confirmed the association between social goals and learning 

(Downson & McInerney, 2001; Urdan & Maehr, 1995). In this study, students reported 

that when they had friends in the Chinese class, they felt more encouraged to attend 

Chinese class and developed more positive emotions. When their friends were not at the 
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Chinese school, many students showed resistance of “being different” from their friends. 

This kind of social goal, related to belongingness needs, was close to what Ford and 

Nichols (1991) defined as caring relationships. Urdan and Maehr (1995) stated that one 

belongingness goal is social approval which means an individual attempts to gain 

approval or acceptance from others. For some of the students whose friends mostly had 

Chinese background, learning Chinese could meet their social approval or acceptance 

(e.g., “everybody” attended Chinese class on Sunday and the Chinese language served as 

a secret code at formal school). Participants in this study also discussed the conflicts they 

felt between accepting an invitation from friends to socialize and attending Chinese 

school. When they were unable to accomplish their social commitment, which was a way 

to obtain social approval from friends, students experienced negative emotions, and 

resistance to attending Chinese school might follow. 

Note that most of the “friends” mentioned in the results did not mean friends they 

had made in the Chinese school learning context, but referred to relationships they had 

developed from their formal school. As Tracy stated in the interview, “my friends there 

[at the Chinese school], I only see them once a week. I don’t see them often, so when we 

talk, we don’t have much to talk about because we are barely together.” She thought of it 

as being “barely together” with these classmates even though she had been in the Chinese 

class with them every Sunday for more than two years. The social context at the Chinese 

school was highly associated with students’ formal school context. In this case, students 

who did not establish a social relationship with their Chinese classmates outside the 

Chinese school seemed to experience little sense of belongingness, such as Irene, 
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Ting-Ting, and Tracy in this study. 

 

Balancing the Goals across Schools 

Social goal was not the only kind of goal that students embraced across school 

contexts. In the particular situation of the students in this study, in which students 

attended both formal school and Chinese school, multiple goals in each context were also 

found to interact or interfere with similar goals in the other context. When the limitation 

of time came into question, students needed to balance between two sets of achievement 

goals across contexts as well. For example, many students in this study responded in the 

questionnaire and interviews that they had learning goals (mastery and performance goals) 

at both the formal school and the Chinese school, but the expected levels of success were 

different, and formal school was usually prioritized over the Chinese school. For example, 

Rachel in this study endorsed a “learn as much as possible” learning goal, but when the 

question was to formal school, the answer was “my grades have to be above 96” 

(performance goal). Taylor, on the other hand, wanted to “get really good grades” (high 

level performance goal) at the Chinese school, but for formal school, he would “try to get 

all As” (medium level performance goal) but not necessarily being at the top of the class. 

When there was only a limited amount of time, most students would lower their 

perceived expectation for success or compensated their goals at the Chinese school, in 

order to reach their goals at the formal school.  

Chiang (2000) suggested that being Chinese in the American context means that 

one should be a high-achiever, enter a prestigious school, and obtain a professional career. 
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The expectation of parents and the cultural stereotype result in a crowded schedule in 

students’ daily lives. The emphasis on achievement in the formal school may have, as 

Chiang reported, distracted students’ attention from their Chinese school learning. 

Okamura-Bichard (1985) mentioned the conflicts between learning outside the formal 

school program, and said, 

Learning of two languages outside the structured in-school program can be very 

demanding for children, and two parallel modes of learning activities may create a 

conflict in terms of time and attention in some children leading them to failure in 

one of the languages. (p.87) 

The results of this study supported this view. However, the results also suggested that 

students’ balancing act was more complex than simply a cause of one factor. Other 

factors such as perceptions of the learning environment, interests, ability, identity as well 

as emotions experienced in the learning context and perceived autonomy, seemed also to 

influence the balancing process. 

 

Autonomy, Parental Control, and Learning 

One of the important factors that Ryan and Deci (2000) emphasized in their 

Self-Determination Theory was students’ underlying need for autonomy in their learning. 

In recent years, researchers have investigated parental influence on students’ autonomy 

and motivation. Grolnick and Ryan (1989) reported that a parental controlling style was 

related to introjected and external motivation. Grolnick et al. (2002) suggested that by 

minimizing parents’ controlling behaviors, children can adopt more autonomous 

self-determination. The results of my study supported Grolnick’s findings and indicated 
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that in a family that adopted traditional Chinese culture, in which parents had the highest 

authority and control over students’ behaviors, most students’ Chinese learning behaviors 

were only externally regulated. Parents and students in this study reported that students 

needed to be frequently reminded or forced in order to complete their assignments for 

learning Chinese. Students in this study responded to the parents’ controlling behavior 

with different kinds and degrees of negative emotions, some experiencing light 

frustration and some revealing strong anger, and these seemed to affect students’ 

balancing decisions in their Chinese learning experience. Ting-Ting, who frequently 

reported her resistance and anger at not having a choice to determine her own learning, 

adopted a work-avoidance goal and was externally regulated by reward (summer camp) 

and punishment (upset her parents) to attend Chinese school. However, there were other 

students, such as Min-Hua, who seemed to identify or even integrate their parents’ 

regulation and adopted a strong learning goals. 

Another perspective on the issue of autonomy came from students’ ability to be 

independent in learning and doing homework assignments on their own. The high 

demands of learning the Chinese language forced some students to face over-challenging 

tasks, leading them to feel little or no control over their homework, always having to wait 

for their parents for help. An alternative view of the situation is that because students’ 

learning was highly externally regulated, they were more inclined to wait for their parents 

to provide answers for them instead of looking for the answers by themselves. 

Some results of this study are in line with what Kim, Schallert, and Kim (2006) 

found that in a collectivist culture, “even when parents control their children, children 
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could possibly value and internalize their parents’ opinion.” However, the study by Kim 

et al. was conducted in Korea, where the dominant culture was similar to the family 

culture. In this study, these children were first or second generation immigrants in the 

U.S., and the influence of the dominant culture may have resulted in identity conflicts 

and played a role in students’ language learning experience. 

 

Heritage Language, Identity, and the Dominant Culture 

There has been an on-going debate about whether maintenance of language is 

crucial in maintaining ethnic identity (Giles et al., 1979; Giles et al, 1977; Leclezio et al., 

1986; Taylor et al., 1973). The results remain inconclusive, but it may be important to 

point out that community heritage language programs, such as the one I studied at, these 

two Chinese schools seem to play an influential role in increasing identity 

acknowledgement, if not identity formation. The results of this study suggested that more 

positive experiences at Chinese school may lead to a higher extent of acknowledgement 

of Chinese identity whereas more negative experiences at Chinese school may lead 

students to develop more resistance of their Chinese identity. Experiences at the Chinese 

school did not only refer to the language learning process itself. As stated above, the 

social context was a strong part of heritage language learners’ experience of the Chinese 

school. For example, most of the 8th graders in this study showed less resistance of 

learning Chinese in terms of willingness to attend class as well as making efforts in their 

learning. Their peers in the class were an important factor, and as the students reported, 

the peers they associated with mostly had Chinese background. When the students were 
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young, they had had a more mixed group of friends, but as they grew up, most of them 

started to associate only with Asian peers. This result supported Tse’s (1996) study that 

individuals’ orientation toward the ethnic language appeared to correlate with changes 

occurring in their orientations toward group membership and ethnic culture. 

Similar to the findings in Chiang’s (2000) study, many parents in this study used 

pragmatic reasons to persuade their children to learn Chinese, such as benefits for the 

future and career opportunities. Students, following their parents’ suggestions, adopted 

utility values and instrumental goals for their Chinese school learning. More students in 

this study endorsed instrumental learning goals than integrative learning goals. The 

“heritage” part of the definition in learning Chinese seemed to be dissolved in these 

students. Portes and Hao (1998) conducted a study of patterns of language adaptation 

with second-generation immigrant students and indicated, “Ethnographic accounts of an 

Asian immigrant community tend to stress their strong achievement orientation and 

entrepreneurship, but not their loyalty to their home language” (p.289). On the other hand, 

this phenomenon may also be explained from a contextual perspective. One decade ago, 

knowing or learning Chinese may not have received such high value as it does today. 

Because the dominant American culture perceived knowledge of Chinese as a valuable 

asset, and even non-Chinese people were highly interested in learning the language, the 

Chinese language was changing, seeming more a tool rather than an element of an ethnic 

culture. When Winnie stated in the interview about how meeting someone who did not 

look Chinese but spoke fluent Chinese “scared her,” the underlying meaning could be 

related either to the awareness of losing the privilege of her own culture, or to a concern 
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about the future competency of others, or both. As the value of the Chinese language is 

increasingly being emphasized, it may become harder to build a relationship between 

learning Chinese and identity formation. 

Students in this study also reported that the textbooks and the instructional methods 

used in the Chinese school did not match their script of what a class should be like, which 

they had developed in their formal school context, the dominant cultural context. Chiang 

(2000) also reported that “lack of meaningful conversations in the Chinese class hinders 

students’ language development” (p.174). Students with these perceptions reported 

experiencing negative emotional responses to their Chinese learning experience, and 

sometimes felt “unlucky or unfortunate” in being Chinese. It seems that preserving the 

Chinese heritage as well as the Chinese identity in the next generation was not only about 

teaching the language but also helping students to appreciate the language and enjoy the 

language learning process in order to reach the goal. In other words, the teachers and staff 

at Chinese schools may need to assimilate to a certain degree the instructional methods of 

the dominant culture so that the students may have more positive experience in learning 

Chinese. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

Because this study was conducted at only two Chinese schools within a Taiwanese 

community in one city in the United States, many specific results may not be 

generalizable to other places and educational settings. 

Several major limitations must be kept in mind when considering the findings and 
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conclusions of the study. Most limitations of this study have to do with the interview 

methods of this study. First, I had intended to interview the students in their most fluent 

language, possibly English, but I found that several students were forced to practice their 

Mandarin Chinese in the interview at the request of their parents. Although I tried my 

best to encourage them to code-switch when they encountered problems in expressing 

themselves, and I used probe questions to clarify their ideas during the interview, it is 

also possible that their thoughts may have been represented in misleading words, or they 

may have withhold the information due to the language barrier. Similarly, my own 

language barrier may also have hindered clear communication with the students. English 

is not my native language even though I rarely experience any problem in communicating 

with most English speakers. I observed that there were several times when I asked a 

question in English, the students did not answer specifically to my focus. Even though I 

usually rephrased the question or stated the question in Mandarin Chinese, it is still 

possible that some information may have been missed or biased due to the 

“unnaturalness” of the communication. 

Secondly, I requested to interview students individually, but for some students, the 

parents would walk by, listen in, or sit in another corner of the room visible to us as I was 

interviewing the student. The interview conducted by phone may also have had the same 

issue because sometimes students would turn around and ask their parents a question or 

sometimes I could hear the parents talking in the background. This limitation may have 

influenced students’ willingness to share information, and may also have put me in a 

position where social conventions restrained me from asking more questions concerning 
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students’ perceptions about their private interactions with their parents. Similar culture 

issues may also apply to the interview with parents. There is a Chinese tradition called 

“Don't wash your dirty linen in public.” This cultural tradition may have restrained 

parents from sharing with me their conflicts or issues with their children, even though I 

promised them that all the information would be confidential. On the other hand, I very 

much appreciated some of the parents who seemed completely willing to tell me about 

their experience and even shared detailed information such as what their children had 

said. Moreover, the principals at the Chinese schools requested me not to ask questions 

about any private and potentially sensitive issues of the family, including their social 

economic status and marital status. The possible influences of these two factors on 

students’ learning experience may have been left out in this study because I could not 

address them directly. 

In addition, several interviews were conducted through the phone or in a public 

setting where there were other people close by because of the preference of the 

participants, which I was obligated to honor. The interview settings may have influenced 

the interview process as well as the recording clarity. Although I tried my best to ask 

possible questions that came into my mind at the moment and to capture all the 

information provided by the participants, it is still possible that I missed some 

information that I would have attained in face-to-face meetings. 

Another limitation has to do with myself as a teacher to some of the participants. 

As a participant researcher, what may have helped me build trust and promoted 

participants’ willingness to participate in the study may also have caused restrictions for 
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some of my participants in sharing information that they considered would indicate a 

“negative” view or lose of face for them. However, I was very glad that at least three out 

of the eight student participants in my class were perfectly willing to reveal that they 

were not interested, described many difficulties they encountered, and addressed their 

negative emotions experienced in learning Chinese. 

 

Implications 

In this section I suggest some implications of this study for research on motivation 

and learning and on heritage language learning before turning to implication for 

educational practice. 

 

Implication for Motivation Research 

The findings in this study contribute the concept of balancing multiple goals and 

emotions to the line of research on multiple goals (Boekaerts, 1993, 1996; Boekaerts, 

Koning, & Vedder, 2006; Boekaerts & Niemivirta, 2000; Pintrich, 2000). However, the 

dynamics of the interaction between motivation and emotion and how the interaction 

influences the goal-directed learning process are still in need of further confirmation. 

Whether emotion is the outcome of motivation or emotion leads to goal pursuit, or as in 

this study, whether emotion and motivation are experienced together and intertwined with 

each other is still a mystery. How individuals cope with emotional responses in order to 

pursue their motivational goals, how individuals change their motivational goals in order 

to reach a balance of positive and negative emotions, and what criteria individuals use to 
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balance their goals and emotions are not yet clearly answered. 

In today’s schools, classroom instruction is gradually switching from 

teacher-centered to student-centered instruction, and collaborative or cooperative learning 

is becoming more common in instruction. In such environments, it can be expected that 

students will engage more often in the pursuit of social goals as well as other human 

goals (Ford & Nichols, 1991), such as affective goals and cognitive goals, in addition to 

pursuing achievement goals in learning environments. How do goals interact in this kind 

of environment, what role do emotions play in the interaction, and how an individual can 

manage these multiple goals and emotions should also be examined.  

Moreover, so far only a few studies have been conducted on the nature of 

conflicting goal processes, especially the conflicts between individuals’ learning goals 

and their well-being goals. Boekaerts (1998) proposed the concept of goal-frustration and 

goal ambivalence, and in this study I suggested goal balancing, but how individuals react 

to the conflicts between goals, and what underlying process or processes individuals go 

through is still in question. Do social contexts, including peers, family, communities, 

school, and the larger culture, influence individuals’ decision to engage or disengage in 

the learning behavior? These questions have not yet been investigated sufficiently. 

The findings in this study also suggested the influence of individuals’ perceived 

autonomy in the learning of Chinese of a Chinese-American culture group. The 

interaction between culture, family, and autonomy as well as the influence of the greater 

culture and family culture on individuals’ perceived autonomy and learning behaviors are 

still in question. Kim, Schallert, and Kim (2006) reported on the different autonomy 
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beliefs between the collectivist and individualist cultures and suggested that Korean 

children were more comfortable adopting parents’ goal orientations. With the increasing 

mixture of cultures and interface between individualist and collectivist cultures, what will 

or will not change what kind of beliefs should be investigated.  

Finally, this study only dealt with one culture group and with only middle school 

and a limited number of students. More research on secondary or college level students in 

different cultures may provide more detailed information about individuals’ motivation in 

their learning experience. 

 

Implication for Heritage Language Learning Research 

Because the focus of this study was on students’ experience, focusing on their 

motivation and emotion, in learning Chinese at Chinese school, this study did not 

investigate students’ achievement in learning Chinese. It would be interesting to 

investigate what achievement outcomes would result for students who balance their goals 

and emotions in different ways. What changes students make in their balancing act after 

knowing their achievement outcome may be another question to answer. 

In addition, the findings of this study point to several issues in heritage language 

learning environments, specifically for Chinese community heritage language programs. 

Students in this study frequently pointed out that the instructional methods in Chinese 

classes were different from those in their formal school classes, and these differences had 

great impact on their emotions as well as motivation to learn Chinese. Studies that 

investigate the instruction issue should be conducted. For example, a follow-up study can 



 197

use an experimental methodology that compares and contrasts students’ learning 

behaviors and learning achievement in heritage language classes in two classes, one that 

applies the formal “American” school instructional method and the other one applies the 

traditional Chinese instruction. 

     It seemed that students in this study did not reveal much integrative motivation for 

learning Chinese. However, it is possible that this is because the student participants were 

still young to consider the identity and family heritage issue, or because I did not ask an 

appropriate question in terms of their age and thought process, or they did not feel 

comfortable to tell me directly. Further investigation about what and how immigrant 

children in this era relate to and perceive their heritage culture and the learning of 

Chinese as a heritage language rather than simply as “another language” should be 

carefully examined. 

 

Implication for Educational Practice 

Although the setting of this study was Chinese heritage language school, some of 

the findings may apply to other formal or informal school settings. Students may also 

have the experience of balancing between motivational goals and emotional responses in 

other concepts, and educators may take this into consideration when designing a 

curriculum or instruction. 

This study may shed some light for community heritage language school educators 

on the importance of the classroom experience and its influence on students’ motivation 

to learn a heritage language as well as preserving children’s identification with the family 
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heritage. First, educators at Chinese schools may consider modifying the 

textbook-centered curriculum and adopting a more active and interactive instructional 

approach. Students’ motivation may be hindered when negative emotions are generated, 

and participants in this study reported that teachers’ instructional methods were one 

important factor that made them feel bored and decreased their motivation to learn. 

Secondly, the teachers and the staff at Chinese school may want to consider re-designing 

the program planned for the students. The fact that there were only two hours for Chinese 

school every Sunday and that there was so much material the teachers were expected to 

cover forced teachers to rush through many concepts and to leave many homework 

assignments for students to do. The pressure that students felt from managing the work 

from formal school, Chinese school, and also other extra-curricular activities may also 

diminish students’ willingness to attend Chinese school and learn Chinese. 

Moreover, the findings of this study also suggest that Chinese immigrant parents 

may consider minimizing direct control over their children and provide students with 

more autonomy. At the same time, they may need to persuade their children of the 

importance of knowing their heritage, and provide more positive feedback and support 

during the learning experience so that students may develop more internal 

self-determined behaviors in learning Chinese as a heritage language. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Interview Questions Guidelines 

With Students: 

1. What has learning Chinese been like for you from the time you first remember until 

the present? 

2. What did you know about the Chinese language and culture before you began to go to 

Chinese school? Are you interested in Chinese in any way?  

3. How has the experience of learning Chinese been? Has it been enjoyable? 

discomforting? exciting? distressing? frustrating? Can you describe the experience for 

me? What do you think about the experience? Did you do anything about it? 

4. What are your goals for going to a Chinese school? How much do you expect 

yourself to learn Chinese? How well do you expect yourself to speak (read, write) 

Chinese? Compared with your first year in the Chinese school, have your goals 

changed? Why? What happened? 

5. Which aspects of the Chinese school or Chinese language classes do you like the best?  

What do you like the least? Why is that? What is the most difficult part of Chinese 

school? Tell me as many stories as you can about what Chinese school is like for you. 

6. What kinds of emotions have you experienced when learning Chinese in class or 

studying Chinese at home? Why do you think you feel that way? How do you deal 

with these emotions? Do you do anything different when you feel that way? Have you 

ever tuned out or dozed off in class? 
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7. How is the Chinese school different from your regular school? What are your goals 

for your regular school subjects? Can you tell me about a typical day for you? 

8. When and how long do you usually study Chinese each week? How do you go about 

doing Chinese homework from the time you first start to work till you finish the 

assignment? What is the process like for you? Do your parents sit beside you and help 

you when you are studying Chinese? Do you do other things at the same time when 

you are studying? 

9. If there were no Chinese school, what difference would it make in your life? 

10. What things are important to you in your life? 

11. Are you realizing anything through this interview about Chinese school and learning 

Chinese and its effect on you? 

12. What do you think about the textbook? Do you find yourself connected to the 

lessons?  

13. Do you find yourself to be more Chinese when speaking Chinese? Do you find 

yourself to be more American when speaking English? 

With Parents: 

1. Why do you send your children to Chinese school to learn Chinese? 

2. What is your expectation for your children’s learning in the Chinese school in terms 

of their effort and time spent on this subject, their language proficiency in reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking, and whether there is a difference between learning 

Chinese and learning English? 

3. Have you had any arguments or fights with your children about coming to Chinese 
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school? What are the reasons they gave for not wanting to learn Chinese? How do 

you persuade or encourage them? 

4. When do your children usually study Chinese at home? Do you study with them? Do 

you need to force them to do so, or do they make themselves study? Do they usually 

sit and study the whole session or do they stop in the middle and come back to study 

at a later time? What is your reaction to that? 

5. Do you give your children extra materials to study in Chinese? If so, what is their 

attitude toward the extra work? 

6. How do you balance students’ regular school work, extra-curriculum activities, and 

Chinese language learning? What is your order of priority for these for your children? 

With Teachers: 

1. What do you think about teaching these children Chinese? 

2. What is your Chinese class like? Can you describe a typical day of the class? 

3. Tell me what the students are like in class. Do they just sit and listen quietly? 

4. Have any of your students shown resistance to learning Chinese? What did you do 

about it? 

5. Do students usually turn in their homework on time? What is your impression about 

how your students do their homework assignments? 

6. Have you encountered any conflicts, arguments with your students? Can you 

describe the situation? Have your students complained about learning Chinese? 

7. Have you enjoyed teaching the class? Recall a session that was particularly 

enjoyable, what were the students like in that particular class session? 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire Results 

 
Language Exposure 

 English Chinese Mostly English 
& some Chinese 

Mostly Chinese 
& some English

What is the language that your 
father speaks to you at home? 2 8 6 14 

What is the language that your 
mother speaks to you at home? 0 10 6 14 

What language do you speak at 
home? 4 4 19 3 

 English Chinese Both English & Chinese 
What is the language your 
parents encourage you to speak 
at home? 

1 18 10 

 None 1-25 26-50 More than 50 
How many Chinese children’s 
books do you have at home? 1 20 7 2 

 
 
Identity 
I consider myself # 

Basically a Chinese person even though I live in America. 6 

Chinese-American, although in my mind, I always know I am a Chinese. 13 

Chinese-American, although in my mind, I will say I am an American first. 7 

Basically an American even though I have Chinese background. 4 

 
Time and Schedule 
 Music Dance Sports Other 

In which activities other than regular school and 
Sunday Chinese School are you participating? 28 9 17 10 

 1 2 3 4 
# of extra-curricular activities in addition to 
Chinese school 9 11 7 3 
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1: Strongly disagree 
2: Disagree 
3: Neither agree nor disagree 
4: Agree 
5: Strongly agree 
 
Academic Emotions at School 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 4 & 5 (%)

Before going the Chinese class         
I get excited about going to class. 
(Enjoyment) 5 12 9 3 1 2.43 1.01 

13.3% 

I wish I did not have to attend class 
because it makes me angry. (Anger) 9 7 9 5 0 2.33 1.09 

16.7% 

I worry whether I am sufficiently 
prepared for the lesson. (Anxiety) 1 8 8 10 3 3.20 1.06 

43.3% 

It is pointless to prepare for class since 
I do not understand the material 
anyway. (Hopeless) 

17 6 6 1 0 1.70 0.92 
3.3% 

During the Chinese class         
I enjoy being in class. (Enjoyment) 0 6 12 10 2 3.27 0.87 40.0% 

I am confident because I understand 
the material. (Hope) 1 2 14 8 5 3.47 0.97 

43.3% 

I am proud of the contributions I have 
made in class. (Pride) 1 2 11 12 4 3.53 0.94 

53.3% 

I feel frustrated in class. (Anger) 8 10 6 5 1 2.37 1.16 20.0% 

I get scared that I might say something 
wrong, so I would rather say nothing. 
(Anxiety) 

6 13 6 4 1 2.37 1.07 
16.7% 

My heart races if I do not understand 
what the teacher is saying. (Anxiety) 9 10 5 4 2 2.33 1.24 

20.0% 

I get embarrassed. (Shame) 10 11 5 4 0 2.10 1.03 13.3% 

I have lost all hope in understanding 
this class. (Hopeless) 19 6 4 1 0 1.57 0.86 

3.3% 

Because I get bored my mind begins to 
wander. (Boredom) 7 6 4 10 3 2.87 1.38 

43.3% 

I get restless because I can not wait for 
the class to end. (Boredom) 8 5 6 9 2 2.73 1.34 

36.7% 
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 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 4 & 5 (%)

After the Chinese class         
I think that I can be proud of what I 
know about Chinese. (Pride) 0 3 8 14 5 3.70 0.88 

63.3% 

I am proud of myself. (Pride) 0 3 11 11 5 3.60 0.89 53.3% 

I am happy that I understood the 
material. (Enjoyment) 0 2 12 9 7 3.70 0.92 

53.3% 

I am angry. (Anger) 15 10 4 1 0 1.70 0.84 3.3% 
I am ashamed because others 
understood more about the class 
content than I did. (Shame) 

7 10 10 2 1 2.33 1.03 
10.0% 

I feel hopeless continuing in this 
program of studies. (Hopeless) 11 12 5 2 0 1.93 0.91 

6.7% 

 
Academic Emotions at Home 

 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 4 & 5 (%)

Before studying Chinese,         
I look forward to studying. 
(Enjoyment) 6 12 7 5 0 2.37 1.00  16.7% 

I get angry when I have to study. 
(Anger) 8 8 10 4 0 2.33 1.03  13.3% 

I get so nervous that I do not even want 
to begin to study. (Anxiety) 16 9 4 1 0 1.67 0.84  3.3% 

I feel ashamed about my constant 
procrastination. (Shame) 9 10 4 6 1 2.33 1.21  23.3% 

My lack of confidence makes me 
exhausted before I even start. 
(Hopeless) 

14 9 5 2 0 1.83 0.95  6.7% 

Because I am bored I have no desire to 
learn. (Boredom) 11 9 8 2 0 2.03 0.96  6.7% 

When studying Chinese,   
I study more than required because I 
enjoy it so much. (Enjoyment) 9 11 8 2 0 2.10 0.92  6.7% 

I feel confident when studying 
Chinese. (Hope) 0 6 14 7 3 3.23 0.90  33.3% 

I am proud of my capacity in Chinese. 
(Pride) 0 4 12 10 4 3.47 0.90  46.7% 
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 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 4 & 5 (%)
I get annoyed about having to study 
Chinese. (Anger) 3 8 8 10 1 2.93 1.08  36.7% 

I get tense and nervous while studying 
Chinese. (Anxiety) 12 9 5 4 0 2.03 1.07  13.3% 

Chinese scares me since I do not fully 
understand it. (Anxiety) 13 8 5 3 1 2.03 1.16  13.3% 

I feel ashamed. (Shame) 16 6 7 1 0 1.77 0.94  3.3% 
I wish I could quit because I cannot 
cope with it. (Hopeless) 13 8 6 3 0 1.97 1.03  10.0% 

Because I am bored I get tired sitting at 
my desk. (Boredom) 9 8 6 7 0 2.37 1.16  23.3% 

After studying Chinese         
Reflecting on my progress in 
coursework makes me happy. 
(Enjoyment) 

1 5 13 9 2 3.20 0.92  36.7% 

I think I can be proud of my 
accomplishments at studying. (Pride) 0 3 12 10 5 3.57 0.90  50.0% 

After extended studying, I am so angry 
that I get tense. (Anger) 14 8 6 2 0 1.87 0.97  6.7% 

I worry whether I have properly 
understood the material. (Anxiety) 5 9 8 5 3 2.73 1.23  26.7% 

My memory gaps embarrass me. 
(Shame) 11 7 5 4 3 2.37 1.38  23.3% 

I am discouraged about the fact that I’ll 
never learn the material. (Hopeless) 13 9 6 2 0 1.90 0.96  6.7% 

 
Self-worth & Meaning 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 
Perceived meaning        
Most of what we do is meaningless. 15 10 5 0 0 1.67 0.75 
The things we do are of little importance. 12 11 6 1 0 1.87 0.85 

I would still want to go, if my parents were 
not Chinese. 4 8 12 3 3 2.77 1.12 

Sense of belonging        
I feel good about myself. 0 0 13 10 7 3.80 0.79 
I feel that I am important to my teacher. 0 1 20 6 3 3.37 0.71 
I feel that I am important to my classmates. 0 0 18 9 3 3.50 0.67 
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Motivational Reasons 

I am going to language class at the Chinese School because….    

 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 4&5 (%)
I want to communicate better with my 
family and relatives. 0 2 6 15 7 3.90 0.83 73.3% 

I want to be a more knowledgeable 
person. 0 0 5 11 14 4.30 0.74 83.3% 

I want to maintain my heritage 
language. 0 0 5 11 14 4.30 0.74 83.3% 

I want to know more about the Chinese 
culture.* 0 3 12 10 4 3.52 0.86 48.3% 

It is interesting to study Chinese.* 0 6 10 9 4 3.38 0.96 44.8% 

         
Chinese is an important world 
language. 0 0 4 10 16 4.40 0.71 86.7% 

It’ll be useful for my future school 
work or job.* 0 0 1 15 13 4.41 0.56 96.6% 

I want to be able to understand Chinese 
films. 0 1 5 14 10 4.10 0.79 80.0% 

I want to show off to my non-Chinese 
friends. 6 6 4 7 5 2.96 1.43 42.9% 

I want to get the prizes (dollars, 
stickers, gifts). 5 4 10 4 7 3.13 1.36 36.7% 

         
My parents feel that I should learn 
Chinese. 0 1 0 4 25 4.77 0.62 96.7% 

My parents will get angry if I don’t go. 1 1 7 6 15 4.10 1.08 70.0% 

         
I want to meet my friends in the 
school. 2 6 11 8 3 3.13 1.06 36.7% 

I want to go to the extra-curricular 
class. 3 8 11 5 3 2.90 1.11 26.7% 

* The item responses contained one missing data 
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Cultural orientation 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

I enjoy Chinese music. 2 3 9 12 4 3.43  1.05 

I am proud to be Chinese. 0 1 5 10 14 4.23  0.84 
My family and I celebrate most Chinese holidays. 0 0 5 14 11 4.20  0.70 

I get along well with Chinese people. 0 0 5 9 16 4.37  0.75 

I believe strongly in Chinese values. 0 3 5 16 6 3.83  0.86 

I like to be called by my Chinese name. 1 7 11 3 8 3.33  1.19 
I like to eat Chinese food. 0 0 1 9 20 4.63  0.55 

I like watching Chinese videos and movies. 2 1 4 11 12 4.00  1.13 

Total Chinese cultural orientation      4.00  0.50 

        
I like to be called by my American name. 1 2 7 10 10 3.87  1.06 

I like to eat American food. 0 1 0 15 14 4.40  0.66 

I like watching American videos and movies. 0 0 4 14 12 4.27  0.68 

I enjoy American music. 0 2 8 15 5 3.77  0.80 
I am proud of the American culture. 1 1 5 13 10 4.00  0.97 
My family and I celebrate most American 
holidays. 1 1 12 10 6 3.63  0.95 

I get along well with Americans who are 
non-Chinese. 0 0 3 11 16 4.43  0.67 

I believe strongly in American values. 0 4 9 11 6 3.63  0.95 

Total American cultural orientation      4.00  0.47 
 
 

Self-efficacy 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

I think Chinese is hard for me. (Reversed) 1 10 7 9 3 3.10 
(2.9)  1.08 

I believe I can do well without help. 4 10 6 9 1 2.77  1.12 

I can understand most of the things in Chinese 
school. 1 2 2 17 7 3.93  0.94 

Self-efficacy      3.17 0.85 
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Goal Orientations 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 
Learning Goal      4.36 0.78 
I want the teacher to think I am smart. 0 1 5 10 14 4.23  0.84 
I want others to think I am smart. 0 1 2 11 16 4.40  0.76 
I want to do better than other students. 0 0 4 9 17 4.43  0.72 
        
Performance Goal      3.76 1.00 
I want the teacher to think I am smart. 0 4 11 7 8 3.63  1.02 
I want others to think I am smart. 0 4 9 8 9 3.73  1.03 
I want to do better than other students. 0 1 12 6 11 3.90  0.94 
        
Work-avoidance Goal      3.00 1.22 
I try to do as little as possible. 6 11 7 6 0 2.43  1.02 
I try to avoid doing a lot of work. 1 6 9 8 6 3.40  1.11 
I do only what I need to do to get an acceptable 
grade. 4 7 6 10 3 3.03  1.22 
I want to get it over with as soon as possible. 4 1 10 8 7 3.43  1.26 
        
I am willing to do every class assignment, 

including optional work. (reversed) 0 10 8 5 7 3.30 
(2.70) 1.16 

 

Attribution 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

Success attribution        

Ability 0 4 9 13 4 3.57  0.88 

Effort 0 6 13 7 4 3.30  0.94 

Luck 4 5 8 10 3 3.10  1.19 
Task-difficulty 3 3 14 8 2 3.10  1.01 

        
Failure attribution        

Ability 11 7 8 4 0 2.17  1.07 

Effort 3 5 11 8 3 3.10  1.11 
Luck 8 10 7 3 2 2.37  1.17 

Task-difficulty* 12 2 10 5 0 2.28  1.17 
* The item responses contained one missing data 
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Well-being* 
 1 2 3 4 5 Mean SD 

Sometimes I feel that I am being  
pushed around in life. 5 2 8 9 5 3.24 1.30 

In a typical week, I am under pressure to  
keep up with all the things I need to do. 2 0 7 9 11 3.93  1.11 

In a typical week, I should spend more  
time socializing with friends. 2 3 10 9 5 3.41  1.10 

I am satisfied with my life. 0 6 9 8 6 3.48  1.04 

I don’t get upset too easily. 2 4 13 6 4 3.21  1.06 
        

I find it satisfying to think about what I  
have accomplished in my Chinese learning. 0 1 12 14 2 3.59  0.67 

I don’t have a good sense of what I’m  
trying to accomplish in Chinese school. 6 12 9 2 0 2.24  0.86 

When I do not do as well as I hoped to in 
learning Chinese, I often get upset with myself. 3 6 8 10 2 3.07  1.11 

In a typical week, I spend too many  
hours doing Chinese schoolwork. 6 16 5 2 0 2.10  0.80 

There is really no way I can improve  
my Chinese learning. 9 12 8 0 0 1.97  0.76 

My parents set very high standards for  
me in learning Chinese. 0 3 12 7 7 3.62  0.96 

I set higher goals in learning Chinese  
than most people. 2 8 12 7 0 2.83  0.87 

* One student did not complete this page of the questionnaire. 
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