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With the rising importance of Mandarin Chinese since the 80s, researchers have 

paid more attention to the Mandarin learners of heritage backgrounds who can understand 

or speak Mandarin Chinese before entering Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) 

programs. However, the study of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin Chinese has 

been long neglected and still remains scarce. This interview study was conducted with 

twelve Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin in U.S. universities with an aim of 

investigating the linguistic knowledge and ethno-cultural identities that Fangyan-

speaking students bring to college-level CFL classrooms. Another focus of this study is to 

investigate the perception Fangyan-speaking students have about their linguistic abilities 

and what Fangyan-speaking students are perceived to be the expectations of their 

instructors and peers. 

This study was conducted in two CFL programs: a long-established dual-track 
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program in a research university and a newly-established mixed track program in a 

teaching university. Both Fangyan-speaking students and their instructors were recruited 

for interviews and document data were collected from both students and their instructors.  

 

A modification of Krashen‘s Input Hypothesis (1981) was employed in 

categorizing four types of Mandarin input, in which Cantonese pronunciation for reading 

purposes and media consumption were found to play important roles in Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Mandarin learning. Analysis of the data also revealed that Fangyan-

speaking participants‘ ethno-cultural identities may exhibit a nature of ―hybridity‖ owing 

to their family immigration histories. Implications derived from the findings are offered 

for researchers, practitioners, and administrators of programs that serve tertiary CFL 

learners. 

 

 

 

 



 ix 

 

Table Contents 
 

Chapter One: Introduction………………………………………………………….......1 

Background …………………………………………………………………………….....1 

 The rising importance of Mandarin Chinese…………………………………..….1 

Terminology………………………………………………………………………..……..2 

Statement of the problem……………………………………………………………….....6 

Purpose of the study……………………………………………………………………...11 

Significance of the study………………………………………………………………....13 

Outline of the dissertation………………………………………………………………..13 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………….14 

Chapter Two: Literature Review……………………………………………................15 

The Chinese language family………………………………………………………….…15 

 Spoken Chinese…………………………………………………………………..15 

 Written Chinese…………………………………………………………………..18 

Phonetic scripts of the Chinese languages…………………………………..…...21 

 Diglossia: Bilingualism with Mandarin…………………………………….........21 

 Fangyans and immigration waves to the U.S…………………………………....24 

Research about Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin……………..…………..…......25 

 CFL and CHL programs in the U.S……………………………………………...25 

 Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin in CFL classrooms.……………….......30 

Individual factors in Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin ………………………….32 

 Individual factors in language learning……………………………………..…...32 

  Motivation and language learning…………………………………….....32 

  Beliefs and language learning……………………………………………34 

  Academic emotions and language learning…………………………...…36 

Self-identities of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin………………………...….....38 

 Theories of social identity…………………………………………………….….38 

 Identity theory of second language acquisition……………………....……….....41 



 x 

 Identity theory and heritage language learning………………………………......42 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………….………44 

Chapter Three: Methodology………………...……………...........................................45 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………….…...45 

 Major research questions………………………………………………………...45 

 Research design………………………………………………………………….46 

  Settings…………………………………………………………………..46 

Participants………………………………………………………………47 

  Data collection procedures………………………………………………51 

  Data sources……………………………………………………………...51 

  Data analysis……………………………………………………...……...54  

Chapter Four:Results…………………………………………………..…....................57 

Overview of participants…………………………………..…….....................................57 

 Student participants……………………………………………………...............59 

  Group 1……………………………………………………..……............59 

   Jerry……………………………………………………………...59 

   Nancy………………………………………………………….....60 

   Ted……………………………………………………………......61 

  Group 2…………………………………………………………………..61 

   Allen……………………………………………………………...62 

   Andrew…………………………………………………………...63 

   Jenny………………………………………………….……….....63 

   Ken…………………………………………………….…............64 

   Lynn………………………………………………………...........65 

   Mina……………………………………………………………...65 

   Roger…………………………………………..…………............66 

   Sue…………………………. ……………………………............67 

   Will…………………………………………………..…..…….....68 

 Instructor participants…………………………………………...…………….....69 

  Dual-track program…………………………………………………..…..69 

   Michelle……………………………………………………….…69 



 xi 

   Sally…………………………………………………….……..69 

  Mixed-tracked program…………………….........................................69 

Jennifer………………………………………………………..69 

Findings……………………………………………………………………..…………70 

 Research question 1a………………………………………………………..…70 

 Research question 1b…………………………………………………………100 

 Research question 2a……………………………………….............................109 

 Research question 2b………………………………………………………….118 

 Research question 3a………………………………………………………….125 

 Research question 3b………………………………………………………….129 

Learner profiles…………………………………………………….………………....138 

 Allen………………………………………………………………………......138 

 Ken………………………………………………………………………….....144 

 Roger……………………………………………………………………..…....149 

Researcher as instrument………………………………………………………….…...154 

Chapter Five: Discussion, limitations, and Recommendations….………................156 

Discussion………………………………………………………………………......….156 

Limitations…………………………………………………………………………......176 

Recommendations……………………………………………………...........................178 

 Pedagogical implications………………………………………………………178 

 Research implications……………………………………….............................182 

Appendices……………………………………………………………………………..184 

Appendix A: First interview-- questions for Dialectal CHL students……......................184 

Appendix B: Second interview-- questions for Dialectal CHL students……………….191 

Appendix C: Interview Questions for instructors from the dual-track program……….192 

Appendix D: Guideline for my self-report…………………………………..................195 

Appendix E: Student information sheet—first-semester regular-track………………...197 

Appendix F: Student information sheet—second-semester regular-track……………..198 

Appendix G: Student information sheet—third-semester regular-track…………….....199 

Appendix H: Student information sheet—first-semester mixed-track………………....200 

Appendix I: Andrew‘s character homework…………………………………................201 



 xii 

Appendix J: Student information sheet (revised)………… ……………………………202 

Bibliograpy……………………………………………………………………………..206 

Vita……………………………………………………………………………………...217 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xiii 

List of Tables 

Table 1: Participants‘ demographic information………………………………………...58 

 

Table 2: Participants‘pre-program Mandarin source  

  & input types & in-program information............................................................72 

 

Table 3: Participants‘ & their parents‘ Fangyans & ethno-cultural  

  identities……………………………………………………………………….109 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xiv 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: The Chinese language family in linguistic context…………...……………...204 

 

Figure 2:  Fangyan map…………………………….……………………………..……205 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 - 1 - 

 

 

Chapter One: Introduction 
 

Background 

THE RISING IMPORTANCE OF MANDARIN CHINESE 

 In the latter half of the twentieth century, English has come to be considered the 

most important of the world‘s languages as well as the only universal language. In his 

book, English as a Global Language, Crystal (1997) interprets the global status of the 

English language through its use around the world as the language of business, 

technology, science, the Internet, popular entertainment, and even sports. Much like 

Crystal, Swales (1987) estimates that more than 50% of the millions of academic papers 

published each year are written in English, and this percentage continues to grow 

annually. 

Although the trend toward English as the dominant global language has not 

slowed in recent years -- nor has English been replaced by any other language -- the 

rising importance of another critical language, Mandarin Chinese, has been discussed in 

both academia and in the public press. This trend has received attention since the late 

1990s.  After 9/11, the nation‘s attention turned to the strategic importance of foreign 

languages (Valdes 2005). Total foreign language registration, which ―grew steeply in the 

1960s, decreased in the 1970s, and rose again in the 1990s‖ (Broad et al. 2000). 

Enrollment in Japanese language courses increased by more than 6.5-fold, and enrollment 

in Mandarin Chinese courses increased fourfold between 1970 and 1995. During the 
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same period, enrollment in Mandarin Chinese and Japanese language courses each 

comprised 6% of total language course enrollment. They became two of the most widely 

taught languages, following Spanish, French, German, and Italian (Broad et al. 2000). In 

comparison, French and German showed strong growth during the 1960s, followed by a 

decline in both the 1980s and 1990s (Broad et al. 2000). Between 1998 and 2002, 

enrollment in Mandarin Chinese course increased twofold (Furman et al. 2007). Between 

2002 and 2006, enrollment in Mandarin Chinese course showed the second highest strong 

growth of 51% (next to Arabic) and remained one of the most widely taught languages, 

following Spanish, French, German, American Sign Language, Italian, and Japanese 

(Furman et al. 2007). 

To explain the increasing number of Mandarin Chinese learners, Goh (1999) notes 

that China‘s rapid economic development over the past two decades has encouraged 

numerous Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) learners to acquire this new critical 

language. Research studying the motivations of Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) 

learners shows that a high percentage of these students hope to use Mandarin Chinese in 

their careers in light of China‘s economic prosperity (Yang 2003). Another possible 

reason for this increasing number of Mandarin Chinese learners might be CHL learners‘ 

desires to (re)learn their heritage language as a way of (re)claiming their ethnic identities 

(Chao 1997). The factors that motivate students‘ learning and what these learning 

experiences entail require further research.  

 

Terminology 

 The definitions of terminology employed in this study are provided below. 
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Language vs. dialect 

As the Yiddish linguist, Max Weinrich (1945), said, ―A language is a standard 

dialect with an army and navy.‖ In this study, a language refers to a dialect that is 

supported by institutions, such as serving as the official language, the instructional 

medium in schools, the form in published grammars and dictionaries, etc. 

A dialect is also a language, which has a complete system of vocabulary, 

grammar, and syntax, as a language does; however, a dialect does not gain institutional 

support to achieve the status of an official language.  

Chinese  

Chinese refers to the seven major languages in the Chinese language family, 

which forms one of the major branches of Sino-Tibetan family of languages (Fig. 1). 

Chinese is an umbrella term referring to Mandarin and six other regional speech forms 

(方言; Fangyan) spoken in China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia, especially in Hong Kong, 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, and in many diasporic communities of ethnic 

Chinese of the world. 

 

Han languages 

Han languages refer to the languages spoken by the Han Chinese and is used 

interchangeably with Chinese or the Chinese language family (Fig. 1).  

The Han Chinese is the most predominantly ethnic group (92% of the population 

of China) traditionally known as the ―Chinese‖, in addition to fifty-five other ethnic, 

religious, and linguistic groups recognized by the government of the People‘s Republic of 
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China (Ramsey 1989) among its citizenry. 

 

Mandarin Chinese 

 Mandarin Chinese refers to Mandarin, one of the regional speech forms in the 

Chinese languages. Mandarin serves as the official language in China, Hong Kong, 

Singapore, and Taiwan. 

 

Fangyan (方言) 

Fangyan refers to the mutually unintelligible regional speech forms in the Chinese 

language family, including the seven major groups: Mandarin, Wu, Yue, Xiang, Hakka, 

Gan, and Min. In this study, Fangyans are considered separate languages due to their 

mutually unintelligibility to speakers of other Fangyans in the Chinese language family. 

Fangyan vs. dialect 

Fangyangs refer to the mutually unintelligible regional speech forms in the 

Chinese language family and are considered separate languages in this study. Dialect 

refers to a speech form which also has a complete vocabulary, grammar, and syntax, as a 

language does, but does not gain institutional support. Therefore, Fangyan and dialect are 

both considered languages in this study.  

However, in English, some linguists prefer to use the term ―dialect‖ to refer to 

mutually intelligible forms of speech and use ―language‖ to refer to mutually 

unintelligible forms of speech. To avoid fallacious conceptions, the term ―Fangyan‖, 
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rather than ―Chinese dialect‖, as appeared in related literature, is employed to refer to the 

regional speech forms in the Chinese language family in this study. 

Fangyan sub-variety 

Fangyan sub-variety refers to mutually intelligible speech forms within a Fangyan. 

For example, Cantonese is a sub-variety within Yue and Taiwanese is a sub-variety within 

Min (Fig. 1).  

 

Heritage language learners 

Heritage language learners are those individuals in a foreign language classroom 

who are raised in homes where their heritage languages are spoken and who learn to 

speak or understand their heritage languages from homes (Valdes 2001). 

 

Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) learner 

In the area of foreign language education in the United States, educators and 

researchers traditionally use ―Chinese‖ to refer to ―Mandarin Chinese‖ in the course title. 

In this study, Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) learners refer to those individuals 

who do not understand spoken Mandarin Chinese before they enter CFL programs. 

 

Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) learner 

In the area of foreign language education in the United States, educators and 

researchers traditionally use ―Chinese‖ to refer to ―Mandarin Chinese‖ in the course title. 

In this study, Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) learners refer to those individuals 

who are raised in homes where Mandarin Chinese is spoken and who speak or understand 
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Mandarin Chinese before they enter CFL programs (Valdes 2001). 

 

Statement of the problem 

Researchers studying CFL education have focused on aspects of the reading 

process (Kuo et al. 2004; McGinnis 1999; Shen et al. 2007), the acquisition of 

grammatical features (Ke 2005; Kuo 2000), pronunciation (Chen 1997; Shen 1989; Wang 

et al. 2003), learners‘ individual factors (Sung et al. 1998; Wen 1997), technology-

assisted learning (Ihde and Jian 2003), and CHL learners‘ learning (Hendryx 2008; Jia 

2008; Jia et al. 2008; Kelleher 2008; Koda et al. 2008; Li et al. 2008; Xiao 2006; Wiley 

2008; Wiley et al. 2008). In the sub-area of CHL learners‘ learning, Koda et al. reported 

that in weekend Mandarin Chinese schools, the quantity of input available to children 

was heavily restricted. Hendryx‘s (2008) case study revealed that CHL learners‘ differing 

levels of social contact led to tremendous variation in their linguistic abilities. Jia (2008) 

found that children from lower income homes had more developed Mandarin ability than 

those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Kelleher‘s (2008) case study identified a 

mismatch between CHL learners‘ needs and the foreign language curriculum, as well as 

tension arising from students‘ resistance to department placement policy.  

Although there is already a substantial body of research on CFL learning, few 

studies have investigated the learning experiences of students who only speak Fangyans 

or speakers who know both Fangyans and Mandarin. However, according to Dr. Wen-

Hua Teng of the Mandarin Chinese program at the University of Texas, a fairly large 

percentage of the students in the program are already familiar with at least one of the 

three Fangyans originating from southeastern China (Yue, Min, and Wu). Furthermore, 
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research involving university instructors on the East and West Coasts suggests that the 

percentage of Fangyan-speaking students is even higher in these regions than it is in other 

states (Li et al. 2008) due to the increased concentration of ethnic Chinese in these 

regions. Because of the smaller number of Fangyan-speaking students in college-level 

CFL classrooms and the scarce attention paid to them, research on Fangyan-speaking 

students has been overlooked and few studies (Wiley 2008) have been conducted on this 

specific population. Wiley‘s (2008) case study reported how a first-generation immigrant 

from Taiwan felt stigmatized in his CFL class by his Taiwanese accent and was 

uncomfortable because of his inability to choose the traditional script used by his parents. 

In addition, Wiley et al.‘s (2008) online survey study investigated attitudes toward the 

maintenance of Mandarin Chinese as a heritage language as well as attitudes toward other 

Fangyans among ethnic Chinese in the U.S. The results indicated that the majority of the 

766 participants supported current attempts to promote Mandarin Chinese as a heritage 

language, although many participants also demonstrated favorable attitudes toward 

Fangyan diversity. However, the focus of the study was to investigate attitudes toward 

heritage language maintenance among immigrants and international students in the U.S., 

rather than examine Fangyan-speaking learners‘ characteristics in CFL classrooms. Hence, 

important pedagogical issues related to Fangyan-speaking students, such as the features 

of their linguistic abilities and their learning needs and characteristics (all of which are 

important to professionals in the field of CFL education) still remain unaddressed.  

Spolsky‘s (1989) Second Language Learning Model, which focuses on the 

interaction between social conditions and language learners, is useful in explaining how 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning occurs. According to Spolsky, second 
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language learning takes place in a social context in which learners have exposure to the 

target language as well as to other languages. In addition, the conditions of the social 

context influence language learning in two ways: First, they provide learning 

opportunities; second, they lead to the development of learners‘ attitudes, combined with 

other individual characteristics, to impact the way language learners make use of learning 

opportunities provided by the social context. Spolsky‘s model is useful in explaining 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning in three ways: 1) the inclusion of multiple 

languages (e.g. Mandarin, Fangyans) that learners are exposed to in natural settings; 2) 

the inclusion of both formal (e.g. school instruction) and informal learning sources (e.g. 

community, the media) available to Fangyan-speaking learners; and 3) the inclusion of 

sociopsychological factors in Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning (e.g. attitude, 

motivation).  

Although Spolsky‘s model is useful in explaining the learning of heritage 

languages in both formal and informal situations, Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin 

learning seems to be more complicated than many other heritage languages due to the 

unique features of the Chinese languages. According to linguists, ―Chinese‖ is a language 

family consisting of Mandarin and six other Fangyans (Gan, Hakka, Min, Wu, Xiang, and 

Yue) that are mutually unintelligible to speakers of other Fangyans (DeFrancis 1984; 

Norman 1988; Ramsey 1989). In other words, a Yue (e.g. Cantonese) speaker learning 

Mandarin could be compared to a French speaker learning Italian (Norman 1988). 

Nevertheless, despite the mutual incomprehensibility among the seven major Fangyans of 

the Chinese language family, all speakers of Fangyans share one unified written language 

and a similar body of socio-cultural knowledge (Chen 1999; DeFrancis 1984; Norman 
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1988; Ramsey 1989). Therefore, it is intriguing to investigate the linguistic and extra-

linguistic knowledge Fangyan-speaking students were exposed to in their home 

environments and how their pre-program knowledge (or lack thereof) influences their 

learning in CFL programs. Other related questions that deserve attention include the 

following: ―Does the knowledge of Fangyan-speaking learners influence the placement of 

CFL programs?‖; ―What role do Fangyan-speaking learners‘ Fangyans play in their 

Mandarin learning?‖; ―Is Mandarin more like a foreign language than a heritage language 

for these students?‖; ―Do their Fangyans provide advantages for learning?‖ 

Another perspective for the study of Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning features 

comes from a social-psychological perspective. Spolsky (1989) maintains that the social 

context leads to language learners‘ attitudes, which appear in learners as motivation. This 

concept echoes with two of the social factors in Schumann‘s Model of Second Language 

Acquisition, ―learners‘ attitude‖ and ―language status.‖ It is useful in explaining Fangyan-

speaking learners‘ social identities, because in terms of language/Fangyan status, all 

Fangyans (Mandarin excluded) are less prestigious than Mandarin in communities of 

ethnic Chinese (Chen 1999; Norman 1988), and Mandarin is less prestigious than English 

in mainstream American society (Fillmore 1991; Portes et al. 1998). In fact, research has 

shown that most immigrants in the United States lose their heritage languages in the 

second and third generations (Fillmore 1991; Portes et al. 1998) and that heritage 

language loss can occur as early as the second generation among Asian populations 

(Portes et al. 1998). The majority of Fangyan-speaking students in CFL classrooms are 

either first- or second-generation immigrants whose families emigrated to the United 

States from their native countries 20 to 60 years ago. In addition, a significant number of 
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Fangyan-speaking students in CFL classrooms are second-generation Vietnamese-

Americans of Chinese descent whose parents came to the United States as boat people in 

the 1970s, during or after the Vietnam War (Chan 2006). Others are first-generation 

Cantonese speakers from Hong Kong who immigrated to the U.S. with their parents 

around the time of the 1997 Handover to China (Lam 1998). Some are first- or second-

generation Taiwanese-speaking immigrants whose parents emigrated from Taiwan in the 

1970s and 1980s (Ng 1998). Still others are first- or second-generation immigrants from 

Southeast Asian countries whose families immigrated to Southeast Asia from China at 

different times prior to their secondary immigration to the United States (Chin 2000). 

Furthermore, there is a smaller but growing number of Fangyan-speaking students whose 

parents came to the United States after the opening of China in the 1980s (Holland 2007). 

However, regardless of which sub-group Fangyan-speaking students belong to, their 

language backgrounds share one feature: one or more Fangyans were maintained within 

their families from either the multilingual societies in which they used to live (e.g. 

Malaysia or Singapore) (Chin 2000), overseas diasporas (e.g. communities of ethnic 

Chinese in Vietnam) (Trieu 2009), or diglossic societies (e.g. China, Hong Kong, or 

Taiwan) (Chen 1999). Furthermore, their Fangyans were maintained within the family, 

even after they immigrated to the United States (Wiley et al. 2008). 

Given Fangyan-speaking students‘ family immigration histories, it is intriguing to 

investigate the ethno-cultural identities of Fangyan-speaking students in CFL classrooms 

and how these identities influence their Mandarin Chinese learning. Related questions 

also include the reason for their families‘ Fangyan maintenance, the reason for the 

students‘ decisions to study Mandarin, whether the students self-identify as ethnic 
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Chinese, whether they identify with their parents‘ countries of origin, and whether they 

―feel‖ like heritage language learners. The aim of the present study is to address these 

questions.  

The other perspective for the study of Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning 

experiences relates to academic emotions. In a case study on CFL students‘ Mandarin 

learning, Kelleher (2008) found that Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic backgrounds 

led to placement tension resulting from the program‘s curriculum design. Fangyan-

speaking students‘ backgrounds typically do not fit either the regular track designed for 

students with no previous knowledge of Mandarin Chinese or the accelerated track 

designed for learners who already understand spoken Mandarin Chinese. In addition to 

addressing the placement issue, this study will investigate the potential academic 

emotions as related to Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions of their linguistic abilities, 

the expectations held by their instructors and their peers, and whether academic emotions 

influence their Mandarin learning. 

 

Purpose of the study 

 The purpose of this study was threefold: 1) to investigate the linguistic knowledge 

that Fangyan-speaking students bring to the CFL classroom in a tertiary CFL program 

and the way in which their linguistic knowledge influences the tracking and placement 

issues ; 2) to explore Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethno-cultural identities and the ways in 

which their identities affect their Mandarin learning; 3) to investigate the expectations of 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic abilities held by instructors, other students, and the 

learners themselves as well as how these expectations influence Fangyan-speaking 
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students‘ learning. The three research questions are listed as follows: 

 

Research question 1 

How do Fangyan-speaking students and their instructors describe the 

influence of Fangyan-speaking students' linguistic knowledge on their Mandarin 

Chinese learning in tertiary CFL courses? 

1a) What kind of linguistic knowledge do Fangyan-speaking students 

report bringing to their CFL classrooms and how does their linguistic 

knowledge reportedly influence their in-program learning? 

1b) How does Fangyan-speaking learners‘ linguistic knowledge influence 

the placement of CFL programs? 

Research question 2 

How do Fangyan-speaking students describe the influence of their ethno-

cultural identities on their Mandarin Chinese learning in tertiary CFL courses? 

2a) What are the ethno-cultural identities of Fangyan-speaking learners? 

2b) What role do Fangyan-speaking learners' ethno-cultural identities play 

in their Mandarin Chinese learning in CFL classrooms? 

Research question 3  

3a) How do Fangyan-speaking students perceive their linguistic abilities?  

3b) What do Fangyan-speaking students perceive to be the expectations of their 

instructors and peers regarding the students‘ linguistic abilities?  
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Significance of the study 

This study is significant in two ways: 

First, previous research (Hendryx 2008; Jia 2008; Jia et al. 2008; Kelleher 2008; 

Koda et al. 2008; Wiley et al. 2008) on CHL learning has mainly focused on students 

with backgrounds in Mandarin who could understand at least spoken Mandarin in 

everyday situations. Data collected from Fangyan-speaking students are either confined 

to case studies (Wiley 2008) or are mixed with data collected from students who have 

oral skills in Mandarin (Hendrix 2008; Kelleher 2008; Wiley et al. 2008). However, in 

this interview study, all of the participants spoke at least one Fangyan, despite their wide 

range of Mandarin proficiency. This inclusion of such a diverse group was intentional, 

with the goal of providing an overview of the backgrounds of Fangyan-speaking students. 

Second, research on CHL learners‘ ethno-cultural identities has been conducted for 

Asian languages such as Korean (Sung et al. 1988; Cho 2000; Lee 2002) and Japanese 

(Chinen et al. 2005), and most have used elementary school students or pre-college 

adolescents in community-based heritage language schools as participants (Chen 2006; 

Cho 2000; Chinen et al. 2005; Kim et al. 2008; Lee 2002; Sung et al. 1998). In contrast, 

this study focuses on a group of Fangyan-speaking college learners in a formal learning 

setting that offers Mandarin Chinese courses.   

 

Outline of the dissertation 

 In the remaining sections of this dissertation, literature review, research 

methodology, study results, and conclusions are organized and presented in the following 

four chapters accordingly. In Chapter Two, four bodies of literature are reviewed: the 
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Chinese language family, research about Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin, 

individual factors in Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin, and self-identities of 

Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin. The methodology of the study is detailed in 

Chapter Three. In Chapter Four, findings are presented to address the research questions. 

Themes including ―learning Mandarin through Cantonese pronunciation‖, ―the 

unbearable title of heritage language learners‖, etc. are presented along with the 

interpretation of data sources. Finally, conclusions drawn from integrated core themes 

and the ways in which the conclusions are related to existing literature are introduced, 

followed by limitations and recommendations in Chapter Five. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As educators and/or researchers, it is critical to study how students of different 

backgrounds bring different prior knowledge to the classroom and how this results in 

different academic needs, disadvantages, and struggles. The goal of the present study is to 

help CFL educators and researchers to better understand the characteristics of Fangyan-

speaking students and, in turn, eliminate the marginalization of this group of learners.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

 In this chapter, four bodies of literature are reviewed: 1) the Chinese language 

family; 2) research about Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin; 3) individual factors in 

Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin; and 4) self-identities of Fangyan-speaking 

learners of Mandarin. 

 

The Chinese language family 

 To the general public in the United States, the term ―Chinese‖ refers to Mandarin, 

the primary speech form in the Chinese language family. However, Chinese is an 

umbrella term referring to Mandarin and other speech forms spoken in China, Taiwan, 

and Southeast Asia, especially in Hong Kong, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and 

Singapore. Due to the mutual unintelligibility among the speech forms, some linguists 

prefer to use the term ―language‖ (Bloomfield 1933, cited in DeFrancis 1984) or 

―regionalect‖ (DeFrancis 1984) when referring to these speech forms (DeFrancis 1984; 

Norman 1988). However, because they share a single writing system and a common 

literary and cultural history, some linguists consider them a single Chinese language 

(Chen 1999; Sun 2006). The controversy over what to call the different varieties of 

spoken Chinese still remains unresolved (DeFrancis 1950; 1984).  

SPOKEN CHINESE  

 As early as 1933, Bloomfield, an American descriptive linguist, stated, ―Chinese 

is not a single language but a family of languages made of a variety of mutually 
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unintelligible languages‖ (Bloomfield 1933, cited in DeFrancis 1984). However, in 

English, linguists prefer to use the term ―dialect‖ to refer to mutually intelligible forms of 

speech and use ―language‖ to refer to mutually unintelligible forms of speech (Norman 

1988). DeFrancis‘ (1984) The Chinese Language: Fact and Fantasy proposed adopting 

two English terms to describe the distinction existing in spoken Chinese: ―regional 

speech,‖ which is the literal meaning of Fangyan (方言) in Mandarin, or the neologism 

―regionalects.‖ On the other hand, some linguists prefer to use ―dialect‖ to refer to the 

mutually unintelligible speech forms in Chinese due to the socio-cultural knowledge 

commonly shared by the speakers of these speech forms and its unified written language, 

vernacular (Modern) Chinese. This unified language was one of the achievements in 

language reform after the establishment of the Republic, which had as its goal the 

formula ―One state, one people, one language‖ (DeFrancis 1950; 1987).  

Spoken Chinese is composed of many forms of Fangyans. The modern Fangyans are 

usually classified into seven major groups by most researchers: Mandarin, Wu, Yue, 

Xiang, Hakka, Gan, and Min (Chen 1999; Norman 1988; Ramsey 1989; Sun 2006). 

Within each Fangyan, there are sub-varieties. For example, Cantonese is a sub-variety 

within Yue, and Taiwanese is a sub-variety within Min (Fig. 1). Mandarin is the most 

prestigious Fangyan and the Fangyan found everywhere north of the Yangtze River, 

where Han languages predominate (Norman 1988), along with the six other Fangyans in 

the south (Fig. 2).  

 

Northern Fangyan 

Mandarin is the Fangyan spoken in the north due to the geographical characteristics 
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of the Yellow Plain and the flat Loess Plateau in the northern part of China (Sun 2006). 

For instance, the sub-varieties of Mandarin spoken in the three northeastern Chinese 

provinces are mutually intelligible (Norman 1988; Sun 2006).  

Mandarin‘s pronunciation and grammar are largely based on the speech forms of 

educated people in the capital city of Beijing (DeFrancis 1984) and its surrounding areas 

and are found everywhere north of the Yangtze River, where Han languages predominate 

(Norman 1988). Mandarin has earned its prestigious status partly because it is based on 

the speech form spoken in the political and cultural center of China, Beijing, during 

major historical eras, and partly because it is the language spoken by over 700 million 

people, by far the largest group of people in the world who share a language (DeFrancis 

1984). Mandarin is also known as Guanhua (the language of officialdom) in the Qing 

Dynasty (DeFrancis 1984), Putonghua (common language) in China, Guoyu (the national 

language) in Taiwan, Zhongwen (Chinese language) in Hong Kong and Huanyu (the 

language of the Han people) in Singapore. Mandarin serves as (one of) the offical 

language(s) in these countries and is the language taught in CFL classrooms in the U.S. 

(Goh 1999).  

 

Southern Fangyans 

The other six Fangyans, Wu, Yue, Xiang, Hakka, Gan, and Min, are known as the 

southern Fangyans. Possibly due to serious geographical barriers in the south, these 

Fangyans are not only mutually unintelligible to Mandarin speakers but also 

incomprehensible to speakers of another southern Fangyan (Norman 1988). The greatest 

diversity is found in the Fangyans spoken in Southeast China (Chen 1999; DeFrancis 
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1984; Norman 1988; Sun 2006). For instance, Min sub-varieties are among the most 

heterogeneous in China. This is likely due to few navigable rivers and many inaccessible 

mountain ranges that keep Fujian Province, where various Min sub-varieties are spoken, 

isolated from other parts of China (Sun 2006). Another example is Wu. In the Zhejiang 

Province, a person from one valley may be completely unable to comprehend the speech 

form from the next village, although both are considered Wu sub-varieties (Chen 1999). 

WRITTEN CHINESE  

Mandarin is the only Fangyan that has an established writing tradition. Some of 

the southern dialects, such as Yue, Wu, and Min, have Fangyan writing systems used for 

recording folk dramas, folk songs, stories, and other literary genres in their vernacular 

local speech forms (Chen 1999). However, Cantonese is the only Fangyan that has the 

most conventionalized and comprehensive writing system (Chen 1999). Compared to the 

writing system in classical Chinese and vernacular (modern) Chinese, the writing systems 

of Fangyans are under-developed and have received low status (Chen 1999). The 

opposition to Fangyan writing has been due to non-linguistic factors. William (1883, 

cited in Chen 1999), an American missionary, was the first to identify the potentially 

negative impact of separate writing systems for Fangyans in China. DeFrancis (1950) 

also asserted that China‘s ability to achieve unity in the vast political sphere is entirely 

dependent upon a unified written language. Efforts had been made to achieve the three 

major goals of the language reform in China in the twentieth century: the simplification 

of script, the unification of speech and writing, and the establishment of a single national 

language (Chen 1999). 
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Chinese characters  

 Chinese characters represent the oldest continuously used writing system in the 

world. Chinese characters are a logographic system used currently in writing Chinese 

(hanzi) and Japanese (kanji) and used formerly in writing Korean (hanja) and Vietnamese 

(hantu). Classical Chinese became the official writing language in medieval times, much 

as Latin was in pre-modern Europe (Norman 1988; Ramsey 1989; Sun 2006). 

 In the Chinese writing system, the characters are morphosyllabic, each usually 

corresponding to a spoken syllable with a basic meaning. However, a majority of words 

in Mandarin require two or more characters to express the meanings that are distinct from 

the characters that compose them (Sun 2006). John DeFrancis (1984) estimates that a 

typical Chinese college graduate recognizes 4,000 to 5,000 characters and 40,000 to 

60,000 words. Norman (1988) gives a lower estimate of 3,000 to 4,000 characters.  

 

Scripts of written Chinese 

During the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the Chinese government initiated a 

language reform program relating to written Chinese: the simplification of traditional 

Chinese characters. According to Zhou (1988, cited in Sun 2006), among the 56,000 

words in modern written Chinese, there are 2,400 commonly used characters. To 

compensate for the high illiteracy rate in China at the time of the May Fourth Movement, 

simplification reduced the number of strokes for commonly used characters to make 

writing faster and easier for the public to learn (Chen 1999). Since then, written Chinese 

has been divided into two forms: traditional script and simplified script. Simplified script 

is the form now used in China (except in specialized situations such as classic studies; 
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Chen 1999), Singapore, and Malaysia. Traditional script is maintained in Taiwan, Hong 

Kong, Macau, and overseas diasporic communities, except for Singapore and Malaysia 

(Chen 1999; Norman 1988; Ramsey 1989).  

Classical Chinese (文言文；wenyanwen) 

For over two thousand years, the prevailing written standard in China was 

Classical Chinese, or wenyanwen, with grammatical and lexical forms employed in both 

written and spoken Chinese since the time of Confucius (about 500 BCE). Beginning in 

the Qin Dynasty, however, spoken Chinese began to evolve faster than written Chinese. 

The difference gradually grew larger with the passing of time. By the twentieth century, 

classical Chinese was distinctly different from any contemporary Fangyan and had to be 

learned separately (Chen 1999; Sun 2006). This situation did not change until the early 

twentieth century, when the May Fourth Movement promoted vernacular Chinese after 

the establishment of the Republic (Ramsey 1989). 

Vernacular Chinese (白話文/ 白话文；baihuawen) 

During the May Fourth Movement, scholars and intellectuals promoted vernacular 

Chinese or baihuawen (literally, plain speech) to replace classical Chinese and increase 

the country‘s literacy rate (Chen 1999). Vernacular Chinese basically represents the 

vocabulary and syntax of Mandarin and serves as a written medium between people 

speaking different Fangyans. In this sense, it is similar to other lingua francas, such as 

Latin. Since the late 1920s, nearly all Chinese newspapers, books, and official and legal 

documents have been written in vernacular Chinese (Ramsey 1989). The tone or register 

and the choice of vocabulary may be formal or informal, depending on the context. 
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Generally, the more formal the register of vernacular Chinese is, the greater its 

resemblance to classical Chinese is (Chen 1999; Sun 2006). Until recently, very few 

people have been able to write in classical Chinese, although it is taught in schools 

throughout China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau.  

PHONETIC SCRIPTS OF THE CHINESE LANGUAGES 

In the nineteenth century, the Jesuits created alphabetic systems for transcribing 

Mandarin as aids in studying the language. The Protestant missionaries created separate 

systems of romanization for regional forms of speech to teach illiterate people in the 

southeastern coastal provinces to read religious materials (DeFrancis 1984). In the mid-

twentieth century, the Chinese government put effort into transcribing Mandarin into the 

Latin alphabet for those who could not read Chinese characters. Pinyin, a system using 

the Latin alphabet with a few diacritical marks, was proposed at this time to represent the 

sounds of Mandarin in standard pronunciation. Other systems in addition to Pinyin 

include the Zhuyin Fuhao, Wade-Giles, and Gwoyeu Romatzyh systems, which are 

predominantly used in Taiwan. However, Pinyin remains the most dominant system in 

China and other Mandarin-speaking countries and regions, and it is the system 

predominantly used in CFL classrooms in the U.S. (Chen 1999). 

DIGLOSSIA: BILINGUALISM WITH MANDARIN  

 As defined by Ferguson (1964), diglossia refers to a stable language situation in 

which, in addition to a local low variety, a superposed high variety is the medium of 

written literature learned through formal education and used for most written and formal 

purposes. In Southern China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, where the difference between 
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Mandarin and local Fangyans is particularly significant, well-educated people are usually 

fluent in Mandarin, which is used in the government and formal texts and is the only 

variety taught in school. The low variety is the local Fangyan, seen as a vernacular tongue, 

which is generally considered more intimate and is used among family members and 

close friends in ordinary everyday conversation. In these diglossic societies, people 

frequently code-switch between Mandarin and the local Fangyans depending on the 

context and situation (Chen 1999). 

 

Fangyans in contact 

 Due to the various speech forms in Chinese, only a small percentage of Mandarin 

speakers outside of Beijing have acquired a native level of proficiency similar to 

residents of Beijing. Due to interference from their local Fangyans, most of them 

unavoidably speak Mandarin in an interlanguage (Gass et al. 2001) or adulterated (Chen 

1999) form. In addition, people speaking different Fangyans usually have recognizable 

accents when speaking Mandarin. Generally, the standard form of Mandarin 

pronunciation is only heard on news and radio broadcasts (Chen 1999).  

Language policy toward Fangyans 

In China, the policy toward Fangyans in the effort to promote Mandarin was 

tolerant until the early 1990s. Since the mid-1980s, there has been an increase in Fangyan 

use across the country, most significantly in the growing number of films and plays using 

Fangyans. This tendency is most noticeable in the Cantonese-speaking areas, including 

Guangzhou and Shenzhen. This increased use of Fangyans has caused concern among the 

local governments as well as in central institutions. Measures have been taken to arrest 
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the spread of Fangyans since the early 1990s (Chen 1999). 

In Taiwan, the language planning institutions have taken even more prohibitive 

measures against the use of local Fangyans since 1945, for social and political reasons 

(Tsao 2000). Studies show that the diglossic differentiation is more marked in Taiwan 

than in China (Qiu et al.1994, cited in Chen 1999). Hong Kong is different from China 

and Taiwan in that the high language is English, rather than Mandarin. The status of 

Mandarin was not established until the passage of the Official Language Ordinance in 

1974, which stipulated that both English and ―Chinese‖ were official languages of Hong 

Kong (Chen 1999). Nevertheless, it should be noted that the ―Chinese language‖ used in 

Hong Kong is composed of Cantonese in its spoken form and vernacular Chinese in its 

written form (Chen 1999).  

Mandarin Chinese as instructional language 

 In China, Mandarin Chinese is the medium of instruction from elementary school 

upwards. The usage of local Fangyans is tolerated and in many informal situations is 

socially preferred (Norman 1988). In contrast, Mandarin Chinese has been the only 

language of instruction in schools in Taiwan (Tsao 2000).  

In Hong Kong, Mandarin Chinese was not used or understood by the public until 

the mid-1980s (Miao 1989, cited in Chen 1999). Before the 1997 Handover, English, or a 

hybrid of English and Mandarin Chinese, was used as the instructional medium. However, 

it is now stipulated that ―Chinese‖ (Cantonese in its spoken form and vernacular Chinese 

in its written form) is the medium of instruction in most schools (Chen 1999).  



 

 - 24 - 

FANGYANS AND IMMIGRATION WAVES TO THE U.S.  

According to Chang (2003) and Teitelbaum (2004), ethnic Chinese immigrated to 

the U.S. in three major waves. The first wave was during the California Gold Rush in the 

mid-nineteenth century. The immigrants in the first wave were mostly poor peasants from 

the Guangdong Province in China. Most of them spoke Cantonese or other sub-varieties 

of  Yue. The language shift from Cantonese to English often occurred as early as the 

second or third generation as a way of integrating into the mainstream society. Some 

families forbade their children to speak Cantonese at home.  

The second wave occurred between the 1950s and the 1970s. These immigrants 

were primarily anti-Communist elites, including bureaucrats, businessmen, and 

intellectuals, who left China after the 1949 Communist Revolution. Some immigrants 

first went to Hong Kong, some to Taiwan, and some chose the U.S. as their final 

destination. This group of immigrants spoke mainly Mandarin Chinese due to their 

educational background, but they also spoke other Fangyans depending upon their 

regions of origins or whether their Fangyans were maintained within their families. 

The third wave was composed of immigrants from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds who came to the U.S. beginning in the 1980s. These immigrants consisted 

of more educated and/or wealthier immigrants due to the economic development in China, 

Hong Kong, and Taiwan. The immigrants from China and Taiwan primarily spoke 

Mandarin due to its institution as the official language, and those from Hong Kong spoke 

Cantonese.  

In addition to the three main immigration waves, the family immigration histories 

of some of the participants in this study involve ethnic Chinese who left China for 
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Southeast Asian countries, such as Vietnam, Malaysia, and Thailand, before or around the 

second wave due to economic hardships, political instability, and the Chinese Communist 

Revolution. Some of those who went to Vietnam came to the U.S. as refugees during or 

after the Vietnam War. Therefore, many of the participants‘ grandparents were born in 

China, their parents were born in Vietnam, and they were born in the United States. 

Immigrant families from other Southeast Asian countries may have lived there for more 

than one generation (Chin 2000). However, all of the participants‘ families have only 

lived in the U.S. for twenty to fifty years; those who have lived in the U.S. for longer 

have mostly lost their Fangyans.  

 

Research about Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin 

Research that has been conducted on Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin is 

few and limited to case studies (Wiley 2008) or language profiles and the research data 

are often mixed with data collected from CFL and/or CHL students who have oral skills 

of Mandarin Chinese. In the following, the literature related to foreign/heritage language 

learners of Mandarin and other languages is introduced first followed by the definitions 

and characteristics of heritage language learners and finally the review of literature about 

Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin. 

CFL AND CHL PROGRAMS IN THE U.S. 

Chinese as a Foreign Language (CFL) programs 

CFL programs are the programs designed for foreign language learners who come to 

foreign language classrooms to study Mandarin Chinese as a foreign language. Research 
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in CFL education shows that learners of Mandarin Chinese are faced with three major 

tasks in their initial learning. First, written Chinese is logographic in nature. This basic 

disparity from English requires a relatively different cognitive learning process for 

students from alphabetic-language backgrounds, including native speakers of English. In 

fact, learning Mandarin Chinese is seen by many students as requiring considerable effort 

(Yang 2000). In addition to its logographic writing system, pronouncing the different 

tones needed to differentiate meanings also takes a great deal of effort for beginning 

learners.  

The other difficulty lower-division learners are faced with is the written script of 

Mandarin Chinese. Despite the existence of one unified Chinese writing system, there are 

two variant forms for this system: the simplified script officially used in China and 

Singapore and the traditional script, used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and diasporic 

communities in North America (He 2008). Learning to recognize and write in two scripts 

or to write in only one of the script styles is a daunting task for some novice learners. 

However, learning to recognize only one of the scripts seems to predetermine learners‘ 

literacy in only some of the Mandarin Chinese-speaking areas.  

Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) programs 

 

In this section, the definitions and characteristics of heritage language learners are 

introduced first followed by the introduction of two types of heritage language programs.  

Definitions and characteristics of heritage language learners 

   

In the context of the U.S., there are two definitions commonly found in the 

literature on heritage language learners. The first one (adopted in this study) defines those 
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individuals in a foreign language classroom who learn to speak or understand their 

heritage languages from homes (Valdes 2001). In addition to the definition, Valdes also 

provides a series of criteria to help identify the complexity of the heritage learner 

population, including the student‘s country of origin, length of residence in the United 

States, dialect, proficiency level, prior language study, and range of academic success. All 

of these factors can affect students‘ learning needs and their performance in language 

programs. 

In contrast to Valdes‘ and other researchers‘ linguistically oriented definitions, 

Fishman (2001) provides the other definition that categorizes heritage languages into 

three major groups based on their social-historical relationships with the United States, 

including indigenous languages, colonial languages, and immigrant languages. Fishman‘s 

categories are useful in extending heritage language learners‘ ties to heritage culture 

beyond their immediate families. Compared with Valdes‘ perspective, which is based on 

actual linguistic competence as well as familial affiliation, Fishman‘s perspective reflects 

an ethnic, historical, or sociopolitical background in the language that may provide 

students with a sense of entitlement about claiming their ancestral heritage, including 

their heritage language. From this perspective, a heritage language learner is defined as 

―an individual who has a personal interest or involvement in an ancestral language.‖  

 Heritage language learners come to college-level language classes in North 

America with a tremendous range of existing linguistic knowledge and abilities due to 

their family backgrounds. Some researchers have used metaphors to describe the existing 

knowledge of heritage language learners. Sweley (2006) stated that heritage language 

learners‘ knowledge is like ―Swiss cheese,‖ with the connotation that the learners‘ 
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linguistic knowledge has missing or underdeveloped areas. Morgan (1988) used a more 

positive analogy, ―iceberg,‖ to describe heritage language learners‘ linguistic knowledge 

and abilities. 

 According to Campbell (2000), heritage language speakers typically have native 

pronunciation and fluency, command of a wide range of syntactic structures, extensive 

vocabulary, and familiarity with implicit cultural norms essential for effective language 

use. At the same time, many of them lack formal registers, have poor literacy skills, and 

may acquire non-standard varieties from homes, which are different from the standard 

variety taught in foreign language classrooms. In addition to the above characteristics, 

Triantafillidou & Hedgcock (2007) state that some heritage language learners may have 

an inflated sense of their linguistic and communicative skills, assuming that as classroom 

learners they would excel over non-heritage language learners due to their linguistic 

competence acquired from natural experiences within the community. However, these 

learners often become frustrated when confronted with formal classroom-based tasks. 

The inability to compete successfully with ―true beginners‖ in one‘s heritage language 

can negatively affect one‘s motivation and progress in linguistic development 

(Triantafillidou et al. 2007). 

 Chen‘s (2006) study of teenage children in a Mandarin Chinese heritage school 

found that CHL learners may have to contend with psycho-affective disadvantages that 

do not similarly influence their peers. Such obstacles may include parental pressure and 

negative experiences learning, or using the heritage language at home, in communities, 

and/or in educational institutions. 
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Two types of heritage language programs 

Two types of heritage language programs and several major issues about heritage 

language education in the U.S. are introduced as follows.  

Community-based weekend heritage language schools 

 Heritage language instruction traditionally is delivered through three types of 

programs at the pre-college stage: community-based weekend schools, after-school 

programs in public school districts, and dual-language programs where the teacher offers 

instruction in both English and the heritage language (Draper et al. 2000). Of all the types 

of programs, community-based heritage language schools are more common than the 

others in public schools (McGinnis 2005).  

For Chinese, Korean, Russian, and Japanese (Chinen et al. 2005) immigrants, 

community-based weekend heritage schools have a dual purpose: to provide heritage 

language instruction to young immigrants and adolescents (Cho 2000) and to preserve the 

heritage languages and maintain heritage cultures. The instruction that heritage language 

learners receive in heritage schools may vary greatly according to the length of time they 

stay in the program, the effort they put into, and their learning retention. Due to the 

students‘ ages, parental support and involvement are also essential variables in predicting 

students‘ learning outcomes in heritage school instruction (Chinen et al. 2005). 

Heritage language education at the tertiary level 

The issue of placement and separate tracks for heritage language learners has been 

identified and studied in tertiary-level heritage language education. The difficulty of 

identifying heritage language learners‘ proficiency for pedagogical purposes has been 
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widely discussed (Valdes 2001). Researchers have reported issues such as students 

pretending to be beginners to attain ―easy grades‖ and other students in the class feeling 

intimidated by heritage language learners of higher proficiency (Mazzocco 1996). In 

terms of instruments to measure heritage language students‘ language proficiency, most 

programs include background questionnaires, oral interviews, proficiency tests, or some 

combination of the above. However, there is a pressing need for more appropriate 

instruments to measure heritage language proficiency (Kelleher 2008). 

Based on the results of placement procedures, in many dual-track programs in U.S. 

colleges, CHL learners who understand spoken Mandarin but lack literacy are placed into 

the accelerated track, in which students learn two years of the Mandarin Chinese 

curriculum in only one year. The other students are placed into the regular track, 

regardless of their ethnic or linguistic backgrounds. In some colleges, Fangyan-speaking 

students are also placed into the accelerated track (Kelleher 2008). In addition, due to 

limited resources, some Mandarin Chinese programs only offer separate tracks at the 

elementary and/or intermediate levels. Many small-scale programs cannot afford separate 

tracks at any level due to enrollment size, so Fangyan-speaking students are in the same 

courses with all other students (McGinnis 1996). 

FANGYAN-SPEAKING LEARNERS OF MANDARIN IN CFL CLASSROOMS 

Despite a substantial body of research on CFL learning, it is evident that although 

the characteristics of heritage language learners that Campbell (2000) provides may be 

applied to general CHL learners who speak or understand Mandarin Chinese, many of the 

characteristics are not applicable to Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin. For instance, 

some Fangyan-speaking learners did not have exposure to Mandarin before they take 
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Mandarin Chinese courses. Among those who have developed a certain degree of 

Mandarin proficiency, these proficiencies vary widely. Furthermore, they may not have 

good grasp of syntactic structures or extended vocabulary due to the differences between 

their Fangyans and Mandarin. 

In research about Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning, Kelleher (2008) 

states that the design of CFL programs does not address Cantonese speakers‘ needs. 

Wiley‘s (2008) case study of ―Devin,‖ a first generation immigrant from Taiwan, reports 

that Devin felt stigmatized by his Taiwanese accent, which he acquired through code-

switched conversations in Taiwan‘s diglossic society during his pre-immigration stage. 

Even though related studies are limited, they give us an idea about the differences in 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic abilities and needs. 

 

Individual Factors in Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin 

It has long been observed that language learners differ widely in terms of their 

ultimate success in mastering a target language. Language aptitude (Ehrman et al. 1955, 

cited in Dornyei 2005) and language learning motivation (Gardner et al. 1972; Noels et al. 

2000) are the two most researched factors in second language learning. Other factors, 

such as personality, style, strategy, anxiety, beliefs, etc., have also been extensively 

researched, making individual differences one of the most thoroughly studied 

psychological aspects of second language acquisition (Dornyei 2005). In this section, 

previous studies on the roles that motivation, beliefs, and academic emotions (e.g. anxiety) 

play in second/foreign/heritage language learning are reviewed.  
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INDIVIDUAL FACTORS IN LANGUAGE LEARNING 

Motivation and language learning 

 Three theories which have been used to explain second/foreign/heritage language 

learners‘ motivation are reviewed below. 

 

Self-determination theory (SDT) 

 Self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan et al. 2000) proposes that types of 

motivation vary greatly from intrinsic motivation, to extrinsic motivation (external 

regulation, introjection, identification and integration), to amotivation. Intrinsic 

motivation is described as a natural wellspring of learning (Ryan et al., 1991). At the 

other end of the continuum, amotivation refers to the state of lacking intention to act. 

External regulation means that behaviors are performed to satisfy external demands or to 

obtain an external reward. Introjection is a type of internal regulation in which people 

perform to avoid guilt or to increase self-esteem. A more self-determined form of 

extrinsic motivation is identification, in which people identify the importance of a 

behavior and accept its regulation. Finally, the most autonomous form of extrinsic 

motivation is integration, which shares many features with intrinsic motivation. To 

internalize a regulation, its meaning and worth must be fully understood. These meanings 

become internalized and integrated to fulfill the needs for competence, relatedness and 

autonomy.  

 In the field of second language acquisition, some researchers have attempted to 

incorporate elements of SDT to explain second language motivation. Noels et al. (2000) 

developed an instrument, the Language Learning Orientations Scale (LLOS), to assess 
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various motivation components of SDT in second language learning: intrinsic motivation, 

extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. They found that Gardner‘s (1972) integrative 

orientation is most strongly associated with the more self-determined forms of motivation, 

and instrumental orientation is highly correlated with external regulation (Noels et al. 

2001).  

 

Goal Theory 

According to Dweck & Leggett (1988), there are two types of goals in the 

normative model of goal theory: performance goals and mastery goals. People pursue 

performance goals to gain favorable comments or avoid negative evaluations, while 

mastery goals are concerned with increasing personal competence. In revised goal theory 

(Harackiewicz et al. 2000), however, people may have both performance and learning 

goals. According to Pintrinch‘s (2000) study, the high mastery/high performance group 

demonstrated an equally adaptive pattern of motivation and achievement as the high 

mastery group. Therefore, Pintrinch suggests that mastery and performance goals can 

both foster different patterns of motivation, regulation and performance over time. 

 Using the goal orientation measure adapted from Seifert (1995, cited in Chen 

2006) and Seifert et al. (2001, cited in Chen 2006) to collect data from 19 focal students 

in a community heritage school, Chen (2006) observed that some students gave high 

ratings for all learning, performance and work-avoidance goals. She concluded that 

students in this study had both learning intention goals (integrative and instrumental) as 

well as well-being goals (social and work-avoidance). 
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Motivation as investment 

Norton (1995) redefined the concept of motivation in second language learning as 

investment. She argued for a concept of investment to describe the relationship of 

language learners to the target language and their ambivalent desire to learn and speak it. 

This notion supposes that when language learners speak, they are not only exchanging 

information with target language speakers, but they are constantly negotiating a sense of 

who they are and how they relate to the social world. Norton‘s re-conceptualization 

moves discussions of motivation beyond the psychology of individual difference to the 

social context. Norton‘s view of seeing motivation as investment echoes with Spolsky‘s 

view of (1989) seeing motivation as a product which the social context leads to and 

appear in the learners in his Model of Second Language Learning (1989). 

 

Research about CHL learners‘ motivation 

Among a number of studies investigating CHL learners‘ motivations, intrinsic (Wen 

1997) or integrative motivation (Yang 2003)—i.e., interest in Chinese culture and the 

desire to understand one‘s own cultural heritage—is found to be more important than 

instrumental motivation in the initial stage of students‘ learning. In line with Wen‘s and 

Yang‘s findings, Sung et al. (Sung et al.1998) found an ―ethnic-heritage-related‖ factor 

important for heritage language learners of ethnic Chinese.  

 

Beliefs and language learning 

 Learners‘ ―belief‖ is a term that is distinct from meta-cognitive knowledge in that 

they are value-related and tend to be more tenacious (Wenden 1999). Since its 
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introduction into the second language literature by Horwitz (Horwitz 1985; Horwitz 1987; 

Horwitz 1988), language learners‘ beliefs have been recognized as an important factor in 

language learning. Learners‘ beliefs have traditionally been measured by Horwitz‘s (1988) 

questionnaire, the Beliefs About Language Learning Inventory (BALLI), which consists 

of 34 self-report items and assesses student beliefs in five major areas: difficulty of 

language learning, foreign language aptitude, the nature of language learning, learning 

and communication strategies, and motivation and expectations. The BALLI has been 

used to understand the nature of students‘ beliefs and the impact of these beliefs on language 

learning strategies, to understand why teachers choose particular teaching practices, and to 

determine where the beliefs of language teachers and their students might be in conflict 

(Horwitz 1987). 

 Le (2004) investigated the beliefs of American students studying Mandarin 

Chinese in China, using a modified version of the BALLI and BALLI Plus that included 

twelve items designed for the characteristics of Mandarin and the study-abroad situation of 

learning Mandarin in China. The results showed that students of Chinese ethnicity are 

more likely to think that Mandarin is a difficult language than non-Asian American 

students and Non-Chinese Asian students, even though they have higher levels of 

Mandarin proficiency. Le explains that this may be due to the much higher goals of CHL 

learners for mastering literacy skills.  

 Another interesting finding is that, contrary to the findings of Horwitz (1988) but 

similar to the finding in Oh‘s (1996) study of American students learning Japanese, an 

overwhelming majority of the participants in Le‘s study were either neutral or supportive 

of the importance of learning vocabulary and grammar. Le explains that students may 

have to pay more attention to vocabulary and grammar due to considerable disparities 
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between English and Chinese or Japanese. 

 Other findings in Le‘s study suggest that American students of Chinese ethnicity 

emphasized the importance of excellent pronunciation more than the other groups and 

that the job expectations of participants were slightly lower than those of EFL students in 

Yang‘s and Park‘s studies (Yang 1992; Park 1995), but slightly higher than those of 

American students learning Japanese (Oh 1996).  

 

Academic emotions and language learning 

Anxiety & Mandarin learners 

Anxiety may be the affective factor that most obstructs the language learning 

process (Young 1999). Several published research instruments in this field have been 

used extensively in research studies (Ely 1986; Horwitz et al. 1986). Anxiety is usually 

not seen as a unified factor but a complex interaction of constituents with different 

characteristics. The distinction between trait anxiety and state anxiety is often mentioned. 

Trait anxiety refers to a stable predisposition to become anxious in a cross-section of 

situations; state anxiety is the moment-to-moment experience of anxiety as an emotional 

reaction to a specific situation (Dornyei 2005).  

In Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope‘s seminal 1986 paper, the authors conceptualized a 

situation-specific anxiety construct that they called foreign language anxiety. In order to 

make this construct researchable, the authors presented the Foreign Language Classroom 

Anxiety Scale (FLCAS), a 33-item, 5-point Likert scale instrument, which measured 

performance anxiety, comprehension apprehension, test anxiety, and fear of negative 

evaluation in the foreign language classroom.  
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The results in Tallon‘s (2006) study show that heritage students of Spanish reported 

lower levels of anxiety than other college-level students whose anxiety levels had also 

been measured by the Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale. In addition, the 

results indicate that as students‘ self-assessed proficiency increased, their anxiety level 

decreased. 

Other forms of academic emotions 

 Academic emotions have been neglected by educational psychology, with the 

exception of test anxiety. Based on literature between 1974 and 1990, Pekrun et al. (2002, 

cited in Chen 2006) developed the Academic Emotions Questionnaire (AEQ), a self-

report instrument. A total of 31 items from three different categories, learning-related 

emotions, class-related emotions, and test emotions, are included in the questionnaire to 

measure students‘ enjoyment, hope, pride, relief, anger, anxiety, shame, hopelessness, and 

boredom. Pekrun et al. found three categories that are the foundation for academic emotions: 

1) thoughts about the task (quantity, difficulty, relevance); 2) mastery and achievement; and 3) 

social situations in academic settings. In their quantitative study, they developed separate 

scales for learning-related (trait), class-related, and test-related (situational) emotions. 

 Using an adapted form of the AEQ in a study of CHL learners in two Chinese 

heritage schools, Chen (2006) found that students reported both positive emotions 

(enjoyment, pride) and negative emotions (boredom, anger). She concluded that students‘ 

ability to balance multiple goals and multiple emotions determined the extent of their 

engagement in learning Mandarin and the level of acknowledgment of their ethnic 

identity.  
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Self-identities of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin  

 Identities theories and related literature in second/foreign/heritage language 

education are introduced as follows. 

THEORIES OF SOCIAL IDENTITY 

 

According to Tajfel (1978), social identity theory attempts to understand the 

psychological basis of inter-group discrimination. He proposes four main processes 

involving social identity in an inter-group context: social categorization, the formation of 

an awareness of social identity, social comparison, and a search for psychological 

distinctiveness.  

Tajfel (1981) also defines ethnic identity as one component of social identity: ―That 

part of an individual‘s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership 

of a social group together with the value and emotional significance attached to that 

group.‖ Some researchers focus on attitude and feelings, such as self-identification, 

belonging, and commitment (Ting-Toomey 1981), while others emphasize the cultural 

aspects of ethnic identity, such as language, behavior, values, and knowledge of ethnic 

group history (Tsai et al. 2000). 

 

Ethnic identity formation 

The framework of social identity acknowledges that ethnic identity is dynamic and 

changes over time and in different contexts. According to Erikson (1968, cited in Phinney 

1990), an achieved identity is ―the result of a period of exploration and experimentation 

that typically takes place during adolescence, which leads to a decision or a commitment 
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in various areas, such as occupation, religion, and political orientation.‖ (p. 502) 

Phinney (1989) suggests that the formation of ethnic identity may be thought of as a 

process similar to ego identity formation that takes place over time, as people explore and 

make decisions about the role of ethnicity in their lives. She synthesized various models 

and proposed a three-stage progression from an unexamined ethnic identity (diffusion and 

foreclosure) through a period of exploration (moratorium) to an achieved or committed 

ethnic identity. Other models proposed by Kim (1981) and Atkinson et al. (1983) consist 

of four or five stages, but are similar in their progression.  

However, it should be noted that not everyone goes through this process. Research 

shows that only people who have significant contact with the target group, aspire to be 

accepted by the target group, and see that acceptance as possible will go through at least 

part of this process. However, even these people may not experience all of the stages in 

their lifetime (Kim 1981; Phinney 1989). 

Ethnic Ambivalence/Evasion 

 Ethnic Ambivalence/Evasion (EAE) (Tse 1998) is characterized as the first stage 

in Phinney‘s (1990) model, during which members of ethnic minority groups lack 

exploration of ethnicity. Two subtypes of this stage include diffusion (i.e. lack of interest 

in ethnicity) or foreclosure (i.e. views of ethnicity based on opinions of others) (Phinney 

1990). Phinney (1989) found that over half of the minority group adolescents were in the 

stage of diffusion or foreclosure in her study. However, like the other stages in multiple-

stage progression models of ethnic identity proposed by researchers (Atkinson et al. 1983; 

Kim 1981; Phinney 1989), not all ethnic minorities experience EAE.  
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Ethnic identity and bi-dimensional cultural orientation 

 Uni-dimensional and bi-dimensional models of cultural orientation have been 

used to describe the relation between individuals‘ orientations to multiple cultures. Early 

models of ethnic identity were uni-dimensional and assumed that individuals became less 

inclined to their native culture as they became more acculturated to their host culture. 

More recent models are bi-dimensional and propose that individuals can both strongly 

identify with their native culture and at the same time be highly acculturated to the 

majority culture (Phinney 1990; Tsai et al. 2000). An example is the cultural orientation 

of the American Born Chinese (ABC) subgroup in Tsai et al.‘s study. The results of their 

study suggest that ―being Chinese‖ and ―being American‖ are unrelated for the ABC 

subgroup, but are negatively related in the immigrant Chinese subgroup. 

Tsai et al. (2000) also found that whether an individual‘s ethnic identity changes 

with increased exposure to and experience with the target culture varies across cultural 

groups. For instance, for the immigrant Chinese group, cultural orientations change with 

longer stays in the U.S., which in turn affects the ethnic identity level of these 

participants. This is not the case with American Born Chinese subgroup.  

Ethnic identity related to generation of immigration 

Studies of generational differences in ethnic identity have shown a fairly consistent 

decline in ethnic group identification among immigrants of later generations (Phinney 

1990). Ethnic identity was also found to be weaker among those who arrived at a younger 

age and lived longer in the new country (Rogler et al. 1980, cited in Phinney 1990). 

However, a study of Chinese Americans (Ting-Toomey 1981, cited in Phinney 1990) 

suggests a cyclical process in which ethnic identity becomes more important among 
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third- and fourth-generation descendants of immigrants.  

IDENTITY THEORY OF SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION 

 

The Acculturation Model (Schumann 1978) is the most commonly cited 

acculturation theory in second language acquisition (SLA). This model maintains that 

second language acquisition is a form of acculturation, and the degree to which a learner 

acculturates to the target language group affects the degree to which a learner acquires 

the second language. Schumann maintains that this model is intended for immigrant 

situations where no second language instruction is provided. Acculturation is determined 

by the degree of both social and psychological distance between the learner and the target 

language culture. Eight factors determine social distance: the learning group‘s dominance; 

the learning group‘s contact stance; the degree of enclosure between the learning group 

and the target language group; the cohesiveness between the learning group and the target 

language group; the size of the learning group; the congruence of cultures of both groups; 

the attitude of the learning group to the target language group; and the intended length of 

residence of the learning group. Psychological distance involves psychological openness. 

Four psychological factors in this model include resolution of language shock, cultural 

shock and cultural stress, integrative or instrumental motivation, and ego-permeability or 

language ego. 

Since the 1990s, second language learning researchers have been interested in 

investigating the identity negotiation of second language learners in both language 

classrooms and social contexts (Amin 1994; Peirce 1995; McNamara 1997; Ibrahim 1999; 

Nelson 1999). Despite their varied linguistic skills and countries of origin, many second 
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language learners are known uniformly to value their ethno-linguistic heritage and to 

reject complete assimilation into mainstream culture (Giles et al. 1982; Norton 1997; 

Norton 2000).  

IDENTITY THEORY AND HERITAGE LANGUAGE LEARNING 

 

Heritage language education researchers have also recently begun looking at the 

issue of heritage language learners‘ identity. In Triantafillidou and Hedgcock‘s (2007) 

study, data collected through ethnographic interviews with ten Greek heritage learners 

showed that the participants identified, appreciated, and valued both their parents‘ home 

cultures in Greece and the U.S. mainstream culture. They expressed a desire to develop 

their proficiency in Greek as a way of establishing a closer connection to their heritage. 

This tendency is parallel to the ―border crossing‖ and ―renaming‖ stories of many second 

language speakers (Norton 2000). Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) suggest that crossing a 

cultural border is about ―re-narratizing‖ a life and ―renaming‖ involves the active 

(re)construction of a history. However, the border crossing and renaming stories of 

heritage language learners are distinct from those of second language learners in that 

heritage language learners are attempting to ―cross back‖—to recover their socially 

situated identities. The metaphor of heritage language learners‘ motivation, investment, 

and engagement in learning their heritage language as an act of ―crossing‖ the border of 

ethnic and cultural territories is vivid and intriguing. It illustrates how the negotiation of 

ethno-cultural identity among heritage language learners occurs in the reverse direction 

when compared to the negotiation among second or foreign language learners.  

He (2008) argued that, as it is in second language acquisition, the issue of identity 
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may be a key to CHL development. According to He (2008), heritage language learners‘ 

language development takes place in a framework with three intersecting dimensions of 

time, space, and identity. The main idea of this theory is that ―the degree to which a 

learner‘s CHL develops is dependent upon the degree to which he/she is able to find 

continuity and coherence in multiple communicative and social worlds in time and space 

and to develop hybrid, situated identities, and stances.‖ For example, traditionally, 

Chinese-American ethnic identification was largely located in Chinatowns. Currently, 

Chinese Americans no longer reside in or occupy a fixed geographical space, but they 

still define themselves and are defined by others in reference to their ancestors‘ 

homelands (Chang 2003). 

 

Ethno-cultural identities and heritage language development 

 In the investigation of the relationship between heritage language proficiency and 

ethnic identity, heritage learners‘ heritage language competence is found to be related to 

learners‘ ethnic identity (Chinen et al. 2005; Kondo 1997; Lee 2002). Kim and Chao 

(2009) also found that cultural identity and heritage language proficiency are strongly 

interrelated, but their findings show that heritage language proficiency is not necessarily 

as important a component of ethnic identity for Chinese adolescent immigrants as it is in 

the Mexican subgroup in their study. In line with Kim and Chao‘s finding, Phinney (1990) 

found that ethnic language proficiency does not guarantee a high degree of ethnic 

involvement. A person can be clear about his or her ethnicity, however, without wanting 

to maintain the specific ethnic language.  

It seems that results remain inconsistent in terms of the effects of heritage language 
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proficiency on ethnic identity and the effect of ethnic identity level on heritage language 

learning. However, research shows that learning a heritage language can enhance ethnic 

learners‘ identity and interaction with their language community (Cho 2000). 

Furthermore, increased exposure to the ethnic community may contribute to heritage 

language learners‘ identification with an ethnic group. Nonetheless, it should be noted 

that most of the aforementioned research has been conducted with other heritage 

languages, such as Korean (Sung et al., 1988; Cho 2000; Lee 2002) and Japanese (Chinen 

et al. 2005), and the informants are mostly pre-college students (Sung et al.1998; Chinen 

et al. 2005; Kim et al. 2008). 

 

Conclusion 

The existing linguistic knowledge and abilities of Mandarin learners in CFL 

classrooms vary tremendously (Hendryx 2008). With the rising number of Mandarin 

learners coming from different backgrounds, it is essential to understand linguistic and 

cultural diversities of learners in CFL classrooms. Owing to the complicated issues 

connected with sociolinguistic aspects of the Chinese languages, linguistic features, 

individual factors, and self-identities of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin should 

be further investigated. Only after understanding Fangyan-speaking learners‘ 

heterogeneity and potential will we better accommodate linguistically diverse learners in 

CFL classrooms and maximize benefits for all types of learners. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
 

Introduction 

This study was designed to explore the learning experiences of Fangyan-speaking 

students in tertiary-level CFL courses. In this study, the conventional method for defining 

Fangyan as different varieties of Mandarin Chinese and seeing Fangyan-speaking 

students as heritage language learners who understand Mandarin in an array of accents is 

examined. Interviews and document data from both students and their instructors were 

collected as data sources. In the analysis stage, open coding and axial coding (Corbin et 

al. 2008) were employed as techniques to identify categories and themes, followed by the 

crafting of three learners‘ profiles. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Research question 1 

How do Fangyan-speaking students and their instructors describe the 

influence of Fangyan-speaking students' linguistic knowledge on their Mandarin 

Chinese learning in tertiary CFL courses? 

1a) What kind of linguistic knowledge do Fangyan-speaking learners 

report bringing to their CFL classrooms and how does their linguistic 

knowledge reportedly influence their in-program learning? 

1b) How does Fangyan-speaking learners‘ linguistic knowledge influence 

the placement of CFL programs? 

Research question 2 

How do Fangyan-speaking students describe the influence of their ethno-
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cultural identities on their Mandarin Chinese learning in tertiary CFL courses? 

2a) What are the ethno-cultural identities of Fangyan-speaking learners? 

2b) What role do Fangyan-speaking learners' ethno-cultural identities play 

in their Mandarin learning in CFL classrooms? 

Research question 3  

3a) How do Fangyan-speaking students perceive their linguistic abilities?  

3b) What do Fangyan-speaking students perceive to be the expectations of their 

instructors and peers regarding the students‘ linguistic abilities?  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The major data source of this study was derived from interview data from student 

participants. Two other data sources, interview data from instructors and document data 

from both students and instructors, were collected to test and confirm conclusions drawn 

from the major data source. Details about settings, participants, data collection 

procedures, and data analysis are described below. 

Settings 

The study was conducted in two CFL programs at two four-year universities. The 

first program has been well-established for decades at a research university, in which a 

dual-track CFL program offers both regular and accelerated tracks for students taking 

lower-division Mandarin Chinese courses. In this program, the regular track is designed 

for students who do not have skills in Mandarin Chinese. The accelerated track, on the 

other hand, provides instruction for students who can already understand conversational 

Mandarin, which they usually acquire from homes. The curriculum in the accelerated 
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track is identical to the one in the regular track, but students learn over the course of one 

semester what is covered in two semesters in the regular track. The other program from 

which data was collected is newly established at a teaching university. It is representative 

of many programs in North America that did not flourish until after 2000. This program 

provides a single mixed track that accommodates students of diverse backgrounds due to 

the currently limited number of enrolled students. 

Participants 

Both Fangyan-speaking students and their instructors were recruited for 

interviews and document data collection. The details of the recruitment procedures are 

described below. 

 

Recruitment of student participants 

Fourteen Fangyan-speaking students from diverse backgrounds were selected 

through ―judgment sampling‖ (Milroy et al. 2003) for interviews. Two Cantonese-

speaking students‘ interview data were excluded after preliminary analysis due to the 

similarities of their backgrounds to another Cantonese-speaking participant (Andrew). 

The following list was used as criteria to select twelve student participants (Table 1: 

Participants‘ Demographic Information):  

1. Participants were students from either program at the two universities and had 

previously participated in at least one Mandarin Chinese course or were taking 

one (or more) at the time interviews were conducted. 

2. Participants were multilingual Fangyan-speaking learners. 
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3. Participants who could and could not understand Mandarin Chinese were both 

recruited. They were purposefully selected so that the data would include a 

wide range of variations in terms of students‘ learning experiences and 

backgrounds.  

4. Participants knew at least one of the major Fangyans that originated in the 

southeast part of China, which include Yue (e.g. Cantonese), Min (e.g. 

Taiwanese, Hokkien, and Chaozhou), and Wu (e.g. Shanghainese). These 

Fangyans were chosen because they are the three Fangyans encountered most 

frequently by CFL educators in the U.S. The only exception is the Hubei 

Fangyan, one of the sub-variety of Mandarin. 

The following is a list of steps that directed me to the recruitment of student 

participants, based on the principle of judgment sampling. 

1. I began by recruiting two participants from my own mixed-track program at 

the university where I work.  

2. I contacted participants from the dual-track program at the research university, 

where I used to work as a TA. I first contacted through e-mail a few students 

from my previous TA sessions that I thought might have Fangyan 

backgrounds to confirm their language backgrounds and their interest in 

participating.  

3. After their Fangyan backgrounds were screened and their interest in 

participating was confirmed, we scheduled and met for interviews. Informed 

consent was gained before interviews were conducted. 



 

 - 49 - 

4. After each interview with a student participant, I organized participants‘ basic 

information, such as program type, track type, field of study, and family‘s 

country of origin, into a table. In addition, transcriptions were completed 

within three days of the interviews, and pseudonyms were assigned for all 

participants when interviews were transcribed. 

5. Using the table of interviewees‘ basic information as a reference, I searched 

for other potential participants who could provide different images, using 

referrals from the participants that I had already interviewed. The judgment 

was made on the basis of existing data, related literature (Hendryx 2008), and 

my work experience as a CFL practitioner. For instance, after I discovered that 

participants interviewed at that time all had intermediate or higher proficiency 

in their respective Fangyans, Roger, who had low proficiency in Cantonese, 

was referred to me through another participant from my previous TA sessions. 

Another time, Ted, the only Wu (Shanghainese) speaker and the only 

participant whose family is from China, was referred by one of the instructor 

participants, Sally. Towards the second part of the recruitment of student 

participants, Ken, a Cantonese-speaking student from the accelerated track, 

was referred to me by another participant because there are no TA sessions in 

the design of the accelerated track, and I did not have access to that group of 

students at that time. 

6. By using a combined approach of judgment and snowball sampling techniques, 

14 Fangyan-speaking students were successfully recruited.  
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7. After the interview process ended and transcriptions were completed, 

participants‘ basic information was compared. Two female Cantonese-

speaking students‘ data were then excluded due to the similarity of their 

backgrounds to one of the Cantonese-speaking participants.  

8. Three focal student participants (Allen, Ken, Roger) were selected for second 

interviews to collect in-depth data based on the themes emerging from the 

preliminary analysis of the transcribed information.  

 

Recruitment of instructors 

The procedure of contacting and interviewing the two instructors of the dual-track 

program occurred roughly at the same time as the recruitment of student participants. As 

the only instructor of the mixed-track program at the teaching university, I also served as 

one of the instructor participants. The following is a list of steps that directed me to the 

recruitment of instructors. 

1.  Two instructors of the dual-track program who had experience teaching both 

tracks of the program, were contacted through e-mail in order to learn about their 

interest in participation.  

2.  Interviews were scheduled after interest by instructors in participating was 

confirmed. Informed consent was gained before interviews were conducted. 

3.  As the only instructor of the mixed-track program at the teaching university, I 

served as one of the instructor participants and completed my self-report based on 

the prepared self-report guideline. 
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4.  Transcriptions of the interview content were completed within three days of 

each interview. Pseudonyms were assigned for both instructors when interviews 

were transcribed. 

Data collection procedures 

 The collection of different data sources was completed in three stages. During the 

first stage, a tentative interview guide for student participants was written and pilot-tested 

with three students who were in my previous TA sessions in the regular-track course of 

the dual-track program. Partial questions were then re-phrased, re-written, added, deleted, 

or combined. During the second stage, first interviews with students and interviews with 

instructors were arranged and conducted. During the final stage, second interviews with 

focal students were arranged and conducted. Follow-up messages and e-mails served as 

the means of communication for further inquiry and/or clarification on previously 

collected data. Documents provided by students and instructors were also collected at this 

stage. 

 

Data sources 

The major data source was derived from interview data from students. Two other 

data sources, interview data from instructors and document data from both students and 

instructors, were collected to triangulate the major data source. More details of the data 

sources are explained as follows. 

 

Data source 1  

The first method of collecting data was through interviews with Fangyan-
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speaking students in both programs.  

 

First interview  

In the first interviews (Appendix A), data such as the student participants‘ 

histories of Mandarin learning and family immigration histories were collected. The 

interviews were conducted in a semiformal style and occurred over 70 to 90 minutes. The 

interview and follow-up questions were first structured in terms of modules, or sets of 

questions organized around specific topics, such as heritage school experience and ethno-

cultural identification. The topics were then organized into conversational networks 

(Labov 1984). The general idea of this interview structure is to use interlocking modules 

to stimulate the seamless topic-shift structure of normal conversation; that is, there is no 

fixed order for working through the modules. As the interviewer, I allowed the 

participant‘s interest in any particular set of topics to guide the transition from module to 

module.  

Furthermore, in order to prevent the participants from providing ―desirable 

answers,‖ all of the interviews with students began with questions about the reasons why 

they had taken or were taking Mandarin Chinese courses and their experiences in the 

college-level CFL program, rather than with questions about their Fangyan backgrounds 

or family immigration histories.  

 

Multiple interviews and additional communication 

The second interview was conducted with focal students selected for profiles. 

There was a one-week lapse between the two interviews (Seidman 1998). In the second 
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interview (Appendix B), focal students were asked to reflect on the meaning of some of 

their experiences, thus they had a chance to add details that were important to them but 

were omitted from the first interviews. Furthermore, additional data were collected 

through e-mail and other forms of communication.  

 

Data source 2 

The second type of data consisted of interview data from the two instructors of the 

dual-track program and my own report. This source of data was primarily collected to 

address Research Question 3, as well as 1b and 2b. The semi-formal interviews with both 

instructors took approximately 60 minutes each. The guide for instructor interviews 

(Appendix C) was used to interview instructors of the dual-track program. The technique 

of ―conversational networks‖ (Labov 1984) was also used in interviews with the 

instructors. In addition, the two instructors were only informed that the topic of the 

project was related to Mandarin learners of heritage backgrounds. The specific focus of 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning and their identities was not mentioned before the 

interviews to avoid contaminated data due to ―Hawthorne effects‖ (Adair 1984, cited in 

Gail et al. 2003). 

As the only instructor of the mixed-track program at the teaching university, I used 

the self-report guide (Appendix D) to write up my observations and teaching experiences 

on Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning since the fall of 2009.  

 

Data source 3 

 Two types of documents were collected from student and instructor participants. 
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The first set of documents included sample homework, quizzes, and tests 

collected from student participants. The first set of documents were mainly used in 

response to Research Question 1b regarding Fangyan-speaking students‘ in-program 

experiences with acquiring Mandarin skills. The five students providing documents were 

carefully chosen from three different tracks. They were speakers of different Fangyan 

sub-varieties, including Cantonese, Chaozhou, Hokkien, Hubei, and/or Taiwanese. Their 

homework, tests, and/or quiz samples served as document data to triangulate with the 

other two data sources for Research Question 1 (the sources and types of linguistic 

knowledge of Fangyan-speaking students).  

The other set of documents was the ―Student Information Sheets‖ (Appendices E-

G) provided by the instructor of the dual-track program, Sally, and the ―Student Language 

Background Sheet‖ (Appendix H) from my own mixed-track program. These student 

information sheets were gathered to answer Research Question 1a regarding the source(s) 

and type(s) of knowledge that Fangyan-speaking learners bring to the CFL classroom. 

Other types of documents, such as textbooks, course packets, and syllabi, were also 

collected and used for reference. 

Data Analysis 

There were three stages involved in the data analysis: open coding, axial coding, 

and identifying emerging themes. In the stage of open coding, for interview data, each 

sentence or paragraph was used as a unit to identify categories in terms of their properties 

and dimensions; for document data, each question item in the student information sheet 

and students‘ sample works was used as a unit. For instance, for the sentences in Ted‘s 

interview, ―I don‘t think I‘m a heritage learner. Some of the [first-semester accelerated-
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track course] kids really know the stuff,‖ was identified as a unit under the category of 

―heritage language learner.‖ The sentences in Roger‘s interview, ―I didn‘t feel I was a 

heritage student. Just a normal student who speaks English and a teacher teaching us 

Chinese in English. Just the culture is different,‖ were also identified as a unit under the 

same category. These two units were then compared against each other (constant 

comparison) for similarities and differences. In Ted‘s case, he was comparing himself 

with other students of heritage backgrounds who have higher Mandarin proficiency in 

another accelerated-track course and did not consider himself a CHL learner due to his 

lower Mandarin proficiency. In Roger‘s case, he considered himself as a non-CHL learner 

for the same reason—Mandarin proficiency. However, Ted already understood spoken 

Mandarin before entering the CFL program whereas Roger had little Mandarin abilities in 

pre-program stage.  Therefore, the similarities and differences of these two units were 

identified.  

In the axial coding stage, categories (phenomena) were related to sub-categories 

at levels of properties and dimensions to ―look at how categories crosscut and link‖ 

(Glaser et al. 2008). For instance, when I related these two concepts, ―local identity‖ and 

―ethno-cultural identities‖, ―local identity‖ was identified as the lesser concept and 

―ethno-cultural identities‖ as the broader concept. 

In the final stage, categories were re-organized or combined based on their 

vertical or horizontal relationships identified in the axial coding stage. For instance, some 

ethnicity-related motivational orientations were grouped together, whereas non-ethnicity-

related orientations were categorized in the other group, with both being under the 

broader category of ethno-cultural identities. After completing this step, major themes 
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were discovered (Corbin et al.  2008).  Focal learners‘ profiles were then crafted to 

explain how categories and themes work in focal participants‘ data. 
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Chapter Four: Results 
 

In this chapter, an overview of the participants is followed by a description of the 

identified categories and themes presented in the order of research questions. Several 

learner profiles are then presented to illustrate how the categories and themes interact in 

these focal students. Finally, the researcher‘s language background is introduced in the 

section of researcher as instrument. 

 

Overview of participants 

 

 Twelve multi-lingual student participants and three CFL instructors were recruited 

and interviewed for this study. Table 1 summarizes the student participants‘ demographic 

information.  
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Table 1 

Student participants’ demographic information 

 

 

 

 

Gender 

male 7 Participants‘ 

names 

Allen; Andrew; 

Jerry; Ken; 

Roger; Ted; Will 

female 5 Jenny; Lynn; 

Mina; Nancy; Sue 

 

 

 

Program 

dual- 

track 

Regular track 

(Modified program incl.) 

7 Allen; Jenny; 

Lynn; Mina; 

Roger; Ted; Will 

Accelerated 

track 

3 Ken; Nancy; Sue 

mixed-track 2 Andrew; Jerry 

 

 

Family‘s country 

of 

origin 

China 1 Ted 

Hong Kong 2 Andrew; Roger 

Malaysia 1 Jerry 

Taiwan 3 Nancy; Sue; Will 

Vietnam 5 Allen; Jenny; 

Ken; Lynn; Mina 

 

 

 

 

Participants‘ dialects 

Fangyan Sub-variety  

Yue Cantonese 7 Andrew; Jenny; 

Ken; Lynn; Mina; 

Roger; Ted 

Min Taiwanese 3 Nancy; Sue; Will 

Hokkien 1 Jerry 

Chaozhou 4 Allen; Jenny;  

Ken; Lynn 

Wu Shanghainese 1 Ted 

Mandarin Hubei 

 

1 Mina 
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Student participants 

Student participants were divided into two groups according to their knowledge 

and proficiency of Mandarin. The first group of students could understand spoken 

Mandarin before beginning CFL study. The second group of participants did not 

understand or had only limited knowledge of Mandarin Chinese before joining the CFL 

programs. Student participants‘ and their parents‘ Fangyan and Mandarin proficiencies 

and the use of their family language(s) in the following overview are based on student 

participants‘ self-report in their interview data. 

 

Group 1:  

Three students in Group 1 knew at least one Fangyan and could understand 

spoken Mandarin Chinese before entering the program.  

 

Jerry (second-semester mixed-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Mixed Malaysia Malay- 

sia 

2 Hokkien Semi-

form; 

Inform 

CI Asian/ 

Malay 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Jerry was born in Malaysia. His family emigrated to Malaysia from China in his 

grandparents‘ generation. His parents then emigrated to San Jose, California when he was 

two years old, and moved to Texas when he was in high school. Both of Jerry‘s parents 

speak Mandarin, Hokkien, Malay, and Cantonese. Jerry learned Mandarin as his first 

language from his mother, but today his mother speaks to him in Mandarin, English, 

Hokkien, or a mixture of these languages, while his father always speaks to him in 
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English.  

Jerry and his siblings were sent back to Malaysia for six months of Mandarin 

tutoring when he was ten years old. The tutoring was arranged by his father, who did not 

want his children to speak only English.  

Jerry identifies himself as Asian or Malay but feels less connected to his Chinese 

heritage. He introduces himself as Malaysian Chinese only when the people he talks to 

are not familiar with Malaysia. His limited Malay proficiency may not be an influence on 

his ethnic identification because in Malaysia, people speak different official languages 

within the multi-cultural Malay society.  

 

Nancy (first-semester accelerated-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Acc T.W. T.W. 3 Taiwanese 

 
Form; 

Semi-

form; 

Inform 

CI   T.W. 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Nancy was born in Taipei, Taiwan. Her family immigrated to the U.S. when she 

was three years old. Her parents speak both Mandarin and Taiwanese to Nancy and her 

twin brothers. Although Taiwanese is Nancy‘s first language, she now speaks more 

Mandarin than Taiwanese to her parents. Coming to college as a business major, however, 

she quickly developed an interest in Asian American studies after taking several related 

courses and recently switched to a major in Asian American Studies. 

Nancy identifies herself as Taiwanese and ―non-Chinese‖, partly due to her 

parents‘ influence and partly due to her discovery of her family‘s immigration history. 

According to her father, their family had lived in central Taiwan since the17th Century. 



 

 - 61 - 

Professionally, she is most interested in community building for Asian American 

populations in the U.S. but is not opposed to the possibility of going back to Taiwan and 

living there.  

 

Ted (fourth-semester regular-track, modified program) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/ 

Modified 

CHI U.S. -- Cantonese; 

Shanghainese 

 

Semi-

form; 

Inform 

CI   CHI 

 (U.S.) 

Shanghai- 

nese; 

Hong 

Konger 

 

Born in a small city near San Jose, California, Ted moved to El Paso, Texas with 

his family while he was in high school. His father came to the U.S. from Shanghai, China 

for undergraduate and master‘s degrees in the 1970s and 1980s. His mother‘s side has 

been in Hong Kong for many generations. At home, his father speaks Mandarin to Ted 

and his younger brother and his mother speaks Cantonese to them. Ted also knows 

Shanghainese because all of his uncles and aunts who lived near them in California spoke 

Shanghainese to Ted when he was young.  

Ted went to three different heritage schools in California. The first one was 

Cantonese-based and the other two were Mandarin-based schools. Ted identifies himself 

as Chinese. He also knows about the importance of local identity to the Chinese people 

from his father and has fairly strong local identities as a Shanghainese and a Hong 

Konger.  

 

Group 2 

The nine students in Group 2 could understand at least one Chinese Fangyan but 
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had little or no Mandarin knowledge before entering the program.  

 

Allen (first- and second-semester regular track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg. VIE U.S. -- Chaozhou Inform II CHI/VIE 

 (U.S.) 

Chaozhou 

 

Allen‘s parents were boat people from Vietnam who came to the U.S. in the 1980s. 

Both of his parents were born and raised in the same village in Vietnam and came to the 

U.S. during their twenties. Allen‘s parents are fluent in Chaozhou, Mandarin, Cantonese, 

and Vietnamese, and his mother can speak some Taiwanese, which she picked up from 

the Taiwanese-speaking owner of a bakery where she used to work. Allen was resistant to 

the idea that he had to go to another school to learn Mandarin during weekends when he 

was young, and his mother respected his choice. Of all the student participants, Allen was 

the only one who knew about heritage schools but did not go based on his own decision 

when he was young. 

In college, he was very interested in learning Asian languages. As a science major, 

he only needed three semesters of a foreign language, but he took Korean for five 

semesters before taking Mandarin.  

Allen said he feels he is more Chinese when he is among Vietnamese but feels 

more Vietnamese when he is among Chinese. However, he does not have as much 

influence from Vietnamese culture as his father does. As a result, he feels ethnically 

Chinese, but culturally, he has some Vietnamese influences.  
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Andrew (first-semester mixed-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Mixed H.K. H.K. 7 Cantonese Form. 

Inform. 

QCI-1 CHI 

(U.S.) 

-- 

 

Andrew‘s family emigrated to the U.S. from Hong Kong when he was seven, 

about four years before the Handover in Hong Kong. At home, his father, mother, and 

maternal grandfather all speak Cantonese to Andrew and his younger brother.  Andrew 

and his brother respond to them in full Cantonese sentences as well. Andrew‘s parents 

and grandfather are also able to speak Mandarin with different proficiency levels, but 

they only speak to their co-workers at their workplaces, such as Chinese restaurants.  

Unlike his mother, who identifies herself only as a Hong Konger, Andrew 

identifies himself as a Chinese. He wants to learn Mandarin Chinese in hopes of 

expanding his future career opportunities. 

 

Jenny (first to fourth-semester regular-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg VIE U.S. -- Cantonese; 

Chaozhou 

Semi-

Form; 

Inform 

II CHI/VIE 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Jenny‘s parents were both eighteen when they came to the U.S. from Vietnam as 

refugees. Her mother‘s side of the family speaks Chaozhou; her father‘s side speaks 

Cantonese. Jenny can speak both Fangyans, although she is more fluent in Cantonese.  

After reaching college, Jenny was enthusiastic about the field of Global 

Marketing and became acquainted with students in the Asian Business Student 
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Association. Jenny decided to take Mandarin in college because of both cultural reasons 

and career concerns. She identifies herself as Chinese and plans to do a study-abroad 

program in Hong Kong and perhaps a student-exchange program in China in the future.  

 

Ken (first- and second-semester accelerated-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Acc VIE U.S. -- Cantonese; 

Chaozhou 

Semi-

form; 

Inform 

QCI-1 CHI 

(U.S.) 

Cantonese 

 

Ken‘s parents are also refugees from Vietnam. His grandparents‘ generation 

moved to Vietnam from China due to war, and his parents came to the U.S. during the 

Vietnam War. Ken‘s father can speak Chaozhou, Cantonese, Mandarin, and Vietnamese. 

His mother also knows Taishan, a sub-variety of Yue. Although Ken‘s father strongly 

identifies himself as ―Chaozhou ren‖ (Chaozhou person), he strategically chose to teach 

his children Cantonese, so that Ken and his sister will be able to communicate with a 

larger population of ethnic Chinese. Like many other participants, Ken did not like going 

to heritage school on weekends; however, he enjoyed watching historical Cantonese 

dramas with his father, when he was younger.  

Ken identifies himself as Cantonese American because, to him, language 

proficiency equates with a person‘s identities. Unlike his father, who has a strong 

Chaozhou identity, Ken views himself as a Cantonese person because he speaks more 

Cantonese than Chaozhou. As a finance major, he took Mandarin Chinese courses for the 

short-term goal of traveling in Asia and the long-terms goals of expanding career 

opportunities and re-confirming his ethnic identity.  



 

 - 65 - 

 

Lynn (first to fourth-semester regular-track; upper-division courses) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg VIE U.S. -- Chaozhou; 

Cantonese 

 

Semi-

form; 

Inform 

II CHI 

(U.S.) 

Chaozhou 

 

Lynn‘s parents were refugees from Vietnam. Her parents were engaged before 

they left Vietnam together. When Lynn was young, her mother made a conscious decision 

to teach her Chaozhou because of her family‘s strong Chaozhou identity, and thus Lynn 

knows more Chaozhou than her other Fangyan, Cantonese.  

In addition to Chaozhou, Lynn‘s parents can speak Cantonese, Mandarin, and 

Vietnamese. Although Lynn is the only child in the family, because of her family‘s 

unstable financial situation, her parents could not send her to heritage school to learn 

Mandarin until she was older. Lynn identifies herself as Chinese, but being a Chaozhou 

person is also important to her.  

 

Mina (first- and second-semester regular-track, study- abroad program in China, and 

upper-division courses) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg VIE U.S. -- Cantonese;  

Hubei 

 

Semi-

form; 

Inform 

QCI-2 CHI/VIE 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Mina‘s parents were also refugees from Vietnam who came to the U.S. by boat 

about 20 to 25 years ago. Her great-grandparents and grandparents escaped communism 

in China, traveled through several countries, and ended up living in Vietnam. When the 
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communists came to Vietnam, the family left again. Because the village where they lived 

in Vietnam had a large community of Cantonese speakers, Mina‘s family assimilated to 

the community and Cantonese was adopted by her parents‘ generation as the home 

language. However, her great-grandmother, who now lives in San Francisco, only speaks 

Hubei sub-variety of Mandarin. As a result, Mina has exposure to it by occasionally 

overhearing the conversations among her family.  

When Mina and her sister were younger, her mother decided to send them to a 

heritage school to learn Mandarin. However, they only stayed in the program for two 

months. They did not understand what the teacher said in Mandarin, grew bored, and 

ultimately decided to withdraw.  

Mina identifies herself as Chinese. She feels that even without proficiency in 

Mandarin Chinese, she remains Chinese. However, learning Mandarin helps ―intensify‖ 

her sense of identity. After taking the first two regular-track courses and spending one 

semester studying abroad in Beijing, Mina came back to school, tested out of two 

semesters of Mandarin courses, and became a (Mandarin) Chinese language minor in 

addition to being a liberal arts major.  

 

Roger (first to fourth-semester regular-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg H.K. U.S. -- Cantonese Semi-

Form; 

Inform 

II  CHI 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Roger‘s parents were born in China, moved to Hong Kong, and then moved to 

Missouri about 40 to 45 years ago. As the youngest child in a family of seven children 
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and eleven years younger than his oldest brother, he encountered fewer opportunities to 

learn Cantonese and his Cantonese proficiency is limited to words and phrases. Roger 

took Mandarin because he wanted to learn a language his father can understand, whose 

knowledge of the English language is limited. 

Roger attended heritage schools for two years in high school. He was not 

interested in learning Mandarin at that time and did not understand the teacher‘s 

instructions in a mixture of English and Mandarin.  

Roger identifies himself as Chinese. He does not stress the importance of local 

identity. To him, Cantonese is more like a language than an ethnicity, and Cantonese 

people and Chinese people are all Chinese.  

 

Sue (first-semester accelerated-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Acc T.W. U.S. -- Taiwanese 

 
Inform QCI-2   T.W. 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Sue‘s father was born in Taiwan, and her mother was born in Malaysia. Their 

family owns a restaurant in a small city in Southern Texas. Sue never attended heritage 

school because there was none in her city. At home, Sue‘s parents talk to Sue and her 

younger sister in Taiwanese, and they respond in Taiwanese as well. Her father only 

completed nine years of mandatory education in Taiwan and has more difficulty picking 

up English even though he has been in the U.S. for more than twenty years. Her mother 

speaks more English because Malaysia used to be a British colony. Sue‘s mother also 

speaks Hokkien (a sub-variety of Min, similar to Taiwanese), Cantonese, and Mandarin.  
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Sue took Mandarin Chinese because she loves Asian dramas, including Mandarin-

based ones. Sue identifies herself as Taiwanese and non-Chinese mainly because of her 

father‘s influence. However, she is resistant to her father‘s idea to join Taiwanese culture-

related student clubs. She feels that the people in those organizations are racially selected, 

like to talk about others behind their backs, and practice ethnocentricity. Instead, coming 

from southern Texas, she feels more comfortable in a multi-cultural environment and 

enjoys interacting with people of diverse backgrounds.  

 

Will (first to fourth-semester regular-track) 

Program/ 

track 

Family‘s 

origin of 

country 

Birth 

country 

(origin) 

Age of 

arrival 

Fangyan(s) Input 

source 

Major 

input 

type 

Ethno-

cultural 

identities 

Local 

identities 

Dual/Reg T.W. U.S. -- Taiwanese Semi-

form; 

Inform

. 

II   T.W. 

 (U.S.) 

-- 

 

Will‘s parents are both originally from Taiwan and now live in Texas. They came 

to the U.S. for graduate school in the early 1970s. His father started working as an 

engineering professor after graduation. At home, Will‘s parents use a combination of 

English and Taiwanese to talk to Will and his sister. Will went to a small heritage school 

for less than one semester when he was young. The teachers were all volunteers and the 

school closed down quickly.  

Both of Will‘s parents were actively involved in several political organizations in 

the U.S., all of which are pro-Taiwan independence-oriented. As a government major, 

Will is active in several on-campus culture-related student associations. He served as 

President of the Taiwanese American Student Association for one year. Like his parents, 

Will has a very strong Taiwanese identity and identifies himself as Taiwanese and non-
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Chinese.  

 

Instructor Participants 

 The two instructor participants of the dual-track program were invited for 

interviews. As the only instructor of the mixed-track program, I served as the third 

instructor participant and as the researcher.  

 

Dual-track program 

Michelle 

 Michelle taught CFL courses at a liberal arts college in the U.S. and in Southeast 

Asia before teaching at the research university. She has a number of years of experience 

teaching courses in both tracks of the dual-track program. Michelle is originally from 

Taiwan. Mandarin Chinese is her dominant language and family language as well.  

 

Sally 

 Sally has been teaching CFL courses at the research university for more than ten 

years. Like Michelle, she has experience teaching students in both tracks. She was born 

and raised in Taiwan. She learned Mandarin from formal schools in Taiwan and learned 

to speak Cantonese from her father and paternal grandmother, who lived with her family 

for more than 25 years in Taiwan.  

 

Mixed-track program 

Jennifer 
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 As a researcher participant, I reported on my observations and experiences 

teaching Fangyan-speaking students at the teaching university and my TA experience in 

the research university. I was born and raised in Taiwan. Taiwanese is my first language, 

which I use to communicate with my mother and senior relatives in Taiwan.  I learned 

Mandarin Chinese in formal schools in Taiwan, which became my dominant language 

and family language as well. 

 

Findings 

 

Research Question 1a: What kind of linguistic knowledge do Fangyan-speaking 

learners report bringing to their CFL classrooms and how does their knowledge 

reportedly influence their in-program learning? 

 

In addressing Question 1a, interview questions elicited the input sources of 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ acquisition of Mandarin Chinese, the input types students 

gained from these sources, the kinds of linguistic knowledge students learned from these 

input types, and the ways in which their linguistic knowledge influences their in-program 

learning. 

From the collected data, three types of sources were identified: formal, semi-

formal (e.g. tutoring) and informal (e.g. media consumption) sources.  

A modification of Krashen‘s Input Hypothesis (1981) was useful in categorizing 

the types of Mandarin input that students acquired. Four types of input were identified 

based on their comprehensibility level to Fangyan-speaking learners: comprehensible 

input, quasi-comprehensible input-1, quasi-comprehensible input-2, and 

incomprehensible input.  
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Comprehensible input (CI) in Krashen‘s original theory refers to language input 

that has messages that are at least somewhat comprehensible to the learner (Krashen 

1981). Incomprehensible input (II) refers to language input that is incomprehensible to 

learners and is not integrated into the learner‘s language system (Corder 1967). Adapted 

from Krashen‘s concept of comprehensible input, Quasi-comprehensible Mandarin input-

1 (QCI-1) and Quasi-comprehensible Mandarin input-2 (QCI-2) were coined to define 

two unique types of input available to Mandarin learners. Quasi-comprehensible input-1 

(QCI-1) refers to Mandarin input with Cantonese pronunciation for reading purposes 

available to Mandarin Chinese learners in formal schools in Hong Kong and Cantonese-

based heritage schools in the U.S. Quasi-comprehensible input-2 (QCI-2) refers to the 

type of Mandarin input which some Fangyan-speaking students gained from complicated 

interactions between or among drama plots, dubbed languages (Mandarin, Fangyans, 

and/or English), and captioned languages (Mandarin, Fangyans, and/or English), when 

they watched Mandarin-based dramas. 

In Table 2, I categorize the input sources and input types that were provided in the 

student participants‘ pre-program and in-program stages as well as their in-program 

information. 

 

 

(Blank) 
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 Table 2 

Fangyan-speaking students’ input sources and input types of Mandarin 

                                    & in-program information 

 

 Pre-program & In-program 

input 

 

 

In-program information Input 

Sources  

Input 

types 

Name Major Form. Semi-

form.  

 

Informal Major 

input 

type 

Placement 

test 

Course(s) 

taken 

Andrew Business Y N Y QCI-1 N M/1 

Allen Science N N Y II N R/1-2 

Jenny Business N Y Y II N R/1-4 

Jerry Science Y Y Y CI N M/2 

Ken Business N Y Y QCI-1 Y A/1-2 

Lynn Liberal 

Arts 

N Y Y II 

 

N R/1-4; 

UL 

Mina Liberal 

Arts 

&  Minor 

in Chinese 

N Y Y QCI-2 

 

Y 

(after 

study 

abroad) 

R/1-2; 

UL 

Nancy Liberal 

Arts 

Y Y Y CI Y A/1 

Roger Science N Y Y II N R/1-4 

Sue Science N N Y QCI-2 Y A/1 

Ted Pre-med 

& 

Soc. 

Science 

N Y 

 

Y CI Y R/3 

(Mod) 

Will Soc. 

Science 

N Y Y II N R/1-4 

 

Y: yes; N: no; CI: comprehensible input; QCI-1: quasi-comprehensible input-type 1; QCI-2: quasi-

comprehensible input-type 2; II: incomprehensible input; M: mixed track; R: regular track; A: accelerated 

track; Mod: modified program 

*Students whose names are in bold letters understood Mandarin Chinese before the program 
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Sources of input of Fangyan-speaking students   

 In addition to the comprehensibility of the Mandarin input, three sources of input 

were identified from student interview data: formal, semi-formal, and informal ways of 

learning. 

 

Sources of Formal learning 

Formal sources refer to formal schools offering participants Mandarin instruction. 

Andrew, Jerry, and Nancy were the three participants who self-reported this type of 

learning experience. In Andrew‘s case, he learned written Mandarin Chinese through 

Cantonese pronunciation in kindergarten and first-grade in Hong Kong before moving to 

the U.S. In Hong Kong, the instructional language in public schools is Cantonese. In 

other words, teachers use Cantonese pronunciation to teach the written Chinese in 

textbooks. This type of reading written Chinese in Cantonese pronunciation is the formal 

style of spoken Cantonese, which is only used for learning purposes or in special formal 

situations. Interestingly, most of the Cantonese-speaking participants (Andrew, Jenny, 

Ken and Mina) mentioned in their interviews that they knew about this formal style of 

Cantonese but reported that they did not have consistent exposure to it as Andrew did. 

Therefore, formal Cantonese did not have a role in their Mandarin learning. 

 Compared with Andrew‘s case, Nancy‘s experience was less complicated. She 

received around one year of Pre-K schooling in Taiwan before moving to the U.S., which 

provided her with the foundation for her Mandarin proficiency. However, she mainly 

gained oral Mandarin skills rather than reading and writing skills due to her age and 
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grade levels. In addition, Jerry took Mandarin Chinese I in a community college in 

California before entering the mixed-track program. 

 

Sources of semi-formal learning 

Tutoring and heritage school experiences were grouped here into the semi-formal 

category of learning. Similar to formal schooling, students learned Mandarin Chinese in a 

more structured way through tutoring and heritage schools. However, the courses offered 

through these two channels are not mandatory, and students do not receive credits, 

official transcripts, or credentials for their learning.  

 

Tutoring 

Jerry received six months of intensive Mandarin tutoring in Malaysia, arranged by 

his father, when he was ten years old. When he described the tutoring, he said, 

I was getting serious tutoring. It was a lady and we would do [Mandarin] 

spelling tests [and] writing the characters and if I got one wrong, she 

actually hit me. [She would say], ―手拿出来 [Take your hand out]‖ and 

stuff; one mistake for one stroke. That motivated me to learn. I also went 

to tutoring school and I also went to the [Mandarin] class, so it was all 

over the place, teaching me [Mandarin] all day – very intense. My dad 

made this decision because he didn‘t want his kids to only speak English. 

He wants us to speak [Mandarin] too. 

 

Similar to Jerry‘s tutoring in Malaysia, Nancy also had a brief tutoring experience during 

a long summer vacation that she spent in Taiwan after she immigrated to the U.S. The 

tutoring was conducted by an elementary school teacher, from whom Nancy learned 

character recognition and character writing. 

 

Heritage School 
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Most participants reported that they had between several months and two years of 

learning experiences in heritage schools during their elementary school years. However, 

most of the programs they went to were Mandarin-based, in which instruction was 

delivered through Mandarin or a mixture of Mandarin and English. The Fangyan-

speaking students who did not understand Mandarin therefore encountered difficulty 

understanding what was taught in class. Some got low grades (e.g. Lynn), and others did 

not know when a teacher called their names (e.g. Mina). The knowledge retained after 

this schooling was limited for many of these participants. When Mina recalled her 

learning experience in heritage school, she said, 

It was in a temple, so we just went there. It was taking up my Saturdays 

and I wasn‘t very happy…. My sister and I, at that point, spoke to our 

parents in half Cantonese, half English….My parents speak Mandarin, but 

they didn‘t really teach us. …She [the teacher] called us by our [Mandarin] 

names, but my sister and I didn‘t know she was calling our names because 

we only knew it in Cantonese, so we were mostly counted absent [from 

class]. 

 

In addition, some of the participants started late and were thus placed into classes for 

little children. This made them feel awkward, and they often quickly lost interest. When 

Chaozhou-speaking Lynn recalled her experiences in heritage school, she said, 

My parents were really busy and didn‘t have the money [to take me to 

heritage school]. That‘s why I started late in [Mandarin] Chinese school. I 

went to a school in… a community center, and then a temple, and another 

school. I think I went to like four schools. I kept transferring because I 

would stop because it was really painful for me….The other students were 

four-year-olds and I didn‘t understand the teacher. 

 

Most participants who had learning experiences in heritage schools exhibited a lack of 

learning aspirations (Dweck and Leggett 1988) likely because their parents made the 

decision for them to go. Another issue with Fangyan-speaking students‘ heritage school 
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experiences was the limited instructional hours and the low frequency of the classes 

(Koda et al. 2008), which prevented the Fangyan-speaking students from retaining what 

they learned from class. Most participants, including Ted who could understand Mandarin, 

reported that they did not even remember what textbooks they used, what activities they 

did, what script was used, or what instructional language(s) the teachers used in class.  

However, heritage school experiences contributed to many participants‘ character 

recognition skills. For example, Mina and Lynn reported that in the first-semester regular-

track Mandarin course, they had an advantage over students with no background at all 

because the materials, quizzes, and homework were similar to what they had at heritage 

schools.  

 

Sources of informal learning 

 Four sources of informal learning were categorized based on student interview 

data. These sources include home, media, student organizations, and community-based 

organizations.  

 

Home environments 

Jerry, Nancy, and Ted were the three participants who picked up Mandarin from 

their parents. Other participants mainly spoke Fangyans and/or English at home, but most 

of them acquired different degrees of listening proficiency in Mandarin from overhearing 

their parents using Mandarin in conversation with other people. Half of the participants 

(Andrew, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Nancy, Ted) learned character recognition, pronunciation, 

vacbulary, and/or character copywriting from homes because of their parents‘ demands, 
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although it was done on an irregular basis and usually did not last long.  

For instance, Mina‘s mother made small flashcards and taught her to read and 

recognize characters in both Cantonese and Mandarin pronunciations. Lynn‘s mother 

briefly tried teaching her characters as well after she stopped going to the first heritage 

school. Andrew‘s mother was persistent about having him write characters again and 

again in booklets with little squares for the first two years after his family moved to Texas 

from Hong Kong. Ted‘s father showed him how the words are put together. He said, ―I 

remember he would show me how 人 adding another line would be 大 , then 太, and a 

little more. Like how the words go.‖  

Although most participants obtained a foundation of character recognition and 

writing from their parents only on an irregular basis, we can see the differences some of 

these experiences would have had on their learning outcomes if the input were available 

to them more consistently and for a longer term. For instance, Andrew‘s character writing 

(Appendix I) is among the best I have ever seen in all types of learners. In addition, Ted 

could understand Mandarin almost perfectly due to the persistent input provided by his 

father, who insisted on communicating with him only in Mandarin since he was young. 

 

Media 

Another important informal source from which Fangyan-speaking students learn 

Mandarin is media, including TV dramas, TV shows, and movies. An important feature 

of the media produced in Mandarin-speaking and Fangyan-speaking regions is that 

captions that cannot be turned off always accompany TV broadcasting. Similar features 

can also be seen in video tapes before digital media became available.  
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Based on their exposure level to such Mandarin-learning enhancing media, 

students can be divided into three groups. The high-exposure group includes Sue and 

Nancy, who started watching Mandarin-speaking media before they took Mandarin, and 

Mina, who started watching while she was taking Mandarin. Ken also had high exposure 

to Asian media, but he primarily watched Cantonese-based programs. Some participants 

(Allen, Lynn) have medium levels of incidental exposure. Some others (Andrew, Jenny, 

Jerry, Will, Ted) reported that they do not usually watch TV programs and had lower 

levels of exposure to media.  

In addition to exposure levels, some participants do not benefit as much from 

media watching because they prefer to relax when watching TV without worrying about 

understanding subtitles or dubbing. For instance, Ken said although he is fond of 

watching dramas, he does not pay attention to subtitles, ―When I watch drama, I like to 

be relaxing, so I don‘t have to use my brain. I can do other things and listen to it at the 

same time and I‘ll still be able to understand. ― 

 

Student organizations 

Data showed that student or community organizations are another source of 

informal learning for some Fangyan-speaking students (Ken, Nancy, Will). The university 

offering the dual track is a large-scale research university with a large population of Asian 

students. Some Asian-culture oriented student organizations on campus include the 

Chinese Student Association (CSA), the Hong Kong Student Association (HKSA), the 

Taiwanese American Student Association (TASA), the Taiwanese International Student 

Association (TISA), the Taiwanese Student Association (TSA), the Vietnamese Student 
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Association (VSA), and the academically oriented Asian Business Student Association 

(ABSA). Ken is involved in several of these clubs and befriended club members even 

before taking Mandarin. When he described his experiences, he said, 

In my freshman year, I went crazy about joining any student organizations 

I could get into. I joined Chinese Student Association, Hong Kong Student 

Association, Asian Business Student Association, Taiwanese International 

Student Association – so pretty much anything I could remotely relate to 

or had interests in…. My relationship with [TISA] became stronger after I 

took [Mandarin] and that‘s a great place where I could practice my 

[Mandarin]. 

 

Nancy and Will are two other participants who were actively involved in some of these 

organizations. Nancy, as an officer of TISA, was able to practice speaking Mandarin and 

Taiwanese with people she met in the club. Will was involved in TASA and served as 

President for one year. However, members of TASA mainly communicate with each other 

in English because they are mostly second-generation Taiwanese-Americans born in the 

U.S., and many of them do not speak or understand Mandarin. Therefore, for Will, the 

opportunity to practice speaking Mandarin did not arise until several semesters after he 

took Mandarin Chinese courses, when he organized events with TSA, a club organized by 

international students from Taiwan. 

 

Unlike Ken, Nancy, and Will, Lynn found it difficult to mingle with students in 

these culturally oriented student organizations because of language and cultural barriers. 

She said,  

[When] I started college… I knew some people in TISA, and I found out 

that they also spoke Mandarin to each other and did not include me in 

anything, so I was like I don‘t want to do this anymore. That was 

sophomore year. I don‘t hang out with them anymore either…. I could 

understand them from when I was younger with my mom‘s conversations, 

but I didn‘t try speaking it back…. I was turned off by that… A lot of them 

don‘t really have a lot of American friends. I think they feel more 
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comfortable with other Taiwanese people. 

 

Jenny reported similar experiences. She said,  

[In] CSA activities, when I went to the meetings, they sometimes used 

[Mandarin] words and jokes and I thought it was funny. There was so 

much about Chinese culture and I didn‘t feel like I wanted to be part of 

that….I feel that most of the cultural things I learned is from my family. 

When I‘m at school and outside of the family, it‘s more American things I 

would do, like career. I prefer to do cultural things with my family. 

 

Instead, Jenny is actively involved in ABSA, where, like TASA, Mandarin or Fangyan 

proficiency is not required. She explained how she feels about fitting into this club: 

[In] ABSA, sometimes I speak to [Mandarin-speaking] students in there 

for fun, but not practice, though we don‘t speak it normally because it‘s 

kind of weird….We only speak [Mandarin] in our family… and everyone 

has different backgrounds and different accents, so some people laugh at 

your accent….When I speak in Cantonese, I have a Vietnamese accent…. 

And proficiency level is different too; there‘s no balance. But everyone is 

proficient in English, so it‘s at the same level and it‘s easier. We can 

emphasize career. We are business students. We don‘t emphasize any 

cultural stuff – just tips to help out Asian people who are in similar 

business workforce.  

 

In all, five of the nine participants (Allen, Jenny, Lynn, Roger, Sue) reported that they 

tried to get involved in these Asian-culture oriented organizations in their freshman or 

sophomore year of college but found that they did not fit in because of language and/or 

cultural gaps. So their relationship with these friends did not last long enough to 

influence their Mandarin learning. On the other hand, some Fangyan-speaking students 

(Ken, Nancy, Will) gain more Mandarin input and practice speaking Mandarin from 

interacting with members of these culture-related clubs than the others do because their 

personalities and temperaments allow them to be open to these experiences (Costa et al. 

1992 cited in Dornyei 2005), thus making it possible to overcome cultural and language 

barriers. 



 

 - 81 - 

 

Community-based Organizations  

Similar to campus-based organizations, some participants (Jenny, Lynn, Mina, 

Nancy, Will) are more affiliated with community-based groups than others, likely due to 

family influences. For instance, Jenny‘s maternal grandmother was part of a temple in 

Houston, and Jenny went there with her parents from time to time. Mina and Lynn also 

went to temples with their families once in a while. Therefore, all of them had incidental 

exposure to Mandarin and other Fangyans in the temples.  

Similar to the students who went to temples with their families, both Nancy and 

Will were involved in several off-campus organizations. Nancy was involved in several 

off-campus non-profit community-building and Asian-oriented organizations, and Will 

was involved in several political organizations geared toward Taiwan-U.S. or Taiwan-

China issues. Both of them had different degrees of exposure to Mandarin and their 

Fangyan, Taiwanese. 

After discussing the sources of input to which Fangyan-speaking students have 

access, I will explain the types of input to which they were reportedly exposed before and 

during Mandarin Chinese courses. 

 

Types of input for Fangyan-speaking students 

 Input that Fangyan-speaking students obtained from the three types of sources 

was divided into four categories according to its comprehensibility level to Fangyan-

speaking learners: comprehensible input (CI), quasi-comprehensible input-1 (QCI-1), 

quasi-comprehensible input-2 (QCI-2), and incomprehensible input (II).  
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Comprehensible Input (CI) 

Comprehensible input (CI) refers to language input that has messages that are at 

least somewhat comprehensible to the learner (Krashen 1981). For Fangyan-speaking 

students who understand Mandarin (Jerry, Nancy, Ted), receiving comprehensible input is 

similar to the situation of students who know Mandarin but do not have knowledge of 

any Fangyan, because they already acquired a wide range of syntactic structures and 

vocabulary in Mandarin before entering the program even though they usually lack 

formal registers and have poor literacy skills (Campbell 2000). For example, Jerry, Nancy, 

and Ted not only have developed an almost perfect understanding of Mandarin from 

listening in their home environments, but respond to their parents in Mandarin (Nancy) or 

a mixture of Mandarin and English (Jerry, Ted) as well.  

For Fangyan-speaking students who do not know Mandarin, input becomes 

comprehensible when it is built on and connected to their existing knowledge, that is, i+1, 

in Krashen‘s term (1985). For example, Mandarin input could be comprehensible to 

Fangyan-speaking learners when a certain expression in Mandarin is similar to its 

counterpart in the Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyans.  

 

Quasi-comprehensible input-1 (QCI-1) 

For the purposes of this study, QCI-1 refers to Mandarin input with Cantonese 

pronunciation for reading purposes available to Mandarin learners in formal schools in 

Hong Kong and Cantonese-based heritage schools (Kelleher 2008) in the U.S. This 

special type of language input was identified during data analysis and called quasi-
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comprehensible input-1 (QCI-1) to distinguish it from other types of input.  

 

Gaining quasi-comprehensible input-1 (QCI-1) through Cantonese pronunciation 

Both Andrew and Ken reported on their experiences of learning Mandarin through 

Cantonese pronunciation. The formal schooling that Andrew received until first grade in 

Hong Kong allowed him to learn grammar and words in written Chinese. It was not until 

he came to our first-semester mixed-track course that he realized that the texts he studied 

in the first grade and the characters he practiced writing in kindergarten actually make up 

the foundation of written Chinese, which is what Cantonese-speaking people refer to as 

the ―formal style of Cantonese.‖ The explanation he gave me during the interview also 

explains why he wrote ―no previous learning in [Mandarin]‖ on the language background 

information sheet on the first day of class. During the interview, he told me, ―I never 

really learned spoken Mandarin.‖ He then explained how the subject called ―Chinese‖ is 

taught in school in Hong Kong: 

I learned Cantonese, the teacher explained things in Cantonese, and the 

writing system was in traditional Mandarin, but when I read it aloud, it 

sounded like Cantonese….That kind of language doesn‘t really exist in 

conversational language because it‘s too professional and traditional when 

you speak it, but the writing system is professional, so that‘s why we use 

it – for learning purposes. So I never really learned spoken Mandarin. 

 

During the analysis stage, I  came to realize that the public schools of Hong Kong 

have a system similar to the old-time private literacy schools, ―Sishu” (私塾), in 

which Fangyans such as Hokkian, Chaozhou, Cantonese, etc. were used to teach 

classical Chinese (Sun 2006). This type of learning written Chinese through 

Fangyan pronunciation is maintained in Hong Kong after the approach 

disappeared in Singapore and Taiwan for more than half a century. For instance, 
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in Singapore the medium of instruction in school changed from Fangyans to 

Mandarin in the early 1920s (after the May Fourth Movement in China) and in the 

early 1950s in Taiwan, after the Nationalist Party retreated from China to Taiwan 

and instituted Mandarin as the only official language and instructional language in 

schools (Chen 1999).  

 An example of acquiring Mandarin through Cantonese pronunciation is Ken‘s 

experience from an informal source: watching media. Ken was fond of watching 

Cantonese-based historical dramas with his father since he was young. Due to the formal 

genre of the drama, the language is usually relatively formal and the style lies between 

classical Chinese and modern Chinese. Therefore, even though all of the dramas he 

watched utilized Cantonese, he unconsciously acquired the grammar and words of 

Mandarin through Cantonese pronunciation while watching historical dramas as a form 

of entertainment. During the interview, Ken described how he realized that he knew both 

styles of Cantonese, two months after he was placed in the accelerated track of the dual-

track program: 

The language style in historical dramas is definitely more formalized…. 

My father says things in formal ways… but I can speak the colloquial way 

of Cantonese too. I can do both pretty well…. When I was [in Mandarin 

class] in college, I recognized [Mandarin is] the formal way [of Cantonese] 

and translated [formal Cantonese] to the Mandarin style….That‘s the 

formal way that most people don‘t speak in… so I was very happy. It was 

one of the few classes that was challenging at the beginning until I 

realized Mandarin is the formal style [of Cantonese] that we don‘t use, but 

I‘ve heard it before, so I can just take that previous knowledge and apply 

over.  

 

Because learning a target language (Mandarin) through the pronunciation of another 

language (Cantonese) provides a unique type of input, the term ―quasi-comprehensible 

input-1‖ (QCI-1) was coined here to describe the different type of language input that 
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Fangyan-speaking students like Andrew and Ken experienced through when acquiring 

Mandarin. Although Andrew learned written Chinese in a formal school and Ken learned 

the formal style of Cantonese by watching media, one common factor between their 

experiences is that they both learned Mandarin with Cantonese pronunciation for reading 

purposes. Their experiences nonetheless vary in their literacy development. Andrew 

gained basic literacy skills at the same time he was learning the formal style of spoken 

Cantonese because the Mandarin class he was in was literacy-based. Ken, on the other 

hand, likely did not start his basic literacy foundation until taking classes in heritage 

school, because he reported that he was not interested in and did not pay attention to the 

subtitles while watching dramas.  

 

Quasi-comprehensible input-2 (QCI-2) 

 QCI-2 refers to the type of Mandarin input which some Fangyan-speaking 

students gained from complicated interactions between or among drama contexts, dubbed 

languages (Mandarin, dialects, and/or English), and captioned languages (Mandarin, 

dialects, and/or English), when they watched Mandarin-based dramas. 

 

Gaining quasi-comprehensible input-2 through “immersion-like” media experiences 

 Two students, Sue and Mina, reported on their experiences of learning Mandarin 

by intensively watching Mandarin-based dramas. Sue‘s home language is Taiwanese, and 

she had virtually no prior exposure to Mandarin before coming to college. However, 

because of her interest in TV melodramas, she started watching Mandarin-based dramas 

before she started taking Mandarin courses. She improved her listening proficiency 
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enough to be placed in the accelerated track of the dual-track program, even though she 

never formally studied Mandarin at home or heritage schools. She narrated her 

experience: 

I wanted to learn [Mandarin] because I started watching [Mandarin-based] 

shows or Taiwanese shows, so I felt like I should be able to understand. 

My roommate and I started watching together. That‘s how I got to learn 

Mandarin…. The thing is that I watch a lot so I pick up languages easily…. 

The [Mandarin-based] drama I would watch is dubbed in English subtitles. 

That‘s how I learn. I would listen and apparently that‘s how I got to be 

placed on the accelerated track.  

 

Another fan of Asian dramas, Mina, did not start watching Mandarin-based dramas until 

she took Mandarin at the university, but—similar to Sue—Mina reported that she paid 

attention to the subtitles on the screen, and her intense interest in drama allowed her to 

watch the whole series with few or no interruptions. Mina said, 

When I watched my first [Mandarin-speaking] drama, I paid attention to 

the subtitles because I was curious. You know dramas, they are sort of 

long, and so when I watch it, I can‘t do anything else. It‘s about three or 

four days‘ worth of watching. Only that, except for going to school. So 

you‘re exposed to that a lot. And whenever I watch dramas, I have to 

finish it. I may make my food and eat it, but I‘ll eat while watching it. 

Everything is surrounding the drama until I finish.  

 

Both Sue and Mina reported that they paid attention to both captioned languages and 

dubbed languages along with the plot of the dramas to pick up Mandarin. In addition, 

intensively watching the same story within a short period of time provides the conditions 

necessary for the effects of narrow listening (watching) (Krashen 1983) to occur. These 

effects appear in the form of the optimal input to lead to acquisition in a short-term 

immersion-like environment, due to their high interests to undertake this activity. 

 Here I use another neologism, ―quasi-comprehensible input-2,‖ instead of 

Krashen‘s original term ―comprehensible input.‖ By this term, I meant that learners grasp 
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for meanings from complicated interactions between or among drama contexts, dubbed 

languages, and captioned languages. Based on the similarities between their oral 

Fangyans and written Mandarin, learners were able to infer some amount of meaning 

from the input. 

 

Incomprehensible Input (II) 

 Incomprehensible input refers to language input that is incomprehensible to 

learners and is not integrated into the learner‘s language system (Corder 1967). 

  

Gaining incomprehensible input through incidental exposure 

 In addition to the three types of input explained above, the data also suggest a 

fourth type of input: incomprehensible input. This is the input to which participants are 

exposed when overhearing their parents‘ or friends‘ conversation or having incidental 

input from media. This type of input is usually incidental and low frequency, although it 

may allow students to gain a sense of what Mandarin sounds like. Therefore, although it 

is input and is available to learners, it does not become intake because it ―goes in one ear 

and out the other‖ (Corder 1967, cited in Gass et al. 2001) and is not integrated to the 

learner‘s current knowledge system. In this case, language improvement is not likely to 

happen. Roger, whose Cantonese proficiency was limited to words and phrases, had 

exposure to this type of Mandarin input from his parents. When he described his media 

watching experiences, he said, 

My parents watched Asian movies and dramas in Cantonese and Mandarin. 

There would be subtitles, characters and English underneath… I would 

just read the English… I don‘t really understand by listening because 

certain phrases just sound like gibberish. If I‘m watching a violent movie, 
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I can kind of figure some of them out. 

 

With much lower Fangyan proficiency to depend on than the other Fangyan-speaking 

students, the incidental input of Mandarin that Roger was exposed to was mostly 

incomprehensible to him. 

Another student, Allen, whose Fangyan proficiency and input exposure to 

Mandarin were higher than Roger, described his experience this way: 

[Mandarin] sounds a lot more familiar to me, you know. [It‘s like] I‘ve 

heard it. I think if I have never heard of [Mandarin], I would have a hard 

time too. Just because I‘ve heard it, even though I never spoke and I never 

completely understand it, I kind of know how the language sounds. I kind 

of hear the tones, even though you‘re not actively thinking, and you do 

pick it up. So when I learned the stuff in class, I‘ll be like it‘s not 

completely something I‘ve never heard of. It‘s like now I‘m learning what 

it really is. 

 

Allen explained that although this type of incidental input was not 

comprehensible to him, it helped him sense some features of the language, such as 

how it sounds. Although neither Roger nor Allen was able to understand or 

enunciate Mandarin correctly in full sentences, this kind of incidental input makes 

Fangyan-speaking students different from students with no prior background. 

However, their ―knowledge‖ is mostly submerged, with only a small portion 

visible above the water (Morgan 1998, cited in Hendryx 2008).  

When comprehensible and/or quasi-comprehensible input exists, the amount of 

input is sufficient, and the exposure frequency to input is high, it is impossible that 

learners will internalize the input and develop some amount of proficiency. The way 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic knowledge influences their in-program learning is 

discussed below. 
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Linguistic knowledge of Fangyan-speaking students 

 With Fangyan-speaking students‘ exposure to Mandarin and/or their Fangyans, 

most of them come to CFL classrooms with a wide range of existing linguistic knowledge.  

The following section addresses the second part of research question 1—―How does 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic knowledge influence their Mandarin learning in 

CFL programs?‖ In discussing the linguistic knowledge Fangyan-speaking students bring 

to CFL classrooms, it is helpful to divide Fangyan-speaking students into four groups 

based on their proficiencies of and exposure to Mandarin and their Fangyans regardless 

of their Fangyan types.  A few patterns found in speakers of Cantonese and Taiwanese are 

then introduced based on an analysis of interview data followed by an analysis of 

students‘ document data. 

 

Across Fangyans 

 Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning features could be divided into four groups 

based on their proficiency of and exposure to Mandarin and Fangyans as below. 

The first group (Jerry, Nancy, Ted) consisted of Fangyan-speaking students who 

had oral skills in Mandarin and more advantages than the other types of learners, 

regardless of their Fangyan type, Fangyan proficiency, or Mandarin literacy skills. That is 

to say, if Fangyan-speaking students incorporate Mandarin into their daily speech, no 

matter how many or what Fangyans they speak, they seem to be able to pick up both 

spoken and written Mandarin more quickly (instructors Michelle, Sally, Jennifer). Jerry, 

Nancy, and Ted are such examples. Nancy was placed into the accelerated track and still 

felt that she had an advantage over most of her classmates. Unlike many of her 
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classmates, at home Nancy not only understood Mandarin but responded to her parents in 

Mandarin as well. She had little difficulty picking up the listening or grammar portions in 

class, although learning characters was still challenging for her.  

The second group of students (Andrew, Ken) includes Cantonese students who 

learned Mandarin with Cantonese pronunciation for reading purposes. Andrew acquired 

written Chinese from formal schooling, and Ken acquired the formal style of Cantonese 

from watching media, as detailed in earlier sections.  

The next group of Fangyan-speaking students (Allen, Jenny, Lynn, Mina, Sue) 

consisted of students who understand spoken Fangyans perfectly but only had irregular 

amounts of incidental Mandarin input through non-formal learning situations. Sue and 

Mina are the two students in this category, but they achieved higher proficiency in a 

comparatively shorter term due to their high interest in watching dramas with large 

amounts of good input.  Several other students (Allen, Jenny, Lynn) did not receive (as 

much) good input for their Mandarin development. For instance, Allen did not take any 

Mandarin courses in heritage schools, but he occasionally overheard his mother talking to 

her colleagues from work. Jenny‘s dominant Fangyan was Cantonese and she also 

understood Chaozhou. Surrounded by twenty multilingual families who had weekly 

gatherings at her maternal grandmother‘s house, she had exposure to Cantonese, 

Chaozhou, Taiwanese, and Vietnamese.   

The last group of Fangyan-speaking students (Roger, Will) had the least 

advantage in learning Mandarin but also had the least interference from their dialects due 

to their low Fangyan proficiency. Roger is typical of this type of learner. For instance, 

tone, a major difficulty for Cantonese-speaking students learning Mandarin (instructors 
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Michelle, Sally), was not an issue for him.  

 

Between and among Fangyans  

As instructor Sally reported, ―Fangyan-speaking students usually do well in 

listening.‖ This observation was echoed by almost all of the student participants. 

However, their opinions on the difficulty of grammar, character writing, character 

recognition, etc., for speakers of different Fangyans varied to a great extent. One way to 

explain it is that they were all speaking from their subjective viewpoints, and everyone 

had different ―scales‖ of measurement. The following section focuses on several specific 

learning features of Cantonese and Taiwanese speakers. 

One problem area for almost all Cantonese-speaking students is the difficulty of 

discriminating and pronouncing tones in Mandarin (Instructors Michelle and Sally). 

Andrew, Jenny, and Ken all reported that tone was the most difficult aspect for them in 

learning Mandarin. Tone was not an important issue for Ted because he picked up 

Mandarin from his father when he was young, along with his Fangyans. Mina had a 

different experience learning languages because regardless of tone, grammar, or 

vocabulary, the way Mina learned was ―to see the way it is‖ until she was familiar with 

the features and able to memorize it. She didn‘t worry too much about the differences 

between her predominant Fangyan, Cantonese, and Mandarin.  

Instructor Sally‘s observation about Cantonese-speaking students‘ difficulties 

acquiring tones in Mandarin is helpful. She said,  

[Fangyan-speaking] students‘ pronunciation and tones may not be an 

advantage. They are actually kind of at a disadvantage compared with 

people who do not have a background [in Mandarin]. People without a 

background are blank. Whatever you teach, that‘s what they learn…but 
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people who already know [Fangyans], you can hear how it affects them, 

because they constantly refer back to their [Fangyans].  

 

Then Sally described what happened to a Cantonese-speaking student when she gave a 

reading quiz to her the day before our interview: 

Like yesterday, I had students come in to do a reading with me, and she 

struggled over a character between Cantonese and Mandarin. She wasn‘t 

sure because it was a stressful situation, and I was grading her. She wasn‘t 

sure which tone was the correct one, so she chose the wrong tone to 

pronounce. Later I asked her, ―Can you just operate on Mandarin?‖ She 

said, ―But Cantonese helps me remember the meanings of Mandarin,‖ 

which is their advantage.  

 

Sally‘s observation and the Cantonese-speaking student‘s responses illustrate a typical 

type of Fangyan interference in Fangyan-speaking students‘ language output particularly 

in stressful situations.  

Both instructors of the dual-track program, Sally and Michelle, believe that most 

Taiwanese-speaking students pronounce ―zh, ch, sh‖ as ―z, c, s,‖ and do not pull their 

tongues all the way back to pronounce the ―er‖ sound the way native speakers of 

Mandarin do. However, none of the Taiwanese speakers in this study mentioned 

pronunciation difficulties. The inconsistency of their reports might be caused by the 

design of curriculum and evaluation in their CFL classes, which focused more on literacy 

than on oral skills. In addition, although the instructors sometimes playfully tease 

Fangyan-speaking students about their accents (Nancy), after the first few weeks of 

pronunciation training, they generally let Fangyan-speaking students speak the way they 

are used to speaking. 

 

Analysis of interference sources in students‘ sample documents 

In the following section, sentences showing the interference sources of students‘ 
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errors selected from their quizzes, tests, or homework are listed and explained.  

 

Interference from Fangyan grammar 

Student Jerry (second-semester mixed track) 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Hokkien 

Sample 

source 

Homework 

Example A: 你昨晚有准备第八课吗？ 

B: 没有，我九点半就去睡了。 

Explanation In standard Mandarin, the way to say, ―Did you prepare Lesson 8 last 

night?‖ is using ―了吗‖  at the end of a sentence, so the sentence 

would become ―你昨晚准备第八课了吗?‖   

The structure ―有…..吗?‖ in Jerry‘s sentence shows a typical 

interference for Hokkien or Taiwanese speakers, which is well 

researched as ―Taiwan Mandarin‖ (Cheng 1982). Instructor Michelle 

mentioned this common error in her interview as well. 

 

Interference from Fangyan vocabulary 

 

Student Jerry (second-semester mixed track) 
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Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Hokkien 

 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation) 

Example 可是星期天我不能来，因为下午我要去做工。我们可以。。。 

Explanation In standard Mandarin, the word for ―to work‖ is ―工作.‖ The 

expression Jerry used in his homework, ―做工‖, is a direct translation 

of ―to do labor job‖ in his Fangyan, Hokkien, and has a different 

connotation from ―to work.‖ 

 

Interference from dialectal pronunciation 

Student Jenny, fourth-semester regular track 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Cantonese  

Sample 

source 

Sample source: Vocabulary quiz 

Example Mandarin               Pinyin                          English Definition 

  吵架       chao3gao4                             to argue 

Explanation The pinyin for ―吵架 (argue)‖ should be ―chao3jia4.‖ Jenny gave the 

correct tones for both characters in her vocabulary quiz, but pinyin 

for the second character, ―架,‖ was mistakenly marked as ―gao,‖ 
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which is attributed to the interference from her Fangyan, Cantonese. 

Without Fangyan knowledge in Cantonese, I made this judgment 

after discussing with Jenny (the document provider) and another 

advanced Cantonese speaker. 

 

Interference from English grammar or expressions (1) 

Student Lynn, fifth-semester regular track 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Chaozhou and Cantonese  

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation using a specific sentence pattern) 

Example A: 以前你常騎自行車嗎?（Use V 以後才。。。） 

B: 對，我以前常騎自行車，買汽車以後才停騎自行車。 

Explanation The underlined part ―停騎‖ is a direct translation from English for 

the expression ―to stop riding.‖ In Mandarin, to negate a completed 

action involves the use of  ―沒.‖ The correct way to say ―stop riding‖ 

is ―沒騎 .‖ 

 

Interference from English grammar or expressions (2) 

Student Jerry, second-semester mixed track 
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Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Hokkien 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation) 

Example 明天的天气十点钟早上会下雨。四点钟下午不下雨了。十二点

钟早上会下雪。 

Explanation The underlined parts mean 10 a.m., 4 p.m., and 12 p.m, respectively. 

However, Jerry used an English word order rather than a Chinese 

word order. In the Chinese order, these three expressions should be 

―早上十点钟‖, ―下午四点钟‖, and ―早上十二点钟‖ respectively. 

 

Interference from English grammar or expressions (3) 

Student Jerry, second-semester mixed track 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Hokkien 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation) 

Example 对不起，我昨天买的衬衫颜色不好和大小也不对。能不能换一

件？有没有咖啡色的？ 

Explanation The underlined ―和‖ should be replaced with a comma, so the 

sentence would become ―我昨天买的衬衫颜色不好，大小也不
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对。‖ This is a common error that English-speaking students in 

lower-division courses would make because without sufficient 

knowledge, English-dominant speakers use ―和‖ to replace every 

―and‖ they would say in English. 

 

Interference from English grammar or expressions (4) 

Student Lynn, fifth-semester regular track  

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Chaozhou and Cantonese 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation) 

Example A:请问图书馆在哪儿？ 

B: 你在 Speedway走北，過商業的建築，圖書館在那兒。 

Explanation In Mandarin, the correct way to say the underlined expression, 

―going north,‖ is ―往北走.‖ The word order of ―going north‖ in 

English and Cantonese happens to be the same and is reverse from 

the word order in Mandarin. Therefore, the underlined expression 

―走北 ― in Lynn‘s homework could be interference from either 

English or Cantonese; English-dominant Lynn also knows Cantonese, 

in addition to her predominant Fangyan, Chaozhou. 

 

The above sentences were selectively chosen to represent errors that students 
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from different Fangyan sub-variety groups (Cantonese, Chaozhou, and Hokkien) in 

different levels (lower-division to upper-division) and tracks (regular and mixed tracks) 

have made in their CFL classes. The data also show interference from English accounts 

for the highest percentage of all types of mistakes, regardless of which Fangyan type 

students speak or their proficiency level. This is not surprising because the dominant 

language of all of the participants was English, even though we can see some interference 

students retained from their Fangyans.  

 

Sample sentences showing change of text style in upper-division courses 

 The next two examples show the change of text style in upper-division courses. 

The following examples in Mina‘s English translation may seem non-native like due to 

the course requirement of providing literal translation for pedagogical purposes. 

Student Mina, seventh-semester regular track/Advanced Reading 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Cantonese and Hubei sub-variety 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation from Mandarin to English) 

 

Example 捐贈器官是一個崇高的行為，不能讓金錢褻瀆。人體器官的自

由交易為社會倫理所不容。  

Donating organs is a noble act, so you cannot let money blaspheme 

it. Because of societal ethics, the free trading of human organs is 

unacceptable. 
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Student Mina, seventh-semester regular track/Advanced Reading 

Student‘s 

Fangyan 

Cantonese and Hubei sub-variety 

Sample 

source 

Homework (translation from Mandarin to English) 

 

Example 每個人應該有與自己地位和貢獻相稱的工資，而且報酬也應該

隨著經濟的發展而增加。  

Everyone should have wages reflecting their position and 

contributions, and rewards should also grow with the economic 

development. 

 

The above two examples selected from Mina‘s homework show that the materials 

in the upper-division courses in the regular track contain significant changes in the text 

style of Mandarin that involve advanced vocabulary, complex sentence structures, and 

abstract concepts common in formal expressions that originate in classical Chinese. In 

fact, the advantages that Fangyan-speaking students have usually dwindle around the end 

of the second-semester regular-track course (Instructors Sally and Michelle) because the 

vocabulary and structures required for the formal style of Mandarin are not often 

encountered at home. 
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Fangyans as assets and/or liabilities 

The above discussion on the way Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic 

knowledge influences their Mandarin learning in CFL classrooms shows that Fangyan-

speaking students‘ exposure to Mandarin varies to a great extent. In addition, Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Fangyan abilities are usually non-native-like in terms of pronunciation, 

grammar, vocabulary, etc. With non-native-like Fangyan abilities and limited Mandarin 

reference knowledge (except for students who understand spoken Mandarin), the 

majority of Fangyan-speaking students are essentially multi-lingual, English dominant 

speakers learning Mandarin.  According to most Fangyan-speaking learners of this study 

and instructor Sally, most Fangyan-speaking learners who do not understand Mandarin 

have some but not many advantages and have different degrees of interference from their 

dominant language, English, and Fangyans in learning Mandarin after balancing their 

assets and liabilities.  

 

Research question 1b: How does Fangyan-speaking learners’ linguistic knowledge 

influence the placement of CFL programs? 

  

This research question addresses the way Fangyan-speaking students‘ knowledge 

influences the placement of Fangyan-speaking students in CFL programs. The difficulty 

of identifying heritage language learners‘ proficiency for pedagogical purposes has been 

widely discussed in other heritage languages (Valdes 2001). Data show that with 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ different degrees of prior exposure to Mandarin and their 

Fangyan proficiencies, the issue of placement for Fangyan-speaking students can be even 

more challenging to program designers than placing CHL students with no Fangyan 

backgrounds.   
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Fangyan-speaking students as a challenge to the program design 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ experiences with placement issues  

Considering Fangyan-speaking students‘ prior exposure to Mandarin and their 

Fangyan backgrounds, two types of learners challenging the program design were 

identified: borderline learners, who do not fit into either track of the dual-track program 

or the mixed-track program, and false beginners, who do not have accelerated-track 

courses to choose from in the mixed-track program. 

 

Borderline cases in the dual-track program 

In the dual-track program, Ken and Sue from the accelerated track reported their 

discomfort at being identified as too proficient to stay in the regular track, and the initial 

shock and pressure they went through when the results of the placement test placed them 

in the accelerated track.  

In Ken‘s case, although he had taken Mandarin courses in the Mandarin-based 

heritage school for more than a year, like most participants who had learned Mandarin in 

heritage schools, he could not remember much about what he learned in the program and 

tended to downplay the influence it had on his learning. When Ken recalled his 

experience in heritage school, he said, 

I didn‘t want to go to school on weekends, so when I was in Sunday 

school, I wouldn‘t pay attention. I enjoyed my recess time more…. I 

would cram before the [Mandarin] tests, score high enough to pass, and 

then would forget the curriculum afterwards. It was mainly the written 

tests…. When I was in fifth grade, I told my parents that I wasn‘t learning 

in class. I told them I didn‘t want them to waste money. I just didn‘t want 

to go anymore.  
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After Ken stopped going to heritage school, he did not study Mandarin again between 

fifth grade and entering the dual-track program. He described what happened on the first 

day of class after he registered for the first-semester regular-track course: 

I was in class for the first day, and the professor, laoshi, said if you have 

any [Mandarin] background, this is not the right class for you…. I was like, 

well, I have previous background during elementary school, but I don‘t 

think so. No, that‘s not me. I‘m going to stay [in this class]. I want to be 

with others who do not have a [Mandarin] background. 

 

Ken wanted to stay in the regular track but was identified by the instructor on the first 

day of class. Ken said, 

[The instructor] would speak [Mandarin] sometimes..... I think she asked 

like what time was it in [Mandarin]. It‘s simple enough for what it was in 

Cantonese for me to understand it, and I looked down my watch. When 

she asked, I understood, because it‘s similar to Cantonese, and she was 

like, Ken, I need to talk to you after class. I was not the only one. There 

were a couple of other students in the same position.  

 

Ken eventually went to the accelerated track because of the results of his placement test. 

However, around the second month of the semester, he realized that Mandarin is the 

formal style of Cantonese which he had heard from historical dramas and the course 

turned out to be easy for him. 

 From an instructor‘s point of view, Sally explained how the dual-track program 

places lower-division students into two tracks before and at the beginning of a new 

semester. First, most instructors send out e-mails informing students with any potential 

Mandarin background to either meet their instructors for an interview or take the 

placement test. Then, on the first day of class, instructors ask students to fill out screening 

information sheets (Appendices E-G). The instructors then quickly browse through the 

information sheets and interview the borderline students in class. Sally explained why all 

of these steps had to be done in just a few days: 
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There‘s a placement test on the first day of class, so it must be done 

then….If you delay them, it will be the next time, which is two months away, 

so we would like to separate the students as soon as possible… We want 

students to take it as soon as they can, so they will have time to drop the 

class and take accelerated or something… but some students have intentions 

to kind of sneak in [the class]. They don‘t show up on the first day or second 

day. Students have all kinds of tricks. But we always ask them to fill out 

forms. We try to catch [them], but you still have people who slip through.  

 

Sally explained that the program is careful about tracking the students, mainly for 

pedagogical reasons. When she described how false beginners affected the academic 

emotions of students with no background in the regular track, she said, 

The students would complain, and we did have one or two students in the 

past who went all the way to second year. Students would complain, ―I 

heard her speak with her parents on the phone all the time.‖ If those students 

don‘t show off, then other students probably won‘t complain. It‘s the ones 

who show off, like say, ―Yeah, it‘s a piece of cake for me.‖ Then the other 

students will be resentful because they really have to work very hard to get 

an A…. The smart ones try to hide. They don‘t get 100s on their tests. Some 

of them will purposefully make some mistakes. 

 

After comparing the students‘ and instructors‘ interview data, it seems that 

instructors in the dual-track program are bothered by the issue of false beginners so much 

that the grey areas between borderline cases and false-beginner cases does not seem to 

receive the same amount of attention. This is understandable because many Fangyan-

speaking students did have exposure to Mandarin to different extents, because of their 

parents‘ Mandarin background, heritage school experience, or other types of incidental 

input of Mandarin. Therefore, it is not always easy to distinguish the differences between 

borderline students and false beginners especially within a pressing time such as the 

chaotic beginning of a new semester. 

In addition to Ken and Sue, two other Fangyan-speaking students of the dual track 

program, Mina and Lynn, were also contacted by instructors before the semester started. 
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They were asked to give information about their language backgrounds. Lynn was told 

she should be fine staying in the regular track after she gave her information to the 

instructor. Mina was told she should go to an ―intermediate track‖; however, because 

there is no such track in the dual-track program, she was allowed to choose either track. 

In the interview, she told me she was glad that she picked the regular track. She said, 

I like the way it‘s concrete…. Going in the regular track, I learned it a 

little slower, but that way, it stuck in my head. I guess it‘s more concrete. 

It made it more permanent in my head. In the accelerated track, you learn 

it faster because it‘s at a faster pace, but at the same time, it‘s more like 

cramming a test. You learned it, but after the test, it would be gone. I think 

it depends on how you want to want to learn it. 

 

Neither Lynn nor Mina was asked to take the placement test, nor were Allen, Jenny, or 

Will from the regular track, although they had different levels of exposure to Mandarin.  

 

Borderline cases in the mixed-track program 

In the mixed-track program that I teach, I have encountered three Fangyan-

speaking students in two semesters. They are either borderline or false-beginner cases, as 

defined in this study. Two of the Fangyan-speaking students, Andrew and Jerry, were 

recruited for this study. 

Andrew was in the first-semester course when I first saw him. After checking his 

language background information sheet, I knew that he was born in Hong Kong, came to 

the U.S. when he was seven, and he had never learned Mandarin before. I knew that 

people spoke Cantonese in Hong Kong, especially before the Handover to China in 1997. 

I also knew that the instructional medium in the public schools in Hong Kong is 

Cantonese. With this knowledge, it made sense that Andrew had little or no previous 

exposure to Mandarin.  
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However, after the class started, I quickly found that Andrew seemed to know 

more than I expected. The sentences in his homework were mostly coherent; and 

interestingly, some of the content was not what we learned in class. This is a common 

characteristic among students who have heritage backgrounds and acquire their heritage 

languages from home environments (Campbell 2000). I became doubtful of his responses 

on the information sheet because there was something that made him different from 

students who have no background, and I wondered what it was. It was not until I 

interviewed him for this study that I came to understand that in Hong Kong, people begin 

first grade when they are only six years old because of the previous British system. This 

meant that Andrew had an entire year of formal schooling in Hong Kong before coming 

to the U.S. What was even more surprising to me was that they actually learned 

―Chinese‖ as a subject in school, a written form of Mandarin taught through Cantonese 

pronunciation. After realizing this, Andrew seemed to be more of a borderline case than a 

false beginner, or at least not a typical false beginner. 

After the interview, I better understood both the assets Andrew brought from his 

background and his liabilities in learning Mandarin. For instance, I realized character 

homework was useless to him, because of his background in written Mandarin he already 

had. As for the translation section of the regular homework, he would give a general idea 

of what the sentence was about but would miss some details, which may have resulted 

from his experience translating important documents between Cantonese and English for 

his mother since he was a child, as he mentioned in the interview. Generally, I did not 

take points off for this kind of ―inaccurate answer,‖ but I was bothered by the fact that he 

was not learning much. 
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I puzzled over Andrew‘s case for a while and realized that he would probably be 

another ―borderline case‖ even if he were in the dual-track program in the other 

university, where the default for the regular track is no Mandarin background. We did not 

seem to have a place for Cantonese speakers of Andrew‘s background in either program. 

If I had identified his attributes and situation earlier, I wonder if different methods of 

intervention, such as group teaching in which curriculum and homework are adjusted to 

meet his needs of learning spoken Mandarin, would have made a difference. I was not 

surprised when he decided not to continue taking second-semester Mandarin Chinese at 

the end of the semester because he did not learn the oral skills he needed most in class. 

This is what he told me in the interview: 

[In this program], the least helpful aspect probably would be character 

writing. I‘m fine with it, but it doesn‘t really help because I‘m so used to it 

already. The ideal program would be just like over in China learning it 

personally because that‘s probably the best way to learn it. The way you 

are exposed to it, like if you need help, you would ask for it…. that also 

helps the tones and pronunciation on the language. I would plan to do that 

if I have time.  

 

When asked what things could be changed about this program, Andrew said, ―If I don‘t 

know something, I would ask. But mostly I would just try to find out for myself, so I 

don‘t know if this program has problems or needs to improve to fit my needs.‖ Perhaps 

due to his family upbringing and cultural background, Andrew was not used to asking 

people to do things for him. Instead of hoping for the program to change, he preferred to 

do it on his own—to pick up Mandarin from an immersion environment, which would 

both allow and force him to listen to and talk to people in order to get things done.  
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False beginner case in the mixed-track program 

Jerry, a Hokkien speaker, was in the second-semester Mandarin class when I first 

met him. I asked him a few questions during the first class and briefly interviewed him 

after class to understand his language background. What I learned from his information 

sheet was that he had taken first-semester Mandarin Chinese in a community college in 

California before moving to Texas and that the language his parents spoke with him was 

English.  At the beginning of the semester, he was outspoken when interacting with the 

class and me. After a while, he seemed to be conscious of his in-class performance and 

waited until other classmates tried first before he gave his answers. Eventually, he even 

stopped doing that. Once when the class was divided into two teams, he used his 

Mandarin knowledge in order to get points for his team. This observation helped me 

confirm my hypothesis about his Mandarin proficiency. 

However, it was not until Jerry and I had the interview for this project that I 

learned about the main sources of his Mandarin knowledge. He actually had gone back to 

Malaysia and received six months of intensive tutoring and language school training 

when he was ten years old. In addition, the language that his mother spoke with him was 

not English, as he put down on the information sheet. In the interview, he told me, ―My 

father always speaks to us in English….my mother kinda mixes all three languages when 

she talks to me, English, Mandarin, and Hokkien.‖ Therefore, although the U.S.-

accredited transcripts only showed that he took a Mandarin Chinese I class at a 

community college in California, he actually knew much more than the documents 

showed. This also explained why he told me that grammar was boring to him, although 

he knew that other students needed it. He loved the fact that he was learning vocabulary 
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he would not have had the opportunity to learn in a home environment. However, he was 

not able to practice speaking as much as he wanted in our class, similar to what Andrew 

said in his interview. Even though his literacy skills were much lower than his oral skills, 

he did not seem to be interested in improving his literacy proficiency. 

In general, I discovered that although every participant‘s background and prior 

exposure might be different, students who do not understand conversational Mandarin 

but had greater prior exposure to comprehensible input and/or either type of quasi-

comprehensible input tend to pose greater challenges for placement and curriculum 

design for CFL programs, because their language backgrounds do not fit the default 

design for either track of dual-track programs or mixed-track programs.  
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Research question 2a: What are the ethno-cultural identities of Fangyan-speaking 

learners? 

 

Table 3 

 

Student participants’ & their parents’ Fangyans & ethno-cultural identities 
 

 Student  Parent 

Name Stud. 
Fangyan(s) 

Birth  
country 

(region) 

Age  
of 

arriv. 

Ethno-
cultural 

Iden. 

Script 
type 

Par. pre 
ctry 

Par. 
Fangyan(s) 

 

Ethnic  
Iden. 

 

Script 
type 

Andrew C.T.  H.K. 7 CHI 

(U.S.) 

S H.K. C.T.; 

Mand. 

H.K. T 

Allen C.Z.  U.S. -- CHI/ 

VIE 
C.Z. 

(U.S.) 

T 

 

VIE. C.Z.; C.T.; 

Mand. 

CHI/ 

VIE 

T 

Jenny 
 

 

C.T.  
C.Z.  

 

U.S. -- CHI/ 
VIE 

(U.S.) 

S VIE. 
 

C.T.; 
C.Z.; 

Mand. 

CHI T 

Jerry Hokkien  Malaysia 2 Asian/ 
Malay 

(U.S.) 

S Malay F.K.; 
C.T.; 

Mand. 

CHI/ 
Malay 

S 

Ken C.T.  

C.Z.  

U.S. -- CHI 

C.T. 
(U.S.) 

T 

 

VIE. C.T.; 

C.Z.; 
Mand. 

CHI 

(C.Z.) 

T 

Lynn C.Z.  

C.T.  

U.S. -- CHI 

C.Z. 
(U.S.) 

 

T 

VIE. C.Z.; 

C.T.; 
Mand. 

CHI 

(C.Z.) 

T 

Mina C.T.  

H.B. 

 

U.S. -- CHI/ 

VIE 

(U.S.) 

T CHI C.T.; 

H.B.; 

Mand. 
 

CHI T 

Nancy T.W. T.W. 3 T.W. 

(U.S.) 

T TAI T.W.; 

Mand. 

T.W. T 

Roger C.T. (Y) U.S. -- CHI 
(U.S.) 

S H.K. C.T. 
Mand. 

CHI T/S 

Sue T.W.(M) U.S. -- T.W. 

(U.S.) 

T TAI T.W. 

F.K. 

Mand. 

T.W. T(F) 

S(M) 

Ted C.T. (Y) 

S.H. (W) 

U.S. -- CHI 

S.H. 

H.K. 
(U.S.) 

S CHI 

 

S.H. 

Cant. 

Mand. 

CHI S(F) 

T(M) 

Will T.W.(M) U.S. -- T.W. 

(U.S.) 

T TAI T.W. 

Mand. 

T.W. T 

A: accelerated track/dual program; CHI: Chinese; C.T.: Cantonese; C.Z.: Chaozhou; F: father; H: heritage 
school; H.B.: Hubei sub-variety; H.K.: Hong Kong(er); Mand: Mandarin; M: mother; Nor: Northern Fangyan 
T.W.: Taiwanese T: tutoring; R: regular track/dual program; S.H.: Shanghainese; UL: upper level courses S: 
simplified script; T: traditional script; U.S.: United States; VIE: Vietnam(ese); W: Wu; Y: Yue 
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Ethno-cultural identities as a hybridity product 

Several categories are intertwined within the formation of Fangyan-speaking 

learners‘ ethno-cultural identities. First, all of the participants identified with America in 

terms of their nationality and culture. Second, they identified with their Chinese 

ethnicities to different degrees, from being Chinese to being non-Chinese, on a 

continuum. Third, some learners who identified with their Chinese ethnicities may also 

have had local identities, due to their Fangyans or parental influence. In addition, due to 

their family immigration history, some might identify with the parents‘ prior countries. 

 

Chinese American ethnicities 

Some participants (Andrew, Ken, Lynn, Roger, Ted) identified themselves as 

ethnic Chinese or Chinese American, depending on where they were. If they are in Asia, 

they would introduce themselves as Chinese Americans; in the U.S., they would 

introduce themselves as Chinese, because they assume people want to know their origins. 

Unlike his mother, who identifies herself as a Hong Konger, Andrew identifies himself as 

Chinese. Andrew said, 

[My mother] would always tell me to tell people that I‘m from Hong Kong 

and not from China. She has little things about China…. I would identify 

myself as more Chinese than Hong Kong because Hong Kong is Chinese 

as well.  

 

Lynn, a Chaozhou speaker, struggled with her identity for a long time and now identifies 

herself as Chinese American. ―American is my nationality. Chinese is my root. Culturally 

I feel that I‘m Chinese.…I have to find a good balance, being a Chinese American. Now 

I‘m more accepting that I‘m a little deficient in both areas, but that‘s how it is.‖ 

The other participant in this group, Ken, was unique in associating the languages 
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he could speak with his ethno-cultural identification. He explained why he identifies 

himself as Cantonese American this way: 

I speak Cantonese. I grew up in a Hong Kong culture from the dramas I 

watched, but I also speak Mandarin and spent time with a lot of Taiwanese 

friends. Amongst all that, though, I‘m still born here in America, so if you 

asked me how I would culturally identify myself, I would have more to 

say… I can‘t give you a straight answer…. [But if] I could in a phrase, I 

would identify myself as a Cantonese American because those are my 

strongest roots, mainly because of languages…. If I really want to clearly 

identify myself, it‘s based on the language and the culture I grew up with. 

 

Overall, the participants who identified themselves as Chinese or Chinese American see 

their original roots, their Chinese ethnicity, and their current nationality and cultural 

environment as the most important factors in the formation of their ethno-cultural 

identities.  

 

Hybrid ethnicities of Chinese, American, and parents‘ prior countries 

Another group of students (Allen, Jenny, Mina) exhibited a more complicated 

sense of hybridity in their ethno-cultural identities, consisting of a combination of 

Chinese ethnicity, their parents‘ prior countries, and American culture. One of them is 

Allen, who expressed that ―around Chinese people, I don‘t feel like Chinese people. I feel 

more like Vietnamese. When I‘m around Vietnamese people, I don‘t feel like Vietnamese 

people. I feel more like Chinese.‖ He feels that he is ethnically Chinese but with 

influences from Vietnamese culture. However, he told me that when people here ask 

about his ethnicity, he just responds that he is a Chinese since he does not want to spend 

time explaining how he really feels. 

Jenny and Mina are surer about their Chinese ethnicity but feel they need to 

include Vietnam where their parents previously resided and grew up. When asked about 
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her ethnicity, Mina felt that ―Vietnamese is there, but sort of the background.‖ Although 

her Vietnamese proficiency would only allow her to order food, she still felt a mixture of 

Chinese and Vietnamese cultures in her family.  

 In general, students in this group exhibited a hybridity of ethno-cultural identity, 

values, and influences from the countries in which their parents previously lived. These 

become part of their identification, in addition to their original Chinese ethnicity and 

current American influence. 

 

Cultural China vs. Political China 

“We left China, why are you going back?” —Mina’s mother 

 

It is crucial to note that the connotations of China or Chinese tend to be different 

for some participants (Andrew, Lynn, Mina) of this study and their parents, especially for 

students whose families immigrated from Vietnam and Hong Kong. When talking about 

how he and his mother feel differently about China, Andrew said, 

[My mother] might know something about [China‘s] history, but I‘m not 

too sure. Or she just hates the way they do things. I am not too sure 

because she doesn‘t talk about it.  

 

Without knowing his mother‘s ―little things about China,‖ Andrew identifies with both 

Chinese culture and with China as the origin of this culture. Mina picked Beijing for 

study-abroad after finishing two semesters of Mandarin courses in the dual-track program. 

Her parents did not agree with her decision and wondered why she chose to study in 

China. ―My parents were like, we left China, why are you going back? Why do you love 

it so much?‖ Her parents said this because when Mina came back from China, she was 

sad and wanted to go back. She said,  

We left on the last day we had a test in China, and I had a round-way 
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ticket, so I couldn‘t stay there… It‘s like you finish taking your last test 

today, and the next day, the early morning, you have to go to the airport. 

There was no preparation for heading back to the states. 

 

Mina decided to bring some milk, which in China is packaged in bags, to her home in 

Texas. Even though it was immediately after the outbreak of the contaminated formula 

milk in 2008, Mina loved the milk bags in China and brought some home with her. She 

told me she bought them on purpose and that she was not planning to drink them until she 

got home. She said, 

I didn‘t get to drink it. The date on it is not the expiration date. It‘s the 

production date, so my parents are like it expired already…. I pointed out 

to them that ―no refrigeration is needed,‖ but they cannot read it because 

it‘s not in English…. My mom said, ―I put it outside in the backyard to use 

as fertilizer for the plants.‖ I went to the backyard, and I was going to 

drink it. My dad said, ―It‘s too late. I fed it to the plants.‖ I said ―Dad, it‘s 

Chinese milk. I don‘t know when I‘ll go back to China in a couple of years. 

Why did you…‖ So I was really mad. Obviously, my family didn‘t like 

communism, because it was due to communism that they left.  

 

In general, most students whose families are from Vietnam and Hong Kong 

showed interest in both Chinese culture and the country itself. This is different 

from their parents, who left their prior homelands due to communism and identify 

with Chinese culture but have mixed feelings about the country itself.  

 

Asian American (Non-Chinese) ethnicities 

Of all the participants, four students (Jerry, Nancy, Sue, Will) identified 

themselves as non-Chinese Asian Americans. Nancy, Sue, and Will all speak Taiwanese. 

To Will and his family, being able to speak Taiwanese not only reflected their ethno-

cultural identification, it was also a way to express a political statement. 

Sue identifies herself as half Chinese and half Malaysian and relates more to her 
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Taiwanese side. ―It‘s like my dad and we speak Taiwanese like that.‖ Sue does not 

identify herself as Chinese American. ―We‘re brought up to not say that. We‘re not 

Chinese. …My dad‘s not political. He‘s just not affiliated with China. He has a very big 

Taiwanese pride.‖ Sue also mentioned that her father‘s family emigrated from China to 

Taiwan long time ago even though she was not sure how many generations her father‘s 

side had lived in Taiwan. 

Like Sue, Nancy identifies herself as Taiwanese mainly because of her parents‘ 

Taiwanese pride and her family immigration history rather than political affiliation. She 

said, ―I identify myself as Taiwanese-American, ethnicity-wise definitely Taiwanese, 

because when we were little, we were always told that we are Taiwanese by everyone, so 

we identify with Taiwanese….I never identify with Chinese.‖ From her father, she knew 

that her family had been in central Taiwan, since the 17
th

 Century. She said, ―Even though 

it was only recent, it simplified how Taiwanese I feel my family is….It is weird to not say 

you are Taiwanese, after you say that all of your life.‖ 

A commonality shared by three Taiwanese-speaking participants was that their 

families had lived in Taiwan for several generations or longer before another wave of 

immigrants from China arrived around 1949. These participants had a stronger Taiwanese 

identity due to their family immigration history (Rolger et al. 1980), which may (Will) or 

may not be (Sue, Nancy) directly related to their political stance.  

Like the three Taiwanese-speaking participants, Jerry identified himself as non-

Chinese Asian. He preferred to introduce himself as Asian or Malaysian, the country 

where he was born. Even though he left Malaysia at two years old and Chinese is not a 

dominant ethnic group there, Malaysia is the country he identifies with.  
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The reasons that four of the participants in this group identified themselves as 

non-Chinese Asian may differ, but they each identified with the countries where their 

parents were born and grew up, and they also identified with the U.S., the country to 

which their parents immigrated and they grew up in, rather than their ancestral Chinese 

ethnicity.  

 

Local identities 

Among the participants, Allen, Ken, Lynn, and Ted emphasized the importance of 

local identities, although all of them regarded themselves as Chinese. Ken said that his 

Cantonese identity is important because Cantonese is one of his two dominant languages. 

Although Ken‘s father is originally from Chaozhou and has a very strong Chaozhou 

identity, his father‘s Chaozhou identity is replaced by Ken‘s Cantonese identity in only 

one generation because of the choice of their home language.  

Allen and Lynn are two other participants who expressed the importance of local 

identities to their families. For example, Lynn‘s mother decided to teach her Chaozhou, 

instead of a more prestigious Fangyan or another language her mother could speak. Like 

her mother, Lynn has a strong Chaozhou identity as well. 

The other participant who shows strong local identities is Ted. Ted understands 

Mandarin, Cantonese, and Shanghainese. In addition to his Chinese ethnicity, Ted also 

identifies himself as Shanghainese or as a Hong Konger because these are his parents‘ 

regions. He explains why he identifies with his father‘s hometown, Shanghai: 

There‘s a Shanghai part of me and a Cantonese part. They are both strong 

parts…. I guess they are both Chinese. I‘m definitely Chinese… I always 

hear that from my dad, and the first thing he always asks new people is 

what part of China they are from, and I think it‘s a very strong thing too…. 
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I don‘t have those locations. I didn‘t live there, but I identify with it 

because my dad is from there. 

 

In general, some participants show strong local identities mainly due to their 

parents‘ influence (Allen, Lynn, Ted) or the Fangyans they can speak (Ken). 

 

Social-cultural knowledge as asset of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin 

The socio-cultural knowledge gained by Fangyan-speaking students from their 

prior exposure is reported by most participants of different proficiency levels across 

Fangyans. Ken mentioned how he learned ―chengyu‖ (proverbs) through Cantonese 

pronunciation for reading purposes from his father: 

I also knew a lot of chengyu. I learned them from dramas, historical 

dramas. So before the professor told us, I already knew what they mean, 

so that was useful. I do watch martial arts dramas, and they would use it in 

their [Fangyans], so I would understand it when it‘s in [Mandarin], 

because it‘s the same in classical Chinese. When I was a kid, my dad 

would explain what chengyu meant in Cantonese…. If I watched dramas 

without understanding the chengyu, I would miss out on what‘s going on. 

And a lot of them are chengyu, so my dad would explain that to me. 

 

Ted, who understands Mandarin as well as Cantonese and Shanghainese, mentioned that 

he would be able to identify the cultural connotation of a specific Chinese custom, 

―hongbao‖ (literally, red envelope, which means a monetary gift given during holidays or 

special occasions), while other students of no background may not have this knowledge 

and may require more explanation.  

Data show that most participants possessed different degrees of socio-cultural 

knowledge originating from the Chinese languages and/or culture regardless of their 

Mandarin and/or Fangyan proficiency levels, which can be beneficial to their Mandarin 

learning. Instructor Michelle also pointed out that although socio-cultural knowledge is 
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usually not tested in beginning-level courses, this type of knowledge becomes useful 

when students move to second-year courses, in which content and vocabulary involve 

more cultural understanding. 

  

Evolving Asian American Identities 

Most of the participants watch Mandarin-based media, especially "idol dramas" 

(偶像劇/偶像剧; ouxiangju) that cater primarily to the teenagers or young adults in their 

twenties in addition to Cantonese-based Hong Kong movies and TV dramas. In addition 

to Mandarin-based and Cantonese-based media, about half of the participants studied or 

plan to study other Asian languages, such as Korean, Japanese, or Vietnamese. Mina said, 

―At first I wasn‘t going to take Mandarin. I knew I was going to take an Asian Language, 

but I didn‘t know which one. And my mom told me to just take Chinese.‖ Jerry said, ―I 

was actually going to take Japanese but [my dad] talked me into it, because I already took 

Chinese I [in California].‖ Allen took five semesters of Korean before studying Mandarin, 

and he planned to take Vietnamese in the future.  

 It might not be just the scenarios of the dramas, Asian popular culture, or the 

languages themselves that attracted the Fangyan-speaking learners to study these Asian 

languages. A conglomerate of similar cultures and values, which originate from the 

Confucian values that influence these Asian countries (Smith 1991), might be triggering 

the rise of Asian American identity towards their parents‘ homelands in the Far East. 

With the rising economic and political status of Asia (especially China), it seems that 

there is an evolving sense of Asian American identity among students of Asian descent. 
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This phenomenon is possibly more significant among Fangyan-speaking students because 

instead of identifying with one particular Asian origin, many Fangyan-speaking students 

may find it easier to identify with the whole or part of Asia, which may actually better 

reflect their family‘s immigration history—for instance, from China to Vietnam to the 

U.S. (Allen, Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina), from China to Hong Kong to the U.S. (Andrew, 

Roger), or from China to Taiwan to the U.S. (Nancy, Sue, Will), etc.  

Research question 2b: What role do Fangyan-speaking learners' ethno-

cultural identities play in their Mandarin learning in CFL classrooms? 

 

 The collected data show that Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethno-cultural 

identities have different degrees of influence on their reasons for taking Mandarin 

Chinese in tertiary CFL classes.  

 

Relationship between ethno-cultural identities and motivation for learning 

Mandarin as a continuum 

 

A continuum exists in the relationship between participants‘ motivation for 

learning Mandarin and their ethno-cultural identities, although none of the 

participants believed that Mandarin proficiency is or should be equivalent to 

ethno-cultural identities. Many participants chose to learn Mandarin in the 

college-level CFL classrooms due to their stronger ethno-cultural identification. 

The differing influences of ethno-cultural identities on students‘ motivation for 

learning Mandarin are divided into two groups, with several categories under each 

group. 

 

Motivations related to ethno-cultural identities 
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 In line with a number of studies investigating learners‘ motivation for learning 

Asian heritage languages (Sung et al. 1998; Yang 2003; Wen 1997), the Fangyan-

speaking learners‘ interest in their ethnic cultures and desire to understand their ethnic 

heritages are important in their Mandarin learning. 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of confirming Chinese identity and enhancing 

career opportunities  

Jenny and Ken, two business majors, view learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of 

confirming their ethnic identities as well as expanding career opportunities. However, 

both of them stated that even without the rising status of China‘s economy, they would 

still take Mandarin in college to maintain their cultural ties. Jenny, a marketing major, 

describes what motivates her learning: 

I want to learn [Mandarin] because I think it‘s important, and I should at 

least know the basics, and I think [Mandarin] is important, especially in 

the business world. [Mandarin] is growing, too. Especially since I‘m 

Chinese, I think if I know how to communicate, it would be better for my 

career. I would still want to learn even if the China‘s economy isn‘t as 

good, because of my background. I feel like because I was born here, I 

didn‘t have that much Chinese influence, and my parents kind of wanted 

me to be more American, so they don‘t really emphasize Chinese culture 

or language as much. But then I wanted to take a class for myself. I don‘t 

want to lose the Chinese in me. 

 

Ken, a finance major, expressed a similar motivation for learning Mandarin in 

college: 

If I want to learn business, the world is globalizing, and China is 

an increasingly powerful country. Not to mention, just deep down 

the roots, I am a Chinese… I know the differences between 

Cantonese and [Mandarin]. The fact is I don‘t want to have the 

language barrier between me and most of my Chinese peers.... I 

also realize as I grow older, I will need to develop my own 

business. I‘ll probably meet a lot of opportunities abroad in Asia, 
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where [Mandarin] will get me really far. 

 

Ken and Jenny decided to take Mandarin to maintain their cultural ties and to 

expand their career opportunities related to their business majors. 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese to confirm Chinese ethnicity and for interests 

Allen and Mina took Mandarin to confirm the Chinese part of their ethnic 

identities. Allen said, ―I didn‘t do it for my career. I just did it for fun and cultural 

purposes. I guess I see my parents speak several languages. I feel that it‘s pretty cool. 

And [the university] has flat tuition. So why not.‖ Learning Mandarin for cultural reasons 

and for her interests in Mandarin-based media, Mina said, ―Probably dramas were the 

starting point‖ that sparked her interest in Mandarin and Chinese culture. After she 

learned to read and write Mandarin, she felt that something was different: 

It‘s like before I said I was a Chinese, but I couldn‘t read [Chinese 

characters]. Now I can read. I can read most of it. I may not know all of it, 

but a good amount of it, so it sort of intensifies the fact. It‘s more concrete 

now, but I don‘t think language is a fundamental part of the fact that I am a 

Chinese still. I mean it helps, but it‘s not the only thing that holds it up. 

Considering I am an American, it‘s more intensified.  

 

Allen and Mina decided to take Mandarin to confirm Chinese ethnicity and for 

interests in learning Asian languages (Allen, Mina) and in Mandarin-based media 

(Mina).  

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of learning the official language of the family’s 

country of origin and enhancing career opportunities 

Growing up in a family that only spoke Taiwanese, Will felt it was mandatory for 

him to learn Mandarin so he could communicate with more people during his trips to 
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Taiwan and could prepare for his potential career in lobbying. Will said, 

The reason why I wanted to learn [Mandarin] is partially because when I 

go back to Taiwan, it‘s easier to communicate. The other reason is my 

concentration in government is about Asia, so all my classes have centered 

around East Asia. When I went to Washington D.C. to do some lobbying 

for Taiwan [for an internship], I felt that it was kind of important to be 

able to speak not just Taiwanese and English, but also [Mandarin] as well, 

[because] the lobby is not just for Taiwan but also to understand firsthand 

what people say against Taiwan and China and maybe some other sites as 

well…. That‘s also why I wanted to learn [Mandarin]. 

 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese as a substitute for home dialects  

―I feel closer to [my parents] in Chinese than English,‖ said Roger. Roger‘s home 

language is a less prestigious sub-variety of Yue, which is similar to Cantonese. Roger 

and Lynn (a speaker of Chaozhou, a less prestigious Min sub-variety) are two students 

who reported that they were studying Mandarin to learn a language similar to their home 

languages; there were no college courses offered in their Fangyans. Lynn said, 

When I was speaking Chaozhou as a child, I spoke it wrong… but my 

parents understood, so they didn‘t really correct me. My Chaozhou is not 

as fluent that it would help me in Mandarin…. I want to improve my 

[Mandarin] proficiency. Word order in Chaozhou is kind of the same, so if 

I learn the Mandarin form, then it can help Chaozhou too.  

 

Lynn reported that she can communicate with her parents in Chaozhou on a daily basis 

well enough. However, she is more conscious about her grammar mistakes, constantly 

worrying that she never learned to speak Chaozhou ―in the right way.‖ Therefore, she 

hopes that learning Mandarin grammar in a structured program will help her improve her 

Chaozhou.  

Compared with Lynn, Roger‘s proficiency in Cantonese is much lower. As the 

youngest child in a family of seven children, Roger described how his family gradually 

lost their home language: 
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[My parents] spoke more Cantonese to my older brothers, but not 

anymore…. My oldest brother knows more than the second child, and the 

second child knows more than the third child, etc. My siblings spoke 

English to me when I was little because of the age differences….As I grew 

up, I told [my parents] I didn‘t really understand what they were saying, so 

they started speaking English.  

 

When Roger was growing up, he felt he should do more for his hard-working parents, 

who work in their own restaurant. However, he did not feel connected to them due to the 

language barrier. He said, 

I think language was a big part. It would be different if I can talk to them 

more. When I try to talk to them, it‘s really hard. My dad is not as good in 

English, so I try to talk to him in Mandarin. It helps a little bit. It‘s like a 

shared interest between us…. I feel closer to them in [Mandarin] than 

English, but if I could choose, I would learn Cantonese. 

 

In order to communicate with his parents more fluently, Roger came to the CFL 

classroom to learn Mandarin, one of the languages his father understands. Similar to 

Roger‘s situation, Lynn came to the CFL classroom to learn Mandarin as a substitute of 

her home language. 

 

Motivations not related to ethno-cultural identities 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese for interests  

Sue has a great interest in watching all types of melodramas, and she was inspired 

to learn Mandarin because she wanted to understand Mandarin-based idol dramas, rather 

than for cultural ties or career opportunities.  As a biology major, Sue already obtained 

her admission to go to an Ivey League university for her graduate study, when I 

interviewed her. Having no plan to use Mandarin in her future career or in the American 

society, Sue displayed a lack of interest to pursue more knowledge in Mandarin or to 
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apply her knowledge in her future. Sue said, ―My grandparents and relatives in Taiwan all 

speak Taiwanese. I don‘t really have an opportunity to speak Mandarin anyway.‖ 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese for enhancing career opportunities 

Andrew is the only student who said that he decided to learn Mandarin to 

expand his future job opportunities. When comparing his motivations for learning 

Mandarin and learning German, the foreign language he took in high school, he 

said, 

 Culturally, I would think I would be closer with Mandarin, but it didn‘t 

really help with learning. It‘s about the same as learning German and 

stuff. The motivation to learn both languages – for future career 

opportunities – is the same… I think of the [Mandarin] course just as 

any other regular class… I already fulfilled my foreign language 

requirement before taking [Mandarin]… 

 

When asked how he sees the relationship between Mandarin and his ethno-cultural 

identities, Andrew said,  

 I guess [ethno-cultural identity] is more of an appearance. I‘m Chinese 

American based on race and ethnicity, and I guess I don‘t really 

associate that with languages because now everyone can speak any 

language, so it doesn‘t really matter anymore. It‘s not an indicator for 

ethnicity because there‘s a lot of Hispanics who can‘t speak Spanish. I 

do have a lot of friends like that, so I don‘t associate appearance with 

language at all.  

 

The experience of growing up in the U.S. might make Andrew see the learning of 

Mandarin and his ethno-cultural identities as two separate things. He wanted to 

learn Mandarin to expand his career opportunities in case he was not able to find a 

job in the U.S. 
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Learning Mandarin Chinese for foreign language requirements 

 Among the participants, Nancy, Ted, and Jerry took Mandarin mainly to fulfill 

foreign language requirements. Nancy, who already understands and speaks Mandarin 

and Taiwanese, recognizes that both languages are her heritage languages and that ―[She 

may] possibly want to live in Taiwan someday… it‘s something that [she] will need to 

use and know anyway.‖ However, when she was asked about her reason for taking 

Mandarin, her answer was, ―I recently changed my major to Asian American Studies, so I 

need the four semester proficiency instead.‖ This is understandable because she is fluent 

in both languages. Without stronger motivation to improve her literacy levels, she does 

not feel that anything would have been different if she had not taken Mandarin. 

Like Nancy, Ted also understands and speaks Mandarin along with his other 

Fangyans. Like Nancy, Ted also said, ―It wouldn‘t be too different if I‘m not taking 

Chinese in college. I like taking it. It‘s hard, but I‘m learning a lot. [However,] like 

generally speaking, not too much would be different.‖    

 Similar to Ted and Nancy, Jerry already knew Mandarin before entering the 

program. Even though he was more interested in Japanese and planned to take the course, 

his father talked him into taking Mandarin to complete the required foreign language 

courses for his science major as soon as possible due to the economic concerns of his 

family.  

 From the students in this group, it was found that the only three Fangyan-speaking 

learners who could understand and speak Mandarin took Mandarin mainly to fulfill the 

foreign language requirement for their majors. Those three students could communicate 

verbally at a basic level and did not have a strong desire to improve their literacy levels. 
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Their reasons for taking Mandarin do not seem to be related to their ethno-cultural 

identification, such as Nancy as Taiwanese American, Jerry as Asian or Malaysian, and 

Ted as a Chinese American.  

 

Research question 3a: How do Fangyan-speaking students perceive their linguistic 

abilities?  

 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ self-imposed expectations 

 Most Fangyan-speaking students stated that their Fangyan backgrounds and/or 

prior exposure to Mandarin give them a slight advantage during their in-program learning. 

But they stressed that the advantage was not substantial enough for them to make an easy 

A. Mina was the only student who said that her ethnicity gave her a slight ―motivation‖ to 

improve. When she was in the first-semester regular-track course, she felt she had an 

advantage over other classmates. She recalled what she thought at the time: 

In our [first-semester and second-semester regular-track class], there was 

only a small portion of Asian people there, and I thought that since I am 

Chinese, I should do better than the other non-Chinese people, and I would 

feel bad when I wasn‘t. Back then, I was like even though I didn‘t know it 

that well, I felt like I should study more, and that was my motivation. I 

don‘t know why, though, because I know I was born here…. I don‘t know. 

I‘m not really competitive either, though is one thing I was really 

competitive at. I‘m not really competitive anymore because the [fourth-

year] Mandarin class is too hard now.  

 

Mina‘s attitude remained the same when she studied abroad in China. A few people she 

met there were curious about her ethnicity because with big round eyes and fair skin, she 

does not look like a typical Chinese. The first guess people usually have about her 

ethnicity is either Korean or Japanese, but after they discover her Chinese origin, some 

people (usually older people) have a negative reaction. She described an incident in 
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China: 

We were going down a highway. We were walking. We were passing a 

convenience store. We walked in. I was hungry, so I decided to get some 

stuff. And we were talking in English….and [the cashier] rang them up 

and she said ―Are you a Chinese?‖ I said, ―Yeah.‖ And she‘s like, ―Why 

don‘t you speak [Mandarin].‖ I said, ―I‘m here learning it.‖ And she said, 

―That‘s horrible. You should know [Mandarin] already. If you know 

[Mandarin], you don‘t have to come and try to learn it.‖ I was 

like…―What?‖… I think that was motivation.  

 

It was not until Mina took upper-division literature courses where most of her classmates 

were native speakers of Mandarin and the course content involved higher-level 

vocabulary and genres closer to classical Chinese that she realized the language involved 

was very difficult, and finally stopped setting a higher standard for herself to perform 

better than her classmates, because of her ethnic background.   

 

  The unbearable title of Chinese as a Heritage Language Learner 

 It is interesting to find that not a single participant saw himself or herself as a 

heritage language learner—not even Mina, who used her Chinese ethnicity as a 

motivation to learn Mandarin Chinese well and to try to outperform her classmates. Mina 

said, 

I didn‘t feel like a heritage student because my [knowledge of Mandarin] 

was only a little bit. I couldn‘t read. I couldn‘t write. Even then, my 

listening wasn‘t good either. I could understand the basic stuff that people 

said. In the [first-semester regular-track class], it‘s really simple, so I could 

understand it, but that was really all I could understand. Everything else I 

had to learn with everyone. That‘s why I don‘t think I‘m a heritage student. 

 

Mina defines ―heritage language learners‖ as people who have an ample amount of 

knowledge in their heritage language before they begin to learn it in a formal situation, 

while noting that she does not qualify as a heritage student. Other participants also 
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expressed an array of reasons for why they are not heritage language students. Nancy, 

who could speak both Mandarin and Taiwanese, said, ―I feel like I did learn it because of 

my heritage, [Mandarin] and Taiwanese, but environment-wise, living in a city in 

southern Texas is different from most people [living in Houston or Dallas]. So [I‘m] not 

really a heritage learner.‖ Jerry, who could speak both Mandarin and Hokkien, said, ―I 

don‘t really consider myself a heritage learner because I only [had tutoring in Malaysia] 

for six months. I consider English, the language that I can speak the most, as my heritage 

language.‖ The other participant, Ted, who tested out of three semesters of regular-track 

courses in the placement test, said, ―I don‘t think I‘m a heritage learner. Some of the kids 

[in the first-semester accelerated-track class], they really know the stuff.‖  

Participants whose prior exposure to Mandarin was limited had an even more 

conservative attitude in their self-perceived Mandarin abilities. Unable to gain much help 

from Mandarin and with interference from their Fangyans (except for Roger), they either 

think, ―the advantages and disadvantages equal out,‖ like Jenny, or ―I don‘t feel like a 

heritage learner. It‘s just like learning any other language,‖ like Andrew. The fact that 

―[he] wouldn‘t understand [spoken Mandarin] when [people] talk‖ made Andrew believe 

that he did not qualify as a heritage language learner.  

Although none of the participants considered themselves as having an unfair 

advantage, some of them (Allen, Mina, Will) mentioned that a few of their classmates 

seemed to be native speakers who knew a lot more than anyone else in the class. When 

talking about this, Allen said, 

I think when people learn a language, it‘s easy to tell who‘s a native 

speaker. Just because I‘ve heard of the language…when I was in [first-

semester regular-track course], in our lecturer‘s session, I don‘t remember 

who they are, you know… but when some people speak, you can tell, I 
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think. 

 

When Allen, Mina, and Will informed me that they were almost sure there were false 

beginners in their classes, I wondered if they were able to tell if someone was a native 

speaker or not when their Mandarin proficiency was still limited in a first- or second-

semester regular-track course. It is possible that they misjudged those students‘ abilities 

the same way their classmates, heritage and non-heritage, misjudged their Mandarin 

abilities.  

In summary, regardless of language or immigration backgrounds, none of the 

Fangyan-speaking students believed they were heritage language learners of Mandarin. 

They set high standards for themselves for all four skills, like Mina and Andrew, or 

believing that as long as there are people who outperform them, they should not call 

themselves heritage language learners, like Ted.  

This phenomenon can be interpreted from two perspectives. One is the cultural 

notion of the importance of ―modesty‖ embedded in the Confucian values of Chinese 

tradition and the related notion that revealing too much confidence or pride in your own 

abilities may lead to adversity, which is rooted in Taoism philosophy (Smith 1991). The 

other possibility is their fear and anxiety towards learning Mandarin as English-dominant 

speakers. Understanding the complicated requirements for learning Mandarin may result 

in their conservative attitudes about recognizing their previous knowledge. Thus, they 

avoid being exposed to a higher level of pressure with the unbearable title of ―heritage 

language learner.‖  As Mina said, no matter how much background one has, learning a 

language, especially learning Mandarin for English speakers, is difficult.  
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Research question 3b: What do Fangyan-speaking students perceive to be the 

expectations of their instructors and peers regarding their linguistic abilities? 

 

 Student interview data show that most participants in the regular track and the 

mixed track believe that their peers have higher expectations towards them about their 

Mandarin abilities, while most instructors have about the same expectations for them. On 

the other hand, no Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated track reported similar 

expectations from their instructors or classmates, likely due to the wide range of 

proficiency levels of heritage students in the accelerated track (Instructor Sally and 

students, Ken and Nancy). Therefore, the following section will focus on Fangyan-

speaking learners‘ perceptions on the expectations of their instructors and peers regarding 

their linguistic abilities, based on interview data collected from students in the regular 

track and the mixed track and three instructor participants. The following discussion will 

address this research question in the following two topics: 1) Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

perceptions of their instructors‘ expectations; and 2) Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

perceptions of their peers‘ expectations. 

 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions of instructors‘ expectations 

 Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions of instructors‘ expectations are presented 

based on data from interviews with the students and triangulated with interviews 

collected from their instructors. 

 

Dual-track program (Regular track) 

Most students felt that instructors did not have higher expectations toward their 

Mandarin abilities. Lynn and Jenny were the only two students who felt that some 
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instructors seemed to have higher expectations about their Mandarin abilities. Lynn said, 

There are some professors… They never said that to me, but I heard that 

they would say, ―You are Chinese. You need to know it, like you need to 

know this already.‖ I think they said that to the heritage students.  

 

After reflecting for a moment, she then said,  

I won‘t say that‘s what they said, but it‘s the look that you think they give 

you. I don‘t remember them really saying that. 

 

Lynn was not sure whether this expectation was self-imposed or not, but she had 

the subjective impression that professors have higher expectations for students 

who have heritage connections to the Chinese languages, including the Fangyan-

speaking students in the regular track. Another Chaozhou speaker, Jenny, reported 

how she feels about her instructor‘s outlook on students of heritage backgrounds: 

 [My instructor] assumed that in certain areas, we would be better… like 

heritage students can read and write better. 

 

Jenny felt that this was unfair to students of her background. She did not have real 

exposure to Mandarin before joining the program, and she was occasionally 

confused due to her prior knowledge of Cantonese and Chouzhou.  

 On the other hand, the collected data show that the two instructors from the dual-

track program had similar observations and expectations to each other toward 

participants‘ Mandarin learning capabilities, but somewhat different conjectures about 

their performance. Instructor Michelle said,  

[Fangyan-speaking] students are in both tracks [of the dual-track program]. 

If they know Mandarin, it will depend on their Mandarin ability…. If they 

speak [Fangyans] only, they may have to start from zero, but their 

improvement can be quicker but not as quick as those who grew up 

speaking [Mandarin]. [In general], people speaking any [Fangyan], like 

Chaozhou, Cantonese, …. They have quite a bit of an advantage; from 1 to 

10, [I would say] it‘s about 6 or 7. They can learn faster. I think it‘s at least 
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more than 5. 

 

Similarly, when talking about the advantages Fangyan-speaking students have, 

Instructor Sally said, 

For people with [Cantonese backgrounds], as soon as they hear it, they 

know what it is…. they only need to focus on making it sound [like] 

Mandarin and learn the characters, because they already know how to 

switch from Cantonese to Mandarin. They know exactly what it is, so they 

spend probably half or one-third of the time to learn the characters of the 

vocab. But then when they have to perform under stressful situations, like 

evaluations, they may not be at [an] advantage. 

 

Comparing the responses of the two instructors in the dual-track program suggests 

that both Michelle and Sally believe that Fangyan-speaking students in the regular 

track have quite a few educational advantages. For instance, Sally said that they 

can save half or one-third of the time learning the characters of the vocabulary, 

and Michelle believes that Fangyan-speaking students have a 50% better 

advantage. In addition, Sally believes that Fangyan-speaking learners may not 

perform as well under stressful situations such as evaluations. 

As for how long the advantages of Fangyan-speaking students actually last, 

Michelle and Sally gave similar estimations as well. Michelle said, ―In the second 

[regular-track] semester, they still have some advantages. [Then], sometimes, 

nearing their second or third year, they don‘t have it anymore.‖ Sally‘s 

observation was almost identical. She said,  

In the regular track, the [Fangyan-speaking] students have some 

advantages definitely….It sort of wears out by the second semester 

when we teach more difficult grammar – the kind they don‘t use; 

you know the frequency is lower. They don‘t hear it as much, so 

their advantage by then definitely is not that obvious, but [in their] 

first semester, they do have [an] advantage, certainly – listening, 

the tone learning, the time spending learning [Mandarin], writing, 

reading….They are not native speakers, but [when it comes to] 
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listening and speaking, they certainly have advantage. I think they 

have enough advantages to make an A more easily. 

 

In their observations of students speaking different Fangyans, both instructor 

participants noted that students who are able to speak different Fangyans have 

different problem areas. For instance, both instructors recognized the tone 

problems that Cantonese speakers tend to encounter. However, their opinions 

differ about whether speakers who speak a certain Fangyan are better than 

students who speak another Fangyan. In Michelle‘s experience, Chaozhou 

speakers are ―about the same as the Cantonese or Taiwanese speakers.‖ However, 

Sally stated that Chaozhou speakers have less of an advantage than Cantonese or 

Taiwanese speakers do. Sally said, ―Most of them just didn‘t know Mandarin 

because their parents were overseas Chinese. They either speak Chaozhou or [the] 

local language but no Mandarin, so they have zero background as far as I‘m 

concerned….Their parents speak like Vietnamese.‖  

In the end, both instructors of the dual-track program have similar 

opinions about the advantages of Fangyan-speaking students in learning Mandarin, 

how long these advantages last, the problem areas for speakers of different 

Fangyans, etc. At the same time, Sally pays more attention to other situational 

factors, such as Fangyan-speaking students‘ anxiety during evaluations and social 

considerations like the benefits of parental influence and students‘ home 

environment, leading to her lower expectations than Michelle‘s. 

 

Mixed-track program 

 Both Andrew and Jerry stated that they did not feel that I had higher 



 

 - 133 - 

expectation about their Mandarin abilities due to their Fangyan backgrounds. 

However, I am not certain whether their responses were related to my dual role as 

a previous instructor of their Mandarin class. 

 Regarding my expectations for Fangyan-speaking students in my CFL 

classes, they have changed over time based on my observations while working on 

this project. I initially developed an interest in this topic during my TA sessions at 

the research university when Allen asked me after class how to say a certain 

sentence in Mandarin. The Mandarin sentence he gave me was in the wrong word 

order, although it would be correct in my Fangyan, Taiwanese. Because I knew 

his family was from Vietnam, I asked him what Fangyan he spoke and if that was 

the order they would use in Chaozhou. I had found my answer. Allen learns by 

comparing the word orders of Mandarin to those in Chaozhou. For a while, I was 

influenced by this conversation and would over-generalize Allen‘s learning 

characteristics to other Fangyan-speaking students‘. For instance, I assumed that 

Fangyan-speaking students would always compare their Fangyans and Mandarin, 

which turned out to be inaccurate.  

Another Fangyan-speaking student with whom I had contact was Will. 

Will liked to converse with me in Taiwanese before or after our TA sessions 

because he knew I was fluent in Taiwanese. I was curious about the fact that he 

learned Taiwanese, but not Mandarin, from his parents, and I was a little doubtful 

about what he said because false beginner‘s cases are infamous among foreign 

language practitioners. After a while, I was certain that his Mandarin was very 

limited by observing his difficulty with tones, reading quizzes, and in-class 
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performance. Later, his interview further helped me understand how his family‘s 

political stance influenced their choice of home language.  

In all, I sometimes had a chance to learn more about Fangyan-speaking 

students and modify my assumptions based on facts I learned. More often than not, 

however, I remained confused and felt that there were still many things I did not 

know about their characteristics. In fact, I was amazed throughout the different 

stages of this project by how complicated students‘ immigration and language 

backgrounds are and how these backgrounds and other factors influence their 

learning.  

 

Peers’ misconceptions about the definition of “Chinese dialects”(Fangyans) as a 

source of peers’ higher expectations 

 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions of peers‘ expectations  

―They [my peers] think it‘s the same and Chinese is Chinese.‖—Jenny 

 

Mixed-track Program 

Andrew said that he did not know whether the other classmates knew about his 

home language, Cantonese, and he did not feel that they had higher expectations for him. 

My own observations suggested that he might be conservative when reporting his 

experiences; I recall that a few students would sit near him and refer to him when they 

had questions. Another student from the mixed-track, Jerry, explicitly said that his 

classmates thought he had more Mandarin knowledge and he did not like the feeling that 

his peers‘ expectations brought to him.  
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Dual-track Program 

 In the dual-track program, about half of the student participants of the regular 

track (Allen, Jenny, Mina, Will) note that their peers in class have higher expectations 

regarding their Mandarin ability. Allen recalled one student telling him, ―I thought you 

already knew about this,‖ when they studied together before class. Jenny, another 

Chaozhou-speaking student, spoke about how her Fangyan influenced the way her 

classmates saw her: 

I think all the students know my [Cantonese] background…. They don‘t 

know that Cantonese is more different and that it confuses me. They think 

it‘s the same and Chinese is Chinese. I think [it‘s] because in class, I have 

to say that I know Cantonese, because [the teacher] asked me to say it, like 

on the first day of class….Whenever I make better grades, some said that, 

―Well, that‘s because you are Chinese. You have an advantage if you are 

Chinese.‖ But I think there‘s [only] a little bit of an advantage, but not 

enough for me to get an A. I think it‘s because overall I do well in school. 

 

Jenny thought that her classmates‘ intentions were not meant to taunt her, but the fact that 

her classmates did not seem to understand the differences between Mandarin and 

Fangyans bothered her. She said, ―Like I tried to explain it to them, but they think it‘s just 

like British English. And I was like, ‗No, it‘s like Spanish and Italian. They are similar 

but you can‘t understand it. I kind of know what they are saying, but I don‘t know what 

exactly they are saying.‘‖ 

Mina also talked about her experiences with her classmates. Even before she took 

Mandarin, a fellow classmate who had taken Mandarin before her said, ―You‘re going to 

be one of the people who knows everything before everyone, aren‘t you?‖ Another time, 

someone in her class said, ―You don‘t really have to study. You already know. You‘re 

going to do well.‖ They say this because they know that her grades have always been fair. 

However, Mina thinks that Cantonese both helped and challenged her at the same time: 
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Even if it‘s Mandarin, sometimes it sounds like Cantonese, and I‘d think 

about how I would say it in Cantonese…. If you say ―I‘m eating this,‖ you 

say it differently. It sounds the same at first, but I would use different 

characters when you write it down…. Sometimes, it may mean the same 

thing, but it‘s not the same thing. 

 

On the other hand, Roger and Ted did not feel that other students in class expected them 

to have more knowledge and higher proficiency in Mandarin. Roger‘s case seems easy to 

explain because his Cantonese was so limited that it did not give him much of an 

advantage and during the interview he reported that his classmates seemed to have 

noticed that. In Ted‘s case, his peers might not have higher expectations about his 

Mandarin abilities because of the gap he was trying to patch between his oral skills and 

literacy level due to the design of the modified program. 

Nevertheless, the interview data collected from the two instructors showed 

different observations and perspectives. Sally said that she had never heard any 

complaints from non-Fangyan-speaking students in the regular track because they 

know that Fangyan-speaking students do not have much of an advantage. 

―Although they learn faster, if they are willing to help, they even like it,‖ she said. 

Another instructor, Michelle, had a different observation on this issue. She 

attributed Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers‘ higher expectations about Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Mandarin abilities to Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethnic 

appearances. She said,  

[Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers] know [Fangyan-speaking students] are 

faster, but they don‘t know why. They know that they have Cantonese…. 

They don‘t know what these [Fangyan-speaking students] have prior 

knowledge of, [though]. I think they believe that Fangyan-speaking students 

look Chinese, and the look makes them faster…. They just contribute that to 

your blood. Your Cantonese blood causes you to be faster. However, over 

time everybody knows [Fangyan-speaking students‘] [Mandarin] levels are 

not so good anyway.‖ 
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Instructor Michelle contributed Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers‘ higher expectations to 

their peers‘ assumptions about the relationship between ethnic appearances and ethnic 

language proficiency rather than their misconceptions about Fangyans, while instructor 

Sally did not recognize Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers seem to have higher 

expectations toward Fangyan-speaking students‘ linguistic abilities.   

After comparing the student interview data and instructor interview data, 

inconsistencies were found between Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions and 

instructors‘ perceptions of how Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers perceive Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Mandarin abilities. About half of the participants in the regular track 

and the mixed track felt that their classmates had higher expectations about their abilities 

because of their Fangyan backgrounds and performance in class. On the other hand, 

instructor Michelle contributed Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers‘ higher expectations to 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethnic appearances, while instructor Sally did not think this 

an issue in her experience. One way to understand the difference between their opinions 

is to note that both instructors stressed that non-Fangyan-speaking students will 

―eventually‖ determine that Fangyan-speaking students‘ knowledge is not outstanding. 

However, some Fangyan-speaking students find it stressful that their classmates do not 

seem to understand the differences between Mandarin and Fangyans, which causes their 

inflated expectations. They feel that some of their classmates assume that they do not 

need to study (much) because of their Fangyans (Allen, Jenny, Mina).  

In summary, the data show that Fangyan-speaking students‘ perceptions and 

instructors‘ perceptions differ in terms of how other students in class see Fangyan-
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speaking students‘ Mandarin learning abilities. In addition, three sources of classmates‘ 

perceptions about Fangyan-speaking students‘ advantages are identified: 1) their peers‘ 

misconceptions about the definition of ―Chinese dialects‖ (Fangyans) (Allen, Jenny, Jerry, 

Mina, Will), 2) their peers‘ misconceptions about the relationships between their physical 

appearances and their Mandarin abilities (instructor Michelle), and 3) the comparatively 

better performance of some Fangyan-speaking students in lower-division courses (Jenny, 

Mina).  

 

Learners’ profiles 

Three focal learners‘ profiles were crafted to explain the way in which categories 

and themes work in focal participants‘ data. 

 

Allen (first- and second-semester regular track) 

Background overview  

Allen‘s parents were boat people who came to the U.S. after the Vietnam War. 

Three of his grandparents are ethnic Chinese, but he is unclear about the background of 

his remaining grandparent. Both of his parents were born and raised in the same village in 

Vietnam and came to the U.S. during their twenties. Allen‘s parents are conversationally 

fluent in Chaozhou, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Vietnamese, and his mother can speak 

some Taiwanese, which she picked up from the Taiwanese-speaking owner of a bakery 

where she used to work. Allen was resistant to the idea that he had to go to another school 

to learn Mandarin during weekends when he was young, and his mother respected his 

choice. Of all the student participants, Allen was the only one who knew about heritage 
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schools but did not go based on his own decision when he was young. 

In college, he was very interested in learning Asian languages. As a science major, 

he only needed three semesters of a foreign language, but he took Korean for five 

semesters before taking Chinese. He plans to take Vietnamese in the future. He feels that 

Mandarin is much easier to learn than Korean because the grammar structure and 

vocabulary of Chaozhou is closer to those in Mandarin.  

Allen said sometimes he feels he is more Chinese but some other times he feels 

more Vietnamese. However, he does not have as much influence from Vietnamese culture 

as his father does. As a result, he feels ethnically Chinese, but culturally, he has some 

Vietnamese influences.  

 

Gaining incomprehensible input through incidental exposure 

After Allen‘s parents came to the U.S. and settled in Houston, both of his parents 

did a variety of jobs and picked up Mandarin, as well as a few other Fangyans. 

Here is how Allen described his Mandarin exposure from his parents: 

I grew up listening to my mom speaking Mandarin. [In college], I hear 

friends talk. I hear it in movies. I never speak it myself, but it‘s sort of I‘m 

familiar with… tones. I know what it sounds like when people speak it. 

It‘s just more natural [than Korean]… so although I never spoke it myself, 

it‘s sort of like I‘m familiar with it. 

 

Another informal source of Mandarin for Allen was the Mandarin-based movies and TV 

programs his mother watched: 

That‘s for herself. I‘ll just see it when I walk by. [My parents] never made 

me watch it. I would watch TV with her and stuff. I would pick up words 

if I asked her something. I‘ll just know words here and there.  

 

The Mandarin input Allen obtained from his parents and media was incidental. The 
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exposure time and exposure frequency were not sufficient to qualify as optimal input 

(Krashen 1985) and became part of Allen‘s Mandarin knowledge.  

 

Fangyan as assets and/or liabilities 

When Allen took Mandarin, he felt that character recognition and writing were the 

most difficult parts of learning the language because he had never had an opportunity to 

pick up either of the skills before. Despite his lack of background in written Mandarin 

before taking courses in the program, Allen thought he had more of an advantage in 

learning grammar and tones than other students who did not have a background at all. 

This is his description of how he felt about learning Mandarin grammar: 

I didn‘t make a lot of mistakes in Mandarin grammar, but I always made 

the same mistakes in Mandarin, because there are differences [between 

Chaozhou and Mandarin] and it‘s hard to learn the differences…. I think 

it‘s more similar than different. When it‘s different, it just made me think 

about it. I need to think about it to make it right.  

 

Allen strategically resorted to Chaozhou when learning Mandarin and constantly made 

conscious comparisons between them. Drawing upon Chaozhou grammar that his peers 

did not have, he learned faster and saved time. However, it took longer for him to 

overcome the interference resulting from the differences between Chaozhou grammar and 

Mandarin grammar. As Allen said, ―It‘s hard to learn the differences….I need to think 

about it to make it right.‖ Therefore, although Allen did not make many mistakes, he 

made similar mistakes in Mandarin, a challenge that his peers with no background do not 

have.   

Allen said that overall he had some but not many advantages because even though 

Chaozhou is an asset to him, sometimes it is also a liability when learning Mandarin. 
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Peers’ misconceptions about the definition of “Chinese dialect” (Fangyan) as a 

source of peers’ higher expectations 

 

Allen said his instructor and TA never said anything about his Fangyan ability in 

class, and he did not feel that they expected more from him. However, he believes that 

many students, mostly non-Asia peers, assumed that he already spoke Mandarin before 

taking it due to his Fangyan background. He said, 

I don‘t know if they have the same attitude towards other heritage students 

or not, but it came out randomly. We might be studying vocab or 

something. One of them said, ―Oh, I thought you already spoke it. They 

thought I knew Mandarin before I took the class. I said, ―No, I didn‘t 

know anything.‖ They were kind of like surprised.  

 

Allen thinks that other Asians who know Fangyans better should know that he is 

not a native speaker. He said, ―If [Asian students] hear me speaking it, they would 

know.‖ Allen attributed his peers‘ higher expectations about his Mandarin abilities 

to their misconception about the definition of ―Chinese dialects‖ as well as his 

ethnic appearance. 

 

Ethno-cultural identities as a product of hybridity  

When asked about his ethno-cultural identities, Allen said, 

It‘s like around Chinese people, I don‘t feel like a Chinese person. I feel 

more like a Vietnamese person. When I‘m around Vietnamese people, I 

don‘t feel like a Vietnamese person; I feel more like a Chinese person… 

I‘m not like my parents. They have a lot of Vietnamese cultures, so for me 

it‘s like a little bit from both. The food we eat at home has Vietnamese 

influence and stuff. If people ask me, I‘d say I‘m a Chinese just because 

I‘m ethnically Chinese I guess, but culturally, I am also Vietnamese. But 

I‘d say Chinese just because I wouldn‘t want to explain all that. Or I‘ll say 

Chinese American. As for my parents, I think they identify themselves as 

Chinese. 
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Allen is one of the participants whose ethno-cultural identities exhibit a hybrid 

conglomeration of Chinese ethnicity and cultural influences from his family‘s country of 

origin (Vietnam), and the U.S., the country where he grew up. In everyday situations, 

Allen introduced himself as Chinese or Chinese American because he did not want to 

further explicate the details of his background. However, the genuine identities that better 

represent him ethno-culturally are not unitary. Instead, they are multiple, made up of the 

immigration experiences of his family in three different countries in just three generations.  

 

Local identities 

Although Allen‘s parents can speak an array of languages, they only speak 

Chaozhou to Allen and his brother. ―It‘s the only thing [my mother] focuses on for 

our heritage….she wants me to learn Chaozhou just so I would have that tie.‖ For 

Allen‘s family, maintaining their home language is a way to maintain their local 

identity as Chaozhou people. 

 

Relationship between ethno-cultural identities and motivation for learning 

Mandarin as a continuum 

 

(Learning Chinese to confirm Chinese ethnicity and for personal interests) 

Allen learned Mandarin for his personal interests in learning Asian languages and 

for maintaining his cultural ties. He said, 

I just did it for fun and cultural purposes. I guess I see my parents speak 

several languages. I felt that it‘s pretty cool. I thought it‘d be cool if I 

could speak to different people or different languages or whatever.  

 

Allen said his mother was happy when she knew that Allen was going to learn Mandarin. 

Allen explained, ―I guess my mom wants me to learn Chinese mainly for cultural ties, not 
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for practical purposes.‖ For Allen‘s family, being able to speak Mandarin is important 

because they recognize themselves as ethnic Chinese in addition to being Chaozhou 

people, although neither Allen‘s parents nor Allen had ever set foot in China. In Allen‘s 

family, Vietnamese influences permeate their cuisine and everyday practices, yet Chinese 

ethnicity runs through their blood and language. 

 

Evolving Asian American Identities 

Similar to many other participants, Allen‘s Asian American identities were shown 

in his affinity in Asian languages and Asian media. Allen had enormous interests in 

learning Asian languages. Before taking Mandarin, he had taken Korean for five 

semesters, even though he only needed three semesters for his B.A. degree in science. He 

also took two semesters of Mandarin, and when I interviewed him he was planning to 

learn Vietnamese. In terms of Asian media, Allen did not watch as many Asian dramas as 

some of the other participants (Sue, Mina, Ted), but his passion for learning Asian 

languages allowed him to accomplish more than just dabbling in those languages.  

Allen‘s family relocated from China to Vietnam because of war. His family were 

in Vietnam for only one generation and came to the U.S. as boat people, again because of 

war. As a result, Allen is one of the participants who might find it easier to identify with 

Asia as a whole or parts of Asia (especially the countries that share similar Confucian 

roots, such as China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam) as opposed to identifying a 

single country to represent his ethno-cultural self. In the first decade of the twenty-first 

century, the rising status of Asia, especially China, might make it easier for some 

Fangyan-speaking students to reclaim their Asian roots and to satisfy their curiosity about 
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a distant and foreign world, the homeland of their ancestors. 

 

 

Ken (second-semester accelerated-track) 

Background overview 

Ken‘s parents are also refugees from Vietnam. His grandparents‘ generation 

moved to Vietnam from China due to war, and his parents came to the U.S. during the 

Vietnam War. Ken‘s father can speak Chaozhou, Cantonese, Mandarin, and Vietnamese. 

His mother also knows Taishan, a sub-variety of Cantonese. Although Ken‘s father 

strongly identifies himself as a ―Chaozhou ren‖ (Chaozhou person), he strategically chose 

to teach Ken and his younger sister Cantonese, which became their home language. Ken‘s 

father explained to him that he hopes his children will be able to communicate with a 

larger population of ethnic Chinese. Twenty years ago, when Cantonese was still a 

dominant language, he believed that Cantonese would allow them to assimilate to the 

community of ethnic Chinese better. Like many other participants, Ken had brief 

experiences with heritage school, which he disliked and eventually stopped attending. He 

did not want to go to school on weekends, and he did not like the Mandarin-based 

instruction used in the program. However, when he was younger, he greatly enjoyed 

watching historical Cantonese dramas with his father. The language used in those 

productions is the formal style of Cantonese, i.e., Mandarin Chinese in Cantonese 

pronunciation.  

Because he did not remember much of what he learned in heritage school and did 

not know that he actually acquired Mandarin with Cantonese pronunciation by watching 

dramas, Ken signed up for a regular-track first-semester Chinese course in his sophomore 
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year. However, at the beginning of the semester, he was part of a group of students 

identified by the instructor who seemed to have backgrounds in Mandarin. Due to the 

program policy, he was advised to take the placement test and achieved a score high 

enough to be placed in the accelerated track. At first, Ken was apprehensive because he 

never had formal training in Mandarin and did not think he had learned much from the 

Mandarin-based heritage school at all. It was not until the second month of the semester 

that he realized Mandarin Chinese was just like the formal style of Cantonese, and the 

course became fairly easy for him when they finished the Pinyin and tone practice 

portions and moved on to texts and grammar. 

Ken identifies himself as Cantonese American because, to him, language 

proficiency equates with a person‘s identities. Unlike his father, who has a strong 

Chaozhou  identity, Ken views himself as a Cantonese person because he speaks more 

Cantonese than Chaozhou. As a finance major, he took Mandarin courses for the short-

term goal of traveling in Asia and the long-terms goals of expanding career opportunities 

and re-confirming his ethnic identity.  

 

 

Gaining quasi-comprehensible input-1 (QCI-1) through Cantonese pronunciation 

Ken reported his experiences of learning Mandarin with Cantonese 

pronunciations from an informal source: watching Cantonese-based historical dramas 

with his father when he was young. Because learning a target language through the 

pronunciation of another language provides a unique type of input, the term ―quasi-

comprehensible input-1‖ was coined to describe the different mental process Fangyan-

speaking students like Ken go through when acquiring Mandarin.  
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Fangyan-speaking students as a challenge to the program design 

 Fangyan-speaking students such as Ken often pose a challenge to the program 

design for both the dual-track program and the mixed-track program. Not realizing that 

he actually acquired Mandarin through Cantonese pronunciations in historical dramas 

that he watched when he was young and not remembering much about what he learned 

from heritage school, Ken was resistant to the idea of being placed in the accelerated 

track. When recalling this, he said, 

I never wanted to go into the accelerated track. Never. I had a notion that 

my [Mandarin] is so limited from what I learned in elementary school that 

I consider myself as any American without any [Mandarin] background, 

so I wanted to get into the [regular] track, and I did get into the [regular] 

track. 

 

In the regular-track class, the instructor did an in-class interview in Mandarin. 

Because he was able to recognize some of the sentences that the instructor asked, 

it was recommended that he take the placement test. Even though Ken thought he 

did poorly on the test, he received a score high enough to be placed in the 

accelerated track. Initially, the course was difficult for him because he could not 

understand the instructor well. However, it became easier when the class finished 

the tone practice and pinyin portions and moved on to the texts. Ken recognized 

the grammar in Mandarin as the grammar in the formal style of Cantonese that 

was familiar to him from watching historical dramas. Because the tests consisted 

mostly of translations between English and Mandarin, he felt he had many 

advantages over classmates. Ken narrated his experiences: 

[The formal style of] Cantonese grammar is the same as Mandarin 

grammar, and I was fluent in Cantonese even by then……With 
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English, you don‘t use the same grammatical structure as 

[Mandarin], but [the formal style of] Cantonese is exactly the same. 

So when I was doing homework that asked us to translate 

sentences into [Mandarin], I would just have to think to myself, 

―How would I say that sentence in [the formal style of] Cantonese, 

and I would replace my Cantonese sentence with [Mandarin] 

words. And most of the time, my grammar would be completely 

accurate. 

 

In Ken‘s opinion, there is only about a 5% difference between Mandarin grammar 

and the formal style of Cantonese grammar. In the past, researchers paid little 

attention to Fangyan-speaking students‘ backgrounds and the knowledge they 

bring to the CFL classroom. Therefore, less work has been done when it comes to 

including their backgrounds in the information sheet questions and interview 

content. Thus, identifying borderline students like Ken becomes a potential 

challenge for both instructors and program designers.  

 

Evolving Asian American Identities 

In addition to Asian popular culture embedded in Asian media, another important 

informal source through which Fangyan-speaking students learn Mandarin and/or meet 

other Asian students socially is on-campus student organizations. When Ken described 

his experience in these organizations, he said, 

In my freshman year, I went crazy with joining any student organizations I 

could get into. I joined Chinese Student Association, Hong Kong Student 

Association, Asian Business Student Association, Taiwanese International 

Student Association, so pretty much anything I could remotely relate to or 

had interests in…. My relationship with TISA (Taiwanese International 

Student Association) became stronger after I took [Mandarin], and that 

became a great place where I could practice my [Mandarin]. 
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For Ken, these on-campus organizations provided opportunities to practice 

Mandarin and meet people of similar ethno-cultural backgrounds, especially those 

from the parts of Asia connected with his family origins and languages: China, 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Vietnam. 

 

Ethno-cultural identities as a hybrid product 

Ken identifies himself as Cantonese American or Chinese American. He is unique 

in associating the languages he can speak with his ethno-cultural identification. He 

explained why he identifies himself as Cantonese American: 

I speak Cantonese, and I grew up in a Hong Kong culture from the dramas 

I watched but I also speak Mandarin and spent time with a lot of 

Taiwanese friends. But amongst all that, I‘m still born here in America. So 

if you asked me how I would culturally identify myself, I would have 

more to say…. I can‘t give you a straight answer… but if in a phrase, I 

would identity myself as a Cantonese American, because those are my 

strongest roots, mainly because of languages…. If I really want to clearly 

identify myself, it‘s based on the language and the culture I grew up with.‖ 

 

Ken is one of the participants who identify themselves as Chinese or Chinese American 

and regard their ancestral roots, their Chinese ethnicity, and their current nationality and 

cultural environment as the most important factors in the formation of their ethno-cultural 

identities.  

 

Relationship between ethno-cultural identities and motivation for learning 

Mandarin as a continuum 

 

Ken is a finance major and views learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of 

confirming his ethnic identity as well as expanding his career opportunities. However, he 

said that even without the rising economic status of China, he would still take Mandarin 
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in college to maintain his cultural ties. Ken explained his motivation for learning 

Mandarin in college: 

I was thinking to myself, if I want to learn business, the world is 

globalizing, and China is an increasingly powerful country, not to 

mention, just deep down the roots, I am Chinese… I know the 

differences between Cantonese and [Mandarin]. The fact is I don‘t 

want to have the language barrier between me and most of my 

Chinese peers. 

 

 

Roger (first - fourth-semester regular-track) 

Background overview 

Roger‘s parents were born in China, moved to Hong Kong, and then moved to 

Missouri about 40 to 45 years ago. As a biology major, Roger took Mandarin because it is 

one of the languages his father can understand. According to Roger, Mandarin serves as 

―a shared interest‖ between him and his father, whose knowledge of the English language 

is limited. As the youngest child in a family of seven children and eleven years younger 

than his oldest brother, he encountered fewer opportunities to learn Cantonese because 

his siblings did not speak Cantonese at home once they grew older. Although he helped 

his parents with the kitchen work in their family-run restaurant before he came to college, 

Roger‘s Cantonese proficiency is limited to words and phrases and is unable to use it as a 

method of communication with his parents.  

Roger attended a heritage school for two years when he began his freshman year 

in high school. He was not interested in learning Mandarin at that time and did not 

understand the teacher‘s instructions, which were conveyed in a mixture of English and 

Mandarin. He eventually stopped going to the heritage school, but like Lynn, he re-took 

Mandarin in another heritage school later in high school.  



 

 - 150 - 

Roger identifies himself as Chinese, although he feels he has lost his cultural ties 

somewhat. He does not stress the importance of local identity. To him, Cantonese is more 

like a language than an ethnicity, and Cantonese people and Chinese people are all 

Chinese.  

 

Gaining incomprehensible input through incidental exposure 
 

From both heritage school and his home environment, Roger had small amounts 

of incidental input of Mandarin. When he recalled the time he spent in heritage schools, 

he said,  

I don‘t really remember about the heritage school. I went there for two years, 

but I was a really bad student. I was put in a class with little kids, and then I 

was put in another class with other high school students, but I would never 

study or look over materials; I didn‘t want to. My parents just told me to go. 

I wasn‘t interested in learning back then…. The teacher used English and 

Mandarin, but I think more in English. All my classmates couldn‘t speak 

Mandarin either. They were all English-speaking kids like me, but the 

students I hung out with were just like me. Generally, they weren‘t 

interested in learning either. I don‘t remember how it was taught, and I 

really learned nothing at all. I had no motivation to put in effort.  

 

Like two other participants, Lynn and Jenny, who went to heritage school at an older age, 

Roger had a tougher time there. Although the class he was in was not completely 

Mandarin-based, the two-hour weekly classes obviously did not provide good input for 

Roger, an English speaker with only a little bit of Cantonese proficiency to depend on. 

At home, Roger‘s parents watched Asian movies and dramas in both Cantonese 

and Mandarin with subtitles in both Mandarin characters and English underneath. Roger 

would just read the English subtitles when his parents asked him to sit down and watch 

with them, but he said,  

It was just for fun to join them, like cooking shows or movies…. I don‘t 
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really understand by listening; it‘s all just gibberish. I could understand 

certain phrases only. If we were watching violent movies, I would have an 

easier time figuring some out.  

 

Roger gained incomprehensible input through semi-formal and informal learning 

situations. However, due to his low Cantonese proficiency and low input amount and 

frequency of Mandarin, the Mandarin input he gained did not seem to impact his 

language learning system and become a part of his knowledge.  

 

Fangyan as assets and/or liabilities 

Roger‘s Cantonese proficiency was limited but he thought that Cantonese helped 

―gave [him] a background on how [Mandarin] sounds like.‖ He also recognized some 

characters that he learned from newspapers, movies, and business with his parents. On 

the other hand, Roger‘s low Cantonese proficiency gave him less interference as well. 

Roger said, ―[The instructors and TAs] never said I have a Cantonese accent. It was easy 

[for me] to pick up the tones. [They] said that my pronunciation is good.‖ 

 

Relationships between ethno-cultural identities and motivation of learning 

Mandarin as a continuum 

 

(Learning Mandarin as a substitute as their home dialects) 

Roger took Mandarin because he wanted to learn a language related to his family. 

It was an opportunity, I guess, for me to be able to take a language that 

relates to me… I felt that at the time, my hope was to be able to learn more 

about myself and family that‘s also related to [Mandarin].  

 

However, Roger said that he would take Cantonese if it were also available. He said,  

Cantonese just connects me with my family. It‘s like a part of who I am, 

my background… When I try to talk to them, it‘s really hard. My dad is 

not as good in English. I try talking to him in Mandarin. It helps a little bit. 

It‘s like a shared interested between us. They are happy that I try to learn it 
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too. I feel closer to them in [Mandarin] than English. [But] if I could 

choose, I would learn Cantonese. 

 

It is fair to say that learning Mandarin for Roger is like finding a substitute language for 

his home language, Cantonese, that he can use to speak to his father.  

 

Ethno-cultural identities as a hybridity product 

Although Roger feels that Cantonese and Mandarin mean different things to him, 

with Cantonese associated with personal aspects and Mandarin as more of a societal 

norm, Roger identifies himself as ethnic Chinese because ―Cantonese and Mandarin are 

both Chinese,‖ according to him. 

However, the loss of connection to his parent‘s homeland in Guangzhou caused 

him to feel sentimental when he recalled his trip to China at the age of five: 

When I was little, I went back to Hong Kong and China only once. I saw 

an old house. I think it was in Guangzhou. I just remember it‘s like an 

abandoned building, very old. I was like five years old. I haven‘t gone 

back to China or overseas ever since. I don‘t really want to go anymore. I 

don‘t really feel closely related to Hong Kong or China because of my 

parents. I have been living here for so long. I‘ve kind of lost the 

connection.  

  

Towards the end of the interview, Roger could not help but weep with grief over losing 

his home language, Cantonese. He blamed himself for asking his parents to talk to him in 

English when he was young because he did not understand their Cantonese. Then he 

asked me what the day was called when people go to their family‘s or ancestors‘ tombs 

for yearly worshiping. I told him it is called ―Tomb-sweeping Day‖ (清明節/清明节; 

qingmingjie) and occurs during the rainy days in early spring. He told me that doing tomb 

sweeping was one of the few things he remembered about his only trip to China when he 
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was a boy. Then he said that my suggestion for him to take a trip to Hong Kong and 

China to visit home again and maybe learn some Cantonese did not sound like a bad idea. 

 

Evolving Asian American Identities 

  

 After Roger stopped going to heritage schools, he took Japanese for two years in 

high school. He thought it was interesting and liked it very much, but he could not 

continue because of the school‘s funding issues.  

After Roger started college, he tried to join the TSA during his freshman year. 

―Born in a white community, I always wonder about Asian culture, and the Asian 

community here doubled my mind, so I was interested to learn,‖ Roger said. However, it 

did not last long. Roger said, ―I just don‘t go into social organizations very much. I just 

like to hang out with friends‖. Over time, Roger made more Vietnamese friends; some of 

them are ethnic Chinese, and some are not. ―We all speak to each other in English. They 

try to speak Vietnamese sometimes, but they are not good at all,‖ Roger said. 

It is poignant to contemplate how Roger switched from learning Mandarin to 

Japanese, joined the TSA, and then made Vietnamese friends. It seems that Japanese 

courses offered an outlet for his cultural identification in his late teens, after he stopped 

going to heritage schools, when he was in great need of an ethno-cultural identification 

(Erikson 1968). In college, instead of putting more effort into TSA, an organization made 

up of international students with different language backgrounds and cultures than his, 

Roger found it more natural and easier to develop friendships with other Asians, ethnic 

Chinese or non-Ethnic Chinese. Among them, ethnicity and heritage language are not 

requirements for friendship or connection. None of them recognizes their heritage 
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languages or cultures very well, and they are all Asian Americans who were born in the 

United States and share similar cultural values rooted in their ethnicities.   

 

Researcher as instrument 

My interests in the learning experiences of the Fangyan-speaking learners of 

Mandarin were triggered by my experiences working as a TA of  Mandarin Chinese at the 

large-scale research university, one of the two settings where data of this project were 

collected. A number of questions arose in my mind while I worked with these students 

and observed their progress and struggles. ―How are Fangyan-speaking students different 

from non-Fangyan-speaking students?‖ ―How do Fangyan-speaking students learn when 

compared with students who have no background at all?‖ ―Do Fangyan-speaking students 

feel more ethnically Chinese when speaking or learning Mandarin than they do when 

speaking their Fangyans?‖ However, when I sought literature to learn about previous 

studies in this area, I found that there was only one case study and some spurious 

learners‘ profiles that constituted partial data for a few projects. I realized that the features 

of Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning should be given more attention.  

It was not until much later that I realized my interests regarding Fangyan-

speaking students pertained to my own background. Growing up in central Taiwan, I 

learned Taiwanese (a sub-variety of Min) as my first language and did not acquire 

Mandarin Chinese until the start of my formal schooling. Schooled in a private middle 

school and a college-prep senior high school where most people spoke the prestigious 

variety of Mandarin, I once almost lost my mother tongue during my adolescence due to 

environmental factors and self-identity issues. Now, as an immigrant to this new country, 
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I became a Mandarin Chinese and Taiwanese bilingual lecturer teaching CFL courses in 

the U.S.  

At some point in time, it occurred to me that where I am from gives me a pair of 

specialized lenses to observe this specific group of students. Furthermore, I conducted 

this study as a participant-researcher, a previous TA in the dual-track program and a 

current instructor in the mixed-track program. 
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Chapter Five: 

Discussion, Limitations, and Recommendations 
 

Discussion 

 

 Fangyan-speaking students come to CFL classrooms in the U.S. with a wide range 

of linguistic abilities and various ethno-cultural identities, both of which are related to 

their family immigration backgrounds and to family influences. Based on the findings 

presented in the previous chapter, the current chapter addresses the three research 

questions identified at the beginning of the study as well as the study‘s limitations and the 

implications it presents for future practitioners and researchers.  

 

The role of Fangyan in Fangyan-speaking students’ acquisition of Mandarin  

Unlike the majority of students of no heritage connections in the CFL classroom 

(who would not be considered false beginners, even though they may have been exposed 

to Mandarin in this highly globalized world), some Fangyan-speaking students and one of 

the instructors (Michelle) in this study reported that some of their peers seem to expect 

them to have prior knowledge of Mandarin based on their physical appearances. The 

situation is the same when these classmates know that many Fangyan-speaking students 

understand only Fangyans. The assumption made by Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers 

derives primarily from the definition of ―dialect‖ in the English-speaking world, which is 

to say, a variety of language with different accents and/or some different word usage 

(DeFrancis 1984). However, the findings of this study show that the linguistic 

backgrounds of and features displayed by Fangyan-speaking students in CFL classrooms 
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may include some of the following: 

1. Fangyan-speaking students are multi-lingual, English-dominant speakers. 

2. Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyan proficiency varies across a wide range of 

levels. 

3. Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyans may not be the same as or even close to 

their native one because they did not grow up in a Fangyan-speaking 

community or a diglossic society, as their parents did, and their parents 

usually do not correct their errors. 

4. Fangyan-speaking students usually had prior Mandarin input from their 

families or communities, but the input amount varies considerably, and the 

input may or may not be comprehensible to Fangyan-speaking learners. 

5. When comprehensible input of Mandarin is available to Fangyan-speaking 

students, the amount and frequency of the input may still not be sufficient to 

transform input into intake (Corder 1967) and become knowledge. 

6. Fangyan-speaking students‘ speech has interference from English and from 

their Fangyans when they learn Mandarin, the latter of which does not serve 

as a challenge to their peers. 

7. The errors of Fangyan-speaking students caused by interference from English 

are more common than those caused by interference from their Fangyans 

because their dominant language is English as shown in collected students‘ 

documents, students‘ interviews, and instructors‘ interviews and report 

(Instructors Michelle, Sally and Jennifer). 

8. For those who have experienced only lower amount of incidental exposure to 

Mandarin in pre-program stage, their advantage usually disappears before the 

end of the first (Lynn and Mina) or second semester (Instructors Michelle and 

Sally). 

9. Those who learn Mandarin from a home environment still have to build up 

their literacy foundation and deal with any problems arising from the potential 

differences between their variety of Mandarin and the standard Mandarin 

taught in the program. 

 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ assets and/or liabilities 

Except for three Fangyan-speaking students who already understood spoken 

Mandarin before taking CFL courses, Instructor Sally and Fangyan-speaking students 

reported, after balancing their assets and liabilities, that most Fangyan-speaking students 
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only had some advantages. Instructor Sally explained that although Fangyan-speaking 

students can learn faster, they may not perform as well in situations of evaluation due to 

the anxiety (Horwtiz et al. 1986) caused by interference from their Fangyans. Therefore, 

when we talk about the advantages and the disadvantages of Fangyan-speaking students 

in the acquisition of Mandarin, we should keep both sides in mind to see the whole 

picture. 

 

Definitions problems with Fangyan-speaking students as CHL learners 

 Traditionally, the area of Chinese as a heritage language education has included 

Fangyan-speaking students as a sub-group of CHL learners. However, by understanding 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning features and their assets and liabilities in the 

acquisition of Mandarin detailed in the previous section, we may better understand why 

none of the Fangyan-speaking students in this study considered themselves heritage 

language students. According to most Fangyan-speaking students of this study, heritage 

language students are those who learn their heritage language from home environments, 

as defined by Valdes (2001; 2005), rather than those who come to CFL classrooms to 

learn their heritage language because of a social-historical affiliation, as defined by 

Fishman (2001). The findings of this study also show that even though all participants 

recognized that they had been exposed to a similar body of socio-cultural knowledge, an 

experience that makes them different from other students with no such background, they 

identify with their Chinese ethnicities to different degrees, from being Chinese to being 

non-Chinese, as a continuum. 

 Having recognized the potential problem of naming Fangyan-speaking students as 
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CHL learners without discriminating the mutual unintelligibility between Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Fangyans and Mandarin, their pre-program Mandarin proficiency 

levels, their ethno-cultural identification, and perceptions about the term ―CHL‖, another 

term ―Fangyan-speaking students‖ was employed in this project and has been found to 

appropriately describe the linguistic features of Fangyan-speaking students, without pre-

determining these students‘ self-identified ethno-cultural orientations. It is thus highly 

recommended that CFL researchers and practitioners use the term ―Fangyan‖ to replace 

the misused term ―Chinese dialect‖ and ―Fangyan-speaking‖ to replace ―dialectal‖ to 

effectively prevent misunderstanding and misconception about Fangyan-speaking 

students and their linguistic abilities among CFL learners. 

 

The social factors of Fangyan-speaking students’ Mandarin learning 

  

Mandarin learning of Fangyan speakers within the community 

 

 Three factors have been identified as related to Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

Mandarin learning within their communities: Fangyan status, family socio-economic 

status, and ethno-cultural identification. 

Fangyan status  

 Five social factors adapted from Schumann‘s (1978) Acculturation Model of 

Second Language Acquisition are useful in illustrating how the social context influences 

Fangyan speakers‘ learning of the prestigious Fangyan (which was formerly Cantonese, 

and is presently Mandarin). 

1. the dominant status of the prestigious Fangyan in one‘s Fangyan group 

2. the larger population size of the prestigious Fangyan group compared with 

one‘s original Fangyan group 

3. the high level of cultural congruence between the prestigious Fangyan group 

and one‘s original Fangyan group 
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4. a low enclosure between the prestigious Fangyan group and one‘s original 

Fangyan group 

5. the positive attitude of one‘s Fangyan group toward the prestigious Fangyan 

group 

 

Considering the effects from the above social factors, the social distance to be 

crossed by speakers of non-Mandarin Fangyans in learning Mandarin is small enough 

that Fangyan speakers are inclined to assimilate to the Mandarin group and learn 

Mandarin. Taiwanese in Min, Shanghainese in Wu, and prestigious sub-varieties of other 

Fangyans emerge as secondary in status, due to their larger population sizes in their 

overseas diasporas (Wiley et al 2008). Other less prestigious Fangyans in this study, such 

as Chaozhou and Hubei sub-variety, enjoy the least dominance (Chen 1999). In terms of 

family language loss, Mina‘s family lost their Hubei sub-variety in her grandparents‘ 

generation in Vietnam when conforming to the Cantonese-speaking community. Another 

example is the Cantonese sub-variety spoken by Roger‘s family. Roger‘s parents still 

speak their Cantonese sub-variety to each other at home, but none of their children speaks 

it any more (Fillmore 1991; Portes et al. 1998).  

 This study suggests that the lower a Fangyan‘s status is, the more likely it is for its 

speakers to acquire other, more prestigious Fangyans and the more difficult it is to 

maintain their Fangyans. The results also show that another important factor determining 

whether Fangyan-speaking students have access to learning Mandarin within their 

families is their family‘s socio-economic status. 

 

 

Family socio-economic status (SES)  
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 Using the concepts of Schumann‘s Acculturation Model of Second Language 

Acquisition, Maple (1982) conducted a study investigating how a number of social 

factors influence international students‘ ESL learning in overseas study-abroad situations. 

Maple found that the higher an ESL learner‘s socio-economic status, the higher level of 

learning outcome he or she is like to have. Conversely, Jia (2008) found that young CHL 

learners from lower-income families had higher Mandarin ability than those from a 

higher SES. In line with Jia‘s findings, SES is also found to be related to Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Mandarin learning in this study. The parents of lower SES participants 

(Allen, Andrew, Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Roger, Sue) have more access to Mandarin-

speaking communities because of their work environments. Many of the participants‘ 

parents were boat people from Vietnam (Allen, Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina) or immigrants 

from a lower SES in their prior countries in Asia (Andrew, Roger, Sue) who came to the 

United States in their late teens or early twenties. Lacking a prior English foundation, 

these students‘ parents faced greater language barriers as adults according to students‘ 

interviews. Most of them did not obtain college-level credentials, and thus most of the job 

opportunities available to them were confined to the service sector (Jenny, Ken, Mina), 

and to jobs such as employment in restaurants (Allen, Andrew, Lynn, Roger, Sue), where 

they maintain contact with other ethnic Chinese people. The parents of Fangyan-speaking 

students from lower SESs are therefore able to acquire (Allen, Andrew, Roger) or 

maintain (Jenny, Lynn, Mina) their Mandarin proficiency and to provide different degrees 

of Mandarin input for the participants of this study while maintaining Fangyans within 

their families.  

Ethno-cultural Identities  
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In line with previous studies (Chinen et al. 2005; Cho 2000; Kim et al. 2009; 

Kondo 1997; Lee 2002), ethno-cultural identities are found to be related to Fangyan-

speaking students‘ learning of Mandarin regardless of their family SES. Several 

participants‘ (Jerry, Ted, Will) fathers gained their U.S. accredited graduate-level degrees, 

worked as engineers or professionals after graduation, and did not maintain connections 

with communities of ethnic Chinese through their work places, as Fangyan-speaking 

families from lower SESs do. Their parents were immigrants from diglossic (Ted, Will) 

or multi-lingual (Jerry) societies in Asia who came to the U.S. for graduate studies in the 

1980s during the third wave of ethnic Chinese immigration (Chang 2003). Multi-lingual 

speakers who are able to speak Mandarin, their Fangyans, and English, Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ parents chose their Fangyans (and Mandarin) as their home languages mainly 

based on these parents‘ socio-cultural identification. Furthermore, the parents of lower 

SES participants (Allen, Andrew, Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Roger, Sue), who have more 

access to Mandarin-speaking communities because of their work environments, also 

maintained their Fangyans (and Mandarin) and provided learning opportunities of these 

languages within families and communities mainly or partly due to these parents‘ ethno-

cultural identities.  

 Given the above explanations, it is found that although Fangyan-speaking 

students may ―look‖ or ―sound‖ similar to CFL practitioners and their peers in CFL 

classes, their Fangyan status, family SES, and parents‘ ethno-cultural identities influence 

not only their Fangyan maintenance but also the Mandarin input from their environments, 

which influences their Mandarin learning in heritage schools and in college-level CFL 

classrooms.  
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The marginalized status of Fangyan-speaking students in heritage language schools 

The reason for the marginalized status of Fangyan-speaking students in heritage 

language schools comes primarily from the disparity between the instructional language 

employed in their heritage language schools, Mandarin, and their Fangyans. 

 

The mismatch between instructional language and learners’ Fangyans 

The heritage schools offering Mandarin instruction in the U.S. usually provide 

only a mixed track due to their limited enrollment size. Except for a small number of 

Cantonese schools (Kelleher 2008), the instructional language in these heritage language 

schools is primarily Mandarin or a mixture of Mandarin and English (Wiley 2008). 

However, Fangyan-speaking students in these situations encountered difficulty in 

understanding the teachers‘ Mandarin-based instructions in class, leading to boredom and 

lack of interest (Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Roger, Ted, Will). Some of them studied in 

these programs only briefly (Jenny, Mina, Will). The incomprehensibility separating their 

Fangyans and Mandarin caused unfavorable learning outcomes as well as emotional costs 

(Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina) for these young Fangyan-speaking learners. In some larger-

scale heritage schools, a separate track in which English was the main instructional 

language was offered. However, the amount and frequency of the Mandarin instruction 

that Fangyan-speaking students received was not sufficient to lead to sustained learning 

results, due to the limited two-hour weekly schedule of the program (Koda et al. 2008). 

Therefore, for students in either track, their negative learning experiences in the heritage 

schools often lead to a loss of self-efficacy (Bandura 1997), which impacts their future 
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learning.  

 

Other adverse factors for Fangyan-speaking students in heritage language schools 

Some Fangyan-speaking students had a late start in heritage schools because of 

their parents‘ concern on Fangyan-speaking students‘ language assimilation issues 

(Jenny), financial reasons (Lynn), or access issues (Roger). Jenny, Lynn, and Roger all 

went to heritage schools when they were older. Jenny and Lynn reported their 

embarrassment and frustration at being placed in classes with four- or five-year-olds, only 

to discover that these children learned better and faster than they did. Feeling hurt and 

inferior to small children without knowing why, Jenny very quickly stopped going to the 

program. Unlike Jenny, Lynn underwent a prolonged struggle because of her mom‘s 

insistence, which ultimately led to repeatedly frustrating experiences.  

In all these cases, one major difficulty that Fangyan-speaking students faced in 

heritage schools is that they did not understand their teachers‘ use of Mandarin as the 

instructional language. Those who had a late start in the acquisition of Mandarin paid an 

even higher emotional price for the frustrations of this experience. 

 

The marginalized status of Fangyan-speaking speakers in college-level CFL programs 

With their prior exposure to differing degrees of Mandarin input, some Fangyan-

speaking students‘ borderline proficiency in Mandarin poses a challenge to the placement 

policies for the placement of the dual-track program (Ken, Mina, Sue) and for the 

curriculum design of the mixed-track program (Andrew, Jerry).   

Of the Fangyan-speaking participants in this study, Nancy could understand and 
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speak Mandarin and was placed in the accelerated track, and some Fangyan-speaking 

learners (Allen, Jenny, Roger, Will) only had received low-frequency, incidental, and 

incomprehensible input in Mandarin and were placed in the regular track. These two 

types of students are closer to the default design of the dual-track program and therefore 

did not create an issue for placement. However, if Fangyan-speaking students acquired 

higher amounts of comprehensible and/or quasi-comprehensible input of Mandarin 

before joining the program, they may become ―borderline cases‖ in the dual-track 

program and can sometimes be confused with ―false beginners.‖ In the dual-track design, 

there is no in-between track to accommodate borderline students, however. They are thus 

placed either in the regular track, like Mina, or in the accelerated track, like Ken and Sue. 

In the mixed track, students do not even have an option. Therefore, both Andrew and 

Jerry, who already had Mandarin backgrounds, found themselves in the beginning-level 

courses in the mixed track. Some of the unfavorable learning effects of these placement 

procedures included Ken‘s and Sue‘s initial shock during the first two months in their 

first-semester accelerated-track course, Andrew‘s and Jerry‘s inability to learn the 

necessary oral skills and the considerable amount of wasted time Andrew spent learning 

to write characters and Jerry spent learning grammar that they already knew. 

From the preceding discussion, we know that the marginalization of Fangyan-

speaking learners started as early as their Mandarin learning experiences in heritage 

schools.  This current study has found that, due to their diverse backgrounds, Fangyan-

speaking students cannot completely fit into any track (regular, accelerated, or mixed) 

curriculum-wise, and would once again become marginalized in college-level CFL 

classrooms although the marginalization is of a different nature from what they 
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experienced in heritage schools.   

 

 

The role of socio-cultural knowledge on Fangyan-speaking students’ 

Mandarin learning 

 

Even though the regional speech forms in the Chinese languages are 

incomprehensible to each other, a unified writing system (formerly classical Chinese and 

presently vernacular Chinese) has acted as a medium for the passing on of a rich body of 

socio-cultural knowledge to their ethnic progeny for thousands of years (Chen 1999; Sun 

2006). All Fangyan-speaking students‘ parents of this study grew up in diasporic 

communities and diglossic societies in Asia. Many of the Fangyan-speaking student‘s 

parents (Jenny, Jerry, Lynn, Mina, Nancy, Sue, Ted, Will) received formal schooling in 

Mandarin in their prior countries. From homes and Mandarin-based formal schooling, 

these Fangyan-speaking students‘ parents inherited this type of socio-cultural knowledge, 

and passed it on to their U.S.-born children through everyday practices according to 

student interviews. For instance, Mina knows about fengshui, which influences her 

family‘s house design. Likewise, Ken knows the meanings of many chengyus (proverbs) 

which convey important cultural values and beliefs (Sun 2006) that he learned from his 

father through Cantonese pronunciation for reading purposes.  

Another type of socio-cultural knowledge is a value that is reoccurring in the 

culture shared by ethnic Chinese. Most Fangyan-speaking students place much greater 

value on explicit knowledge gained through conscious learning in formal situations than 

on the implicit knowledge gained through unconscious learning in non-formal learning 

situations. In other words, from a traditional perspective, only concrete hard work counts 
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(Smith 1991). It might be this way of thinking that led all of the student participants to 

discredit what they know or what they had learned through prior semi-formal and/or 

informal channels and to believe that they did not qualify as heritage language learners of 

Mandarin Chinese. 

Language learners‘ beliefs have been recognized as an important factor in 

language learning (Horwitz 1985; Horwitz 1987; Horwitz 1988). A number of questions 

merit future researchers‘ attention. Are these beliefs related to previous negative learning 

experiences in heritage schools? Are these beliefs related to how students are taught and 

tested in CFL classrooms? How do these beliefs influence students‘ emotions in CFL 

classrooms?  

 

The motivational orientations of Fangyan-speaking students’ Mandarin learning 

 Pintrich‘s (2000) Goal Theory is useful in explaining Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

motivational orientations of taking Mandarin in tertiary CFL programs due to its ability to 

consider contextual factors from the social environment. According to the results of this 

study, Fangyan-speaking students‘ motivational orientations for taking Mandarin can be 

grouped into three categories, based on three types of goals in Goal Theory: performance 

goals, mastery goals, and both performance and mastery goals (Pintrich 2000).  

The motivational orientations of the ―performance goal‖ category include the 

following: 

1. learning Mandarin Chinese for the enhancement of career opportunities 

(Andrew) 

2. learning Mandarin Chinese for foreign language requirements (Jerry, 

Nancy, Ted) 

 



 

 - 168 - 

The motivational orientations of the ―mastery goal‖ category include the 

following: 

1. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of confirming Chinese ethnicity and 

for the sake of personal interests (Allen, Mina) 

2. learning Mandarin Chinese for the sake of personal interests (Sue) 

3. learning Mandarin Chinese as a substitute for the home dialect(s) (Lynn, 

Roger) 

 

The motivational orientations that include both ―performance goal‖ and ―mastery 

goal‖ include the following:  

1. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of confirming Chinese identity and as 

a way of enhancing career opportunities (Jenny, Ken) 

2. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of becoming familiar with the official 

language of one‘s family‘s country of origin and as a way of enhancing 

career opportunities (Will) 

 Another way to group Fangyan-speaking students‘ motivational orientations is 

based on the relationships between their motivational orientations and their ethno-cultural 

identities.  

Factors related to learners‘ ethno-cultural identities include the following: 

1. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of confirming Chinese identity and of 

enhancing career opportunities (Jenny, Ken) 

2. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of confirming Chinese ethnicity and 

for the sake of personal interests (Allen, Mina) 

3. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way of learning the official language of 

one‘s  family‘s country of origin and as a way of enhancing career 

opportunities (Will) 

4. learning Mandarin Chinese as a substitute for the home dialect(s) (Lynn, 

Roger) 

 

Factors not related to ethno-cultural identities include the following:  

1. learning Mandarin Chinese for the sake of personal interests (Sue) 
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2. learning Mandarin Chinese as a way to enhance career opportunities 

(Andrew) 

3. learning Mandarin Chinese for foreign language requirements (Jerry, 

Nancy, Ted) 

 

 

The role of Cantonese pronunciation in Cantonese-speaking students’ Mandarin 

learning 

 

A unique way of learning Mandarin with Cantonese pronunciation for reading 

purposes was identified in this study. Krashen‘s concept of ―Comprehensible Input‖ from 

his Input Hypothesis (1985) was adapted for this study and a new term, Quasi-

Comprehensible Input-1 (QCI-1), was coined to explain this type of input that two 

Cantonese-speaking students (Andrew, Ken) experienced when learning Mandarin. In 

Andrew‘s case, he received this type of instruction in his ―Chinese‖ class in Hong Kong 

until first grade, which allowed him to learn grammar and words from written Mandarin 

Chinese through Cantonese pronunciation that no longer exists in other Fangyans.  

Another example is Ken‘s experience with an informal source: the consumption 

of visual media. The language used for the formal topics of the historical dramas he 

watched was the formal style of Cantonese, which provided Ken with Mandarin input 

with Cantonese pronunciation, i.e. QCI-1, when he was young. Therefore, even though 

all of the dramas he watched were in Cantonese, he thus acquired as Andrew did the 

grammar and words of Mandarin.  

 

The role of popular culture on Fangyan-speaking students’ Mandarin learning 

 Students‘ interview data show that Mandarin-based popular culture from several 

Mandarin-speaking areas in Asia has been found to be more influential in Fangyan-

speaking students‘ Mandarin learning than aspects of more traditional culture. Unlike 
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traditional literature, which requires an advanced Mandarin proficiency for appreciation, 

or Chinese calligraphy, which focuses on understanding the aesthetics of Chinese 

characters as a way of learning fine arts and of training moral character more than as a 

way of learning the language itself, popular culture exists in daily life and is easily 

accessible. In terms of the non-language-related aspects of culture, most Fangyan-

speaking students (Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Nancy, Ted, Will) expressed their affinity 

with the lifestyle of Mandarin-speaking areas in Asia. All of the participants who had 

been to these regions (Jenny, Ken, Lynn, Mina, Nancy, Ted, Will) reported that they were 

fond of the food that is conveniently available in great varieties and at low prices from 

food stands, night markets, and teashops. They also marveled at the 24/7 city businesses 

that allowed them to consume food and entertainment at any time of the day. As young as 

they were, most of them were not certain about their future plans and had no plans to live 

in Asia for an extended time due to unfavorable climate conditions (heat and humidity), 

traffic, or for sanitary reasons. However, their interests in the target heritage culture were 

sufficient to evoke integrative motivation (Gardner 1993) that was beneficial to their 

Mandarin learning.  

 

The role of Mandarin-based media on Fangyan-speaking students’ Mandarin 

learning 

 Kelm (2005) used on-online materials as examples to show the potential ways in 

which foreign language instructors can prepare teaching materials by using technology to 

stimulate language learning activities. Gaining access to authentic situations and to 

exposure to natural speech through sound and video signals in a nonlinear, individualized, 
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student-centered learning environment were reported to be more effective than the 

conventional type of foreign language materials. Despite the lack of these technological 

teaching materials in the area of CFL, the convenient access to Internet services in the 

U.S. means that Fangyan-speaking students can freely download video clips from 

Youtube and other websites that expose them to Mandarin-based media programs, such as 

dramas, variety shows, talk shows, and music videos. Of all these types of media 

programs, dramas (especially idol dramas) constituted the most influential type of 

Mandarin media input for Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning.  

Among the participants, Mina and Sue gained Quasi-Comprehensible Input-2 

(QCI-2) by creating an immersion-like environment while watching idol dramas. In their 

experiences, the dramas provided both linguistic input (i.e. captioned languages and 

dubbed languages) and extra-linguistic clues (i.e. plots), which together served as optimal 

input for their Mandarin learning. In addition, their intensive exposure to the same story 

within a short time provided the conditions necessary for the effects of narrow listening 

(or watching) (Krashen 1983) to occur. The effects of Sue and Mina‘s learning in this 

self-created virtual space through an entertainment channel were so powerful that another 

type of quasi-comprehensible input was identified and termed ―Quasi-Comprehensible 

Input-2 (QCI-2)‖ to describe the different mental processes through which Fangyan-

speaking learners grasp for meanings using complicated interactions between or among 

drama contexts, dubbed languages, and captioned languages.  

 In fact, all participants reported that they had prior exposure to Mandarin-based 

media programs. Some participants (Andrew, Jerry, Ted, Will) were not as interested in or 

as used to learning Mandarin from media, but they reported that they gained incidental 
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input by overhearing their family members or friends watching Mandarin-based programs.  

 

The nature of hybridity in Fangyan-speaking students’ ethno-cultural 

identities 

Phinney (1989) suggested that the formation of ethnic identity may be thought of 

as a multiple-stage process that takes place over time. Norton (1997; 2000) also explained 

that language learners‘ identities are multiple and fluid, changing over time and space. In 

a quantitative questionnaire study, Tsai et al. (2000) used more recent bi-dimensional 

models to explore subjects‘ cultural orientations towards their native culture and their 

dominant culture. However, I found that neither of these recent researchers‘ methods for 

interpreting identities was sufficient or adequate for the explanation of the vital and 

independent nature and complexity of Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethno-cultural 

identities. The results of this study reveal that most Fangyan-speaking students self-

identify with the Chinese (Andrew, Ken, Lynn, Roger, Ted) or Taiwanese (Nancy, Sue, 

Will) ethnicity and recognized the cultural influences from the U.S. However, some of 

them (Allen, Jenny, Jerry, Mina) also recognized their family‘s prior countries of origin.  

Furthermore, the interaction between and/or among their multiple ethnic identities 

and cultural orientations as described by many of the participants is not merely a 

relationship of multiplicity and fluidity, as Norton (1997; 2000) stated. For instance, 

when Allen, Jenny, and Mina spoke about the role of Vietnamese culture in their 

American lives as ethnic Chinese, they had difficulty separating their cultural influences 

into two or three different aspects. As Jenny recalled, many types of Vietnamese food are 

similar to Chinese food and have names in Vietnamese, but they still are not quite the 
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same, which frequently causes confusion. As Mina said, some Vietnamese words are 

related to some words in Mandarin Chinese, and Vietnamese culture is infused in the 

background of her identity. It is not often easy, therefore, to dissect these cultures into 

their ethnic or cultural origins or to identify their sources. Often, it is more appropriate to 

describe the development of their ethno-cultural identities by comparing them to a 

biochemical reaction that produces a new hybrid organism.  

Originating in the field of biology, ―hybridity‖ has been subsequently borrowed 

by linguistics and other areas of the social sciences. In my opinion, the concept of 

―hybridity‖ in culture and race in Young‘s (1995) works that make use of today‘s theories 

of post-colonialism can best illustrate the composition and evolution of Fangyan-

speaking students‘ ethno-cultural identities. The metaphor of hybridity is useful in several 

ways. First, a hybrid is not born until a genetic combination process takes place before 

the new organism is created. Second, a hybrid is a living organism in and of itself; 

therefore, it is unique and cannot be replicated as a physical being. Third, the ethnic and 

cultural origins or features of a hybrid organism cannot be clearly identified or dissected 

because, after the genetic combination process is completed, their original genetic 

components are not the same as they were. The metaphor of a hybrid organism describes 

the nature of Fangyan-speaking students‘ ethno-cultural identities as an independent 

living organism which not only can develop over time and space, but are a mixture of 

identities that can no longer be separated into discrete parts. 
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Evolving Asian-American Identities 

The research findings suggest that Asian-American identities evolve among most 

Fangyan-speaking students. This phenomenon can be observed through the increasing 

popularity of Asian-based media, Asian language courses and the increasing number of 

Asian-culture-related college student organizations.  

The evolving Asian-American identities can be observed when Korean-based and 

Japanese-based dramas or TV programs become as popular among Fangyan-speaking 

students as their counterparts produced in Hong Kong and Taiwan. In addition, half of the 

student participants (Allen, Jerry, Mina, Nancy, Roger, and Sue) had high interest in 

learning Asian languages such as Korean, Japanese, and/or Vietnamese. This 

phenomenon suggests Fangyan-speaking students tend to identify with the parts of Asia 

in which cultures are more similar to their ethnic and cultural origins. Portes et al. (1988) 

found, compared with the linguistic experience of other ethnic groups, such as Latinos, 

the loss of a heritage language for the Asian population in the U.S. is more common and 

can occur as early as the second generation because of parents‘ stress on academic 

success rather than on maintenance of the home language (Portes et al. 1998). However, 

adolescence is an important stage of life in which young adults develop several types of 

identities, including their ethnic identities, due to their socio-psychological needs 

(Erikson 1968; Phinney 1989). As Tse‘s (1998) findings indicate, young adults are 

exposed to more diverse cultures after they enter college and have potential access to 

these ethnic cultures and languages through student organizations and other social 

networks. In this study, most Fangyan-speaking students started showing interest in 

discovering more about their ethnic cultures between their last two years of high school 
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(e.g. Roger and Lynn made their own decisions to re-attend heritage schools to learn 

Mandarin during their high school years, in spite of their frustrating experiences in 

previous schools) and their first two years of college (Allen, Jenny, Jerry, Ken, Mina, 

Nancy, Roger, Will).  

However, because Fangyan-speaking students often speak different languages and 

Fangyans, have different levels of proficiency or accents, and have different cultural 

backgrounds and values due to their family immigration histories, despite their seemingly 

similar ethnic appearances. Therefore, some Fangyan-speaking students (Jenny, Lynn, 

Roger, Sue) refrain from making immediate connections with on-campus student 

organizations that are organized by international students. Instead, most of them (Allen, 

Jenny, Jerry, Ken, Mina, Nancy, Roger, Will) resort to an even larger group, the Asian-

American group, a group that consists primarily of second-generation Asian immigrants 

whose families are originally from Japan, Korean, Vietnam, etc. other than their ethnic 

peers whose families‘ are from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Southeast Asian 

countries such as Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, and Indonesia. Members in this Asian 

American group share one feature: they share similar life experiences as second-

generation immigrants in the U.S., maintain their ethnic cultures to some degree, and 

identify with the Asian region, while a common ethnic language is not a requirement of 

its membership. 

Kim and Chao (2009) found that heritage language proficiency is not necessarily 

an important component of ethnic identity for adolescent Chinese immigrants, as it is in 

the Mexican subgroup in their studies. In addition, Cho‘s (2000) study results showed 

that increased exposure to an ethnic community may contribute to heritage students‘ 
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identification with an ethnic group. However, to explain evolving Asian-American 

identities, we may need to replace their category of ethnic group with a larger population, 

the Asian-American group. Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that this phenomenon 

might not exist on the West and East Coasts, where the population of ethnic Chinese is 

much larger and where they may find adequate peer support without having to connect 

with other Asian-Americans. 

In all, the rising Asian-American identities suggest that the advancing status of the 

Asian region endows its descendants in North America with a stronger sense of pride. 

Not quite the same as their parent‘s generation, this new generation voices its new 

identity as that of ethnic citizens from Asia, regardless of nationality.  

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations for this study. 

First, the data sources mainly consist of self-report data from Fangyan-speaking 

students and their instructors in addition to document data collected from both Fangyan-

speaking students and their instructors. For instance, student participants‘ and their 

parents‘ Fangyans and Mandarin proficiencies and the use of their family language(s) are 

based on the participants‘ self-reports in their interview data. Problems with self-report 

data may include participant‘s untruthful answers due to memory or social desirability 

issues and the potentially different ―scales‖ of measurement that participants have when 

reporting their subjective viewpoints.  

Second, as the only interpreter of the data, I also served as one of the instructor 

participants of this study. Researchers who are or were not affiliated with these two 



 

 - 177 - 

programs might gain and/or interpret data differently. For example, two participants 

(Andrew, Jerry) were students in my previous lecturer sessions in the mixed-track 

program at the teaching university. In addition, five participants of the regular-track 

(Allen, Jenny, Lynn, Mina, Will) were students in my former TA sessions in the dual-

track program at the research university. As these participants‘ former TA or instructor, I 

established strong rapport and gained trust more easily (Gall et al. 2003); however, these 

participants might have shown a conservative attitude in disclosing their opinions about a 

few sensitive topics, even though our TA-student or instructor-student relationship had 

ended before the interviews were conducted.  For example, all of the student participants 

of both dual-track and mixed-track programs did not make any suggestions about the 

ways the programs could be improved to meet their needs. Furthermore, data interpreters 

of different ethno-cultural backgrounds, such as researchers of Caucasian backgrounds 

may interpret data differently due to their different social experiences.  

Third, the settings of this study are tertiary CFL programs, including dual-track 

programs and mixed-track programs. Therefore, the findings cannot be generalized to any 

other settings or teaching situations. 

Finally, because of the limitations of the qualitative design, data from this study 

were collected from a research university and a teaching university in the South. For this 

reason, findings about identities might not be applicable to other Fangyan-speaking 

learners. For example, in areas where the population size of ethnic Chinese is much larger, 

such as the West and East coasts, Fangyan-speaking students might have different ethno-

cultural identification due to the different social contexts of their regions. 
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Recommendations 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

While Fangyan-speaking students‘ presence in college-level CFL classrooms is 

not a new phenomenon, the recent influx of CFL learners in colleges indicates that a 

proportional increase in the number of Fangyan-speaking students in these classes can be 

reasonably expected.  Providing these students as well as other students with learning 

environments that can meet their needs and bring about optimal learning effects becomes 

a major responsibility of CFL educators.   Drawing from the findings of this study and 

insights provided by research participants, three pedagogical recommendations are made 

below. 

 

Placement issues 

Proper and accurate placement is the first and primary concern of CFL instructors.  

Through interviews with instructors who participated in this study, it is found that great 

efforts have been made by them to assess incoming CFL students‘ linguistic backgrounds 

with the goal of placing each student to the right track.  However, I would like to suggest 

that two additional items be included in the student information sheet collected for this 

study and that a more proper interview procedure be conducted. With the addition of 

these two items and an adjusted interview procedure, it is hoped that placement can be 

done more accurately and effectively by eliciting more detailed responses from students 

about their linguistic backgrounds. 

 

Student information sheet 

The findings of this study show that the linguistic proficiency which Fangyan-

speaking students bring to the CFL program is usually not the result of prior formal 
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schooling experiences. Instead, it is usually gained from semi-formal sources, such as 

tutoring, or informal sources, such as media consumption.  Therefore, the inclusion of the 

following two items in the information sheet can facilitate the placement procedure (See 

Appendix J for revised student information sheet). 

 

1. I have previous Mandarin Chinese knowledge from class:   

a. Formal schooling abroad （Including Pre-K and K） 

Yes____ No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s)  

Instructional language ____ Mandarin Chinese  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 b. Tutoring  

  Yes ___  No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s) 

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 c. Heritage school  

  Yes ____ No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s) 

 

 

2. I have previous Mandarin Chinese knowledge from other sources 

  a. I watch Mandarin-based or Fangyan-based drama, TV programs, or movies. 

  Yes ____  No ____  

 

      I pay attention to the dubbed languages when watching them. 

  Yes ____  No ____ 

 

  If yes, they are mostly dubbed in   

____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

       

       I pay attention to the captioned languages when watching them. 

  Yes ____  No ____ 

 

  If yes, they are mostly captioned in   
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____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

b. I picked up Mandarin Chinese through on-, off-campus clubs or other social   

    activities. 

  Yes ____  No ____  

 

  If yes, the languages I have exposure to is (are)   

____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

Interview 

In line with Mazzocco‘s study (1996), Instructor Sally reports that some false 

beginners may brag about their Mandarin knowledge, making other students intimidated 

or resentful. With different degrees of prior exposure of Mandarin and their Fangyan 

proficiencies, borderline Fangyan-speaking students‘ cases, however, can be easily 

confused with false beginners‘ cases. 

Data collected from interviewing CFL instructors show that all of the three 

instructor participants from both programs conducted interviews with potential borderline 

students in class. However, the findings reveal confusion and misunderstandings that 

often occurred after Fangyan-speaking students‘ peers learned that these students (Allen, 

Andrew, Jenny, Jerry, Will) knew certain Fangyans. Therefore, it is suggested that 

instructors should not interview Fangyan-speaking students in class. When circumstances 

do not allow them to wait, instructors are recommended to refer to Fangyans by their 

names, such as Cantonese, Taiwanese, and Chaozhou, instead of using the misleading 

term ―Chinese dialects.‖ Furthermore, instructors are encouraged to explain to class that 

Mandarin is one of the seven regional speech forms in the Chinese languages and all of 
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the speech forms are mutually incomprehensible to each other. It is also recommended 

that CFL educators use ―Mandarin‖ or ―Mandarin Chinese‖ to replace the widely 

employed yet misleading term, ―Chinese‖, and ―Fangyans‖ to refer to the seven regional 

speech forms in the Chinese language family to avoid misconceptions among CFL 

learners, as detailed in earlier sections. 

 

Program design 

As the findings of this study suggest that Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin 

frequently experience marginalization regardless of which track (regular, accelerated, 

mixed) they are placed into, they are a group of students with unique learning needs.   

Such needs should not be ignored by any well-rounded CFL programs.  For effective 

learning to take place, an environment created specifically for these students is 

recommended.   The benefits that could be enjoyed by all CFL learners, with or without 

any Fangyan backgrounds, would be immense if the addition of a track for Fangyan-

speaking students could be implemented in a CFL program.   Students without Fangyan 

backgrounds would be free from what they may perceive as ―threat‖ from their Fangyan-

speaking peers, whereas Fangyan-speaking students would not be regarded by their 

classmates as possessing ―unfair advantages.‖  However, it should be cautioned that an 

additional track especially created for Fangyan-speaking students, while more ideal 

pedagogically, is not a panacea in taking care of Fangyan-speaking students‘ needs since 

the findings of this study reveal the vast diversity among these students in terms of their 

learning experiences, linguistic proficiency, ethno-cultural identities, and so on.   
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Enhancing sociolinguistic awareness for the Chinese languages among CFL 

educators 

Due to the unique and intricate interrelationship between classical Chinese and 

modern Chinese, the mutual incomprehensibility between and among the regional speech 

forms of the Chinese languages, Fangyan pronunciation for reading purposes and written 

Chinese, etc., the importance of enhancing sociolinguistic awareness of the Chinese 

languages among CFL educators cannot be over-emphasized. One way to achieve this 

goal is to provide future CFL instructors with a course in the sociolinguistic history of 

Chinese languages. It is fair to say that many instructors have their own linguistic and 

socio-cultural backgrounds and limitations.  As Heath (1982) points out, when teachers‘ 

backgrounds differ from the backgrounds of their students, teachers tend to use their 

implicit knowledge and assume what students know, which can contribute to teachers‘ 

impractical expectations of students, adversely influencing students‘ learning.  In the case 

of CFL instruction, the majority of current CFL instructors in the U.S. are originally from 

China or Taiwan, whose social, linguistic, and immigration backgrounds are different 

from those of many or some Fangyan-speaking students. Therefore, a curriculum design 

that includes a required course of sociolinguistic history of Chinese languages in the CFL 

teacher certification programs, post-graduate degree programs, and workshops for new 

TAs and instructors is highly recommended.  

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

Two research implications are recommended for CFL researchers based on the 

results and limitations of this study. 

In the area of second language learning, learners‘ beliefs (Horwitz 1987; Horwitz 



 

 - 183 - 

1988) have been recognized as learners‘ characteristics that explain learning outcomes. In 

addition, foreign language anxiety (Ely 1986; Horwitz et al. 1986; Young 1999) has been 

recognized as the affective factor that severely obstructs language learning process. 

Based on the results of this study, the following directions are recommended as possible 

research topics for future researchers: 

1. Do the beliefs of Fangyan-speaking learners of Mandarin suggest that only 

explicit knowledge acquired through conscious learning counts as a source of 

their heritage language learning anxiety?  

2. Are there differences between Fangyan-speaking students‘ beliefs and the beliefs 

of CHL students who understand spoken Mandarin about this idea? 

3. Do Fangyan-speaking students in the regular and mixed tracks have higher levels 

of anxiety than those in the accelerated class? 

4. Do Fangyan-speaking students in the regular and mixed tracks have higher levels 

of anxiety than their American classmates if their peers discover that they 

understand certain Fangyans? 

5. Does Fangyan-speaking learners‘ interference from their Fangyans in testing 

situations lead to higher levels of anxiety than that of their peers? 

 

Further research is also recommended to investigate the interference of different 

Fangyans on Fangyan-speaking students‘ Mandarin learning. In the area of structural 

linguistics, studies have been conducted in Taiwan to investigate how Taiwanese may 

interfere with Mandarin speakers‘ production (Cheng 1985; Kubler 1985). However, the 

results of those studies may not be applicable to English dominant Taiwanese-speaking or 

other Fangyan-speaking students in CFL classrooms in the U.S. It is recommended that 

similar studies be conducted in CFL classrooms for CFL practitioners and researchers to 

better understand the learning features and difficulties of speakers of different Fangyans. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: First interview-- questions for Fangyan-speaking students 

Reasons of (re-)learning Mandarin Chinese  

1. Tell me the reasons why you are taking (took) Mandarin?  

2. How did you come to make the decision?  

3. How did your parents feel about your decision? 

 

Experiences of learning Mandarin Chinese in the program  

1. How many languages and Fangyans do you speak? 

2. How proficient are you in those languages? 

3. Among the languages you can speak, which is your dominant one?  

4. (For students from the dual-track program) How were you placed into this 

track?  

5. In your class, how are you different from other students in terms of your 

language abilities? 

6. What does learning tones/recognizing characters/reading/writing mean to you? 

7. What are the easiest parts for you? What are the most difficult parts? How do 

you overcome those difficulties?  

8. As a Fangyan speaker, what are your advantages or problem areas in learning 

Mandarin?  

9. Overall, do you think you have more advantages learning Mandarin than your 

classmates? If yes, in what ways and to what extent? 
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10. What do other students and instructors notice about your language abilities? 

11. What kind of comments did other students or instructors ever make toward 

your language abilities? What about their comments toward other Fangyan-

speaking students? 

12. How do other students‘ or instructors‘ comments influence your Mandarin 

learning? 

13. Recall a few more things about your learning experiences in this program?  

14. What other issues would you like to bring up about for your learning 

experiences in the program? 

 

Ethno-cultural identity  

1. Do you feel like a heritage language learner? Why or why not? 

2. Do other students see you as a heritage language learner?  

3. Do instructors see you as a heritage language learner?  

4. What does learning Mandarin mean to you? 

5. How would you identify your ethnicity?  

6. What about your parents? 

 

Fangyan-speaking students and program design 

1. Does the program meet your needs? 

2. Describe an ideal program for students with your background? 

3. In what way do you think the current program can be improved to support 

students like you? 
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Family history 

1. Tell me how your family came to the States?  

2. Were you born here? If not, where were you born? 

3. How about your parents? 

4. How about your grandparents?  

5. Did you live with your grandparents before? What about now? 

Can you recall a few things about the time you spent (or spend) with your 

grandparents? 

 

Learning history of Mandarin Chinese 

Formal schooling in Mandarin Chinese 

Did you receive formal schooling in any Mandarin- or Fangyan-speaking country 

before coming to the States? If yes, during which grade levels? 

Follow-up questions: 

a. What languages were taught in your school? 

b. What was (were) the instructional language(s) your teacher(s) used to 

teach? 

c. What was your learning like in your school? 

 

Family influence  

1. What is (are) the language(s) does your family use to communicate with each 

other?  
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Follow-up questions: 

a. How many languages and Fangyans do your parents speak? 

b. How did your parents acquire those languages and Fangyans? 

c. What is (are) the language(s) your parents use to communicate with 

each other?  

d. What is (are) the language(s) your parents use to communicate with 

your grandparents?  

e. What is (are) the language(s) your parents use when talking to you and 

your siblings when you were little? What about now? 

f. What is (are) the language(s) you or your siblings use when you 

replied to your parents when you were little? What about now? 

g. What is (are) the language(s) you and your siblings use to 

communicate with each other when you were little? What about now? 

 

2. How did your family provide a Mandarin Chinese learning environment for 

you?  

Follow-up questions: 

a. Did your parents talk to you in Mandarin or any other Fangyan to help 

you learn the language(s) when you were little? 

b. Did your parents talk about the importance of learning Mandarin to 

you when you were little? If yes, how old were you at that time? How 

did they explain the importance? What about now? 
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c. Did your parents try to teach you Mandarin or any other Fangyan?  If 

yes, how old were you at that time? What did they teach? What was it 

like? Can you recall a few things?  

d. Did your parents buy books, CD‘s, DVD‘s or other media printed or 

dubbed in Mandarin or any other Fangyan for you? If yes, what kinds 

of programs or movies were they? How old were you? 

e. Did your parents buy any of the media products for themselves? What 

about now? 

f. Did you watch Mandarin movies or TV programs or listen to Mandarin 

songs with your parents? What about now? 

Weekend Chinese School 

Have you ever taken any course from weekend Chinese schools? 

Follow-up questions: 

a. What were the experiences like?  

b. Who made the decision for you to take a course there?  

c. How long were you in that program? 

d. Which script did you learn?  

e. What were your classmates‘ backgrounds like?  

f. What about your teacher‘s background?  

g. How was the language taught?  

h. How did you like it? 

K-12 Foreign Language Learning Experience 

1. What foreign language did you take in high school?  



 

 - 189 - 

2. Why did you choose that language? 

3. How was it different from learning Mandarin? 

Informal situations 

Media 

1. Before you took Mandarin, did you watch Asian dramas or movies made in Hong 

Kong, Taiwan, China, or any other Mandarin-speaking country?  What about now? 

Follow-up questions: 

a. What kind of programs did/do you watch? 

b. Are they dubbed in Mandarin or any other Fangyan? 

c. Did/do you pay attention to what the actors and the actresses say if it is 

dubbed in Mandarin Chinese? 

d. Did/do you pay attention to the subtitles (captions) too?  

e. Did/do you usually pay attention to Mandarin subtitles to practice 

reading? 

2. Do you do Karaoke? 

 Follow-up questions: 

a. What kind of songs do you usually sing in KTV? Songs with Mandarin 

lyrics or Fangyan lyrics? 

b. Do you usually pay attention to the subtitled lyrics when you sing? 

Community 

1. Do you or did you attend community-based organizations (e.g. church, temple 

or student organizations) where people communicate in Mandarin or any other 

Fangyan? 
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2. Do you practice speaking Mandarin and/or any other Fangyan with the group 

members?  Why or why not? 

Oversea Affiliation 

Have you ever visited any Mandarin-speaking country or region before? 

Follow-up questions: 

a. When did you go there for the first time?  

b. What was the purpose of the trip?  

c. Do you still have family or relatives living there?  

d. About how many times did you visit the place after you were born?  

e. What did you like best or least about the place? 

f. How do you like the idea of working in that country in the future? 

Study abroad 

Have you ever studied Mandarin abroad? 

Follow-up questions: 

a. Where was it?  

b. What was it like?  

c. How did you like it?  

d. How was Mandarin taught in that program?  

e. Did you travel? If yes, where did you travel? 

f. Can you recall a few things that happened there?  

g. What do you like most and least about the study-abroad program? 

h. What do you like most and least about the people there and the city 

itself? 
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Appendix B: Second interview-- questions for Fangyan-speaking students 

1. Do you feel more like a Chinese after taking Mandarin Chinese? 

2. What would be different if you had not taken Mandarin in college? 

3.  (For students who have study-abroad experience) What would be different if you 

had not studied abroad in (country)?  

4. (For students who are not currently taking Mandarin) Do you still practice 

speaking or using Mandarin? How do you maintain your Mandarin proficiency? 

5. In what way do you plan or hope to apply your Mandarin language ability in the 

future?  

6. Would you like to add anything that is important to your Mandarin learning? 

*Other questions may arise from preliminary analysis of the first interviews 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions for instructors from the dual-track program  

1. How does your program place students into two tracks?  

2. Which track are Fangyan-speaking students usually placed into? 

Questions for the regular track 

1. Can you recall a few things about Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning in the 

regular track?  

2. In the regular track, how are Fangyan-speaking students different from each 

other among themselves in terms of their language abilities? 

3. In the regular track, how are Fangyan-speaking students different from other 

students?  

4. How do you see Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyans influencing their 

Mandarin learning in the regular track?  

5. Do you consider Fangyan-speaking students in the regular track heritage 

language learners?  

6. Overall, do you think Fangyan-speaking students in the regular track have 

advantages learning Mandarin than other students? If yes, in what ways and to 

what extent? 

7. What do other students in the regular track notice about Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ language ability?  

8. What kind of comments do other students in the regular track make toward 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ language ability? 

9. How do other students in the regular track notice about Fangyan-speaking 

students‘   
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Chinese learning? 

10. How do other students‘ comments influence Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

learning in the regular track? 

11. What other issues would you like to bring up about for Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ learning in the regular track? 

 

Questions for the accelerated track 

1. Can you recall a few things about Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning in the 

accelerated track?  

2. In the accelerated track, how are Fangyan-speaking students different from 

each other among themselves in terms of their language abilities? 

3. In the accelerated track, how are Fangyan-speaking students different from 

other non-Fangyan speakers?  

4. How do you see Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyans influencing their 

Chinese learning in the accelerated track?  

5. Do you consider Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated track heritage 

language learners?  

6. Overall, do you think Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated track have 

more advantages or disadvantages learning Mandarin compared with other 

students in class?  

7. What do non-Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated track notice about 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ language ability?  
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8. What do non-Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated track notice about 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ Chinese learning? 

9. What kind of comments do non-Fangyan-speaking students in the accelerated 

track make toward Fangyan-speaking students‘ language ability? 

10. How do non-Fangyan-speaking students‘ comments influence Fangyan-

speaking students‘ learning in the accelerated track? 

11. What other issues would you like to bring up about for Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ learning in the accelerated track? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 - 195 - 

Appendix D: Guideline for my self-report on teaching and observing Fangyan-speaking 

students in the Mixed track at the university I teach 

1. Recall a few things about Fangyan-speaking students‘ learning in my class?  

2. How are Fangyan-speaking students different from each other among 

themselves in terms of their language abilities? 

3. How are Fangyan-speaking students different from other students?  

4. How do Fangyan-speaking students‘ Fangyans influence their Mandarin 

learning in the mixed track?  

5. Do I see the Fangyan-speaking students in the mixed track as heritage 

language learners?  

6. Overall, do Fangyan-speaking students in the mixed track have advantages 

learning Mandarin than their classmates? If yes, in what ways and to what 

extent? 

7. What do other students in the mixed track notice about Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ language ability?  

8. What kind of comments do other students in the mixed track make toward 

Fangyan-speaking students‘ language ability? 

9. What do other students in the mixed track notice about Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ Mandarin learning? 

10. How do other students‘ comments influence Fangyan-speaking students‘ 

learning in the mixed track? 

11. What kind of mistakes do these Fangyan-speaking students make?  

Follow-up questions: 
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a. Do the dialects the Fangyan-speaking students speak play a role in 

the mistakes they make?  

b. Does (Do) other language(s) the Fangyan-speaking students speak 

play a role in the mistakes they make? 

c. Do Fangyan-speaking students make different kinds of mistakes in 

tones, pronunciation, grammar, or character writing than students 

who are not speakers of Mandarin Chinese or any Chinese 

Fangyan? 

d. Do they make different kinds of mistakes in tones, pronunciation, 

grammar, or character writing than Mandarin-speaking students 

who do not speak any Fangyan? 

12. How do the Fangyan-speaking students influence my teaching method or 

curriculum scope? 

13. How do I grade Fangyan-speaking students‘ homework, quizzes, or tests? 

14. How do I evaluate Fangyan-speaking students‘ performance? 

15. How do Fangyan-speaking students affect classroom dynamics? 

16.  What other issues would I like to bring up about for Fangyan-speaking 

students‘ learning in the mixed track? 
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Appendix E 
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Appendix F 
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Appendix G 
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Appendix H 
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Appendix I 
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Appendix J 

Student Information Sheet 

 

English Name:___________________ Chinese Name: _____________________ 

 

Major:____________________  e-mail: _______________________ 

 

 

Note: In this survey, “Fangyangs” refer to “regional speech forms” and their related 

sub-varieties of the Chinese languages, including Cantonese, Taiwanese, Chaozhou, 

Taishan, Hakka, etc. 

 

 

1. I was born in _____________.  

 

(If not born in the U.S.) I came to the U.S. at the age of _______. 

 

 

2. My parents can speak ____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

       ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

   Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

     My parents speak mostly ________________________ at home.  

(Please list one to two languages they use most often) 

 

 

3. I have lived (live) with grandparents(s). 

  Yes _____ No ____ 

 

   

    Languages my grandparent (s) speak to me 

 ____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese      

____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 

4. I speak  English ________ % Mandarin Chinese ________ %  

Cantonese_________ % Taiwanese (Hokkien) ________ %  

Chaozhou _______%   

 

 

5. I have previous Mandarin Chinese knowledge from class:  

a. Formal schooling abroad （Including Pre-K and K） 

Yes____ No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s)  

Instructional language ____ Mandarin Chinese _____ 

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 
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 b. Tutoring  

  Yes ___  No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s) 

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 c. Heritage school  

  Yes ____ No ____ 

 

For how long? ____ year(s) ____ month(s) 

 

 

6. I have previous Mandarin Chinese knowledge from other sources 

  a. I watch Mandarin-based drama, TV programs, or movies. 

  Yes ____  No ____  

 

      I pay attention to the dubbed languages when watching them. 

  Yes ____  No ____ 

 

  If yes, they are mostly dubbed in   

____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

      I pay attention to the captioned languages when watching them. 

  Yes ____  No ____ 

 

  If yes, they are mostly captioned in   

____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 

b. I picked up Mandarin Chinese through on-, off-campus clubs or other social     

activities. 

  Yes ____  No ____  

 

  If yes, the languages I have exposure to is (are)   

____ Mandarin Chinese  ___ Cantonese    

 ____ Taiwanese   ___ Chaozhou  

Other Fangyans (please specify) ____________________ 

 

 

 
I understand that failure to give accurate information on this sheet is scholastic dishonesty. I affirm that the 

information I have given here is accurate. 

 

 

Signature: ______________________ Date: _________________________ 
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Figure 1: “The Chinese Language Family” in Linguistic Context 



 

 - 205 - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 : Fangyan Map 
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