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Abstract

The Influence of English Learning on Ethnic Kazakh Minority Students’ Identity

(re)Construction at Chinese Universities

Language learning researches have shed light on the learners’ identity shifts through the
language practices in which the power relations negotiated as the language learner invest in
the cultural capital to increase both material and symbolic power of the target language as well
as to be part of imagined community. English language is perceived as cultural capital in many
non-native English speaking countries and minority groups in these social contexts seem to
invest in the language to be empowered and reposition themselves from the imbalanced power
relation with dominant group. This study devoted to explore how English learning influence
minority Kazakh students’ identity (re)construction at Chinese universities from the scope of
‘imagined community, investment and identity’ theory of Norton (2013). To this end the three
research questions were designed as following: 1) Kazakh minority students’ English learning
experiences at Chinese universities; 2) Kazakh minority students’ views about benefits and
opportunities of English learning; 3) the influence of English learning on Kazakh minority
students’ identity (re)construction. The study employs interview-based qualitative research
method by interviewing nine Kazakh minority students in universities in Xinjiang and other
inland cities in China. The findings suggest that through English learning, some students have
reconstructed multiple identities as multicultural and global identities, which created ‘a third
space’ to break limits of their ethnic and national identities and confused identity as someone
in-between. Meanwhile, most minority students were empowered by English language to
resist inferior or marginalized position and reconstruct imagined elite identity. However,

English learning disesmpowered student who has little previous English education in school,
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and placed them on unequal footing with other students, which further escalated the

educational inequities. These findings imply that substantial supports in terms of offering extra
English courses to minority students at universities and enhance English provision at minority
schools are essential to promote educational equity, human capital investment as well as social

cohesion.
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AOcCTpaKkT

AFplTIIBIHTLTIH YiipenyaiH KbiTali yHuBepcuTeTTepiHaeri a3canabl ITHUKAJIBIK

Ka3daKTapAbIH KE€KE TYJFra peTiHue KaJlbllITACYbIHA BIKIIAJbI

Tin ylipeHy TakbIpbIObIHA JKaCAJIFaH 3ePTTEYJIep TUIAIK NPaKTUKAHBIH YHPEHYIIIEPAiH
TYIFaJIBIK ©3TepicTepi XKalibl TYCIHIK OEpPETiHIH aHBIKTa/Ibl, ©UTKEHI MIET TUTIH OKUTHIH
CTYACHT MOJIEHH KalMTalfa, TULIIH MaTepUaiblK )KOHE CUMBOJIMKAJIBIK KYIITEPIH apTThIPYFa,
COHJIaM-aKKMUAJIaFbl KOFaMJIaCTBIKTBIH 061iri 00Jy YIIiH MHBECTULMS JKacal Ibl. AFBUIIIBIH
TiJT1 aFBUTIIBIH TUTIHJIE COUJIEMEUTIH KOIITETeH eJIep/Ie MOJCHH KaluTall PEeTiH/Ie
KaOBUIIaHAIBI, a1 OCBI AJIEYMETTIK KOHTEKCTTEP/IET1 a3 CaH bl TOIITap IIET TUTIH MEHIepyre
MHBECTHULUS JKacai bl ’KoHe 0aChIM TOIIEH TEHIeplIMEreH 3HePreTUKaIbIKKAPbIM-
KaTbhIHACTAp/1aH KalTa TONTacThIpbliIaabl. by 3epTTey arbullibiH TUTIH YiipenyaiH HopToHHbIH
«KepHekikaybIMIaCThIK, HHBECTHIIHS XoHE caiikecTik» (2013) TeopHsIChIHBIH IIEHOEpiHIe
KpITaiiipIH sK0Fapbl OKY OpbIHIAPBIHIAFEI Ka3aK 3THUKAIBIK TOOBI CTYIEHTTEP1 apachIHIa
JKEKe TYJIFaHbI KaIbINTACThIPYFa 9CepiH Tajaayra apHanran.Ockl 3epTTey 6apbIChIHIA Kenecl
yiI ©3ekTi Mocerne Tankpuianabl: 1) Kazak sTHHKaNbIK TonTapbiHbiH KbITaliIbIH )KOFaphl OKY
OpPBIH/IAPBIH/AFbl aFBUIIIBIH TiTiH YiipeHy/eri Toxipudeci; 2) Kazak STHUKAIBIK TONTapbIHBIH
arbUILLIBIH TIIIH YHPEHYA1H apThIKIIBUIBIKTapbl MEH MYMKIHIIUTIKTEPI XKaiJibl KO3KapacTaphl;
3)ArbUTIIbIH TiMIH YHpeHyaiH Kazak dSTHUKaIBIK TONTAPBIHBIH TYJIFA PETiHAC Kb TACYbIHA
ocepi. 3eprTey OapbichiHAa TOFbI3 CUH/35H jKoHe 1Kl KpITaliIbIH KanajgapblHIAaFbl a3 CaH bl
Ka3aK YJITHI CTYACHTTEP1 KaThICKaH CYKIaTKa HET13[eJITeH calajblK aHAJIN3 KOJIJaHbUI/bI.
3epTTeynep KOPCETKEH IeH, aFbIIIIBIH TIJIIH YUPEHYAIH apKacklHaa OipKaTap OKyIIbLIap o3
OolapbIH/Ia KONIMOACHHUETTI JKOHE FaJlaMIbIK TYJIFaap KalblITaCThIPbII, ©3/1€PiHIH
HTHUKAJIBIK KOHE YITTHIK €pEKIIETIKTEPIH CHCEePY YUIIH «YIIHII KEHICTIKTD) KYpFaH, )KoHe
©3/IepiH apaJIbIK TYJIFa peTiHae KanbinTapTeiprad. COHBIMEH KaTap aFbUIIIbIH TITIH YHpeHy
KONTETeH a3 CaH]Ibl CTYACHTTEPIH TOMEH KOHE IMETTETUITeH KOFAM/IBIK TOTITapIaH aChIIl
IIBIFBITN, KUSJIAFBI DJIATAIBl TOMKA KOCBUTYbIHA CENTITIH THTI3TeH. JlereHMeH, aFbUIIIBIH TUTIH
OKBITI YHpeHy OapbIChIH/A, aFbUIIIBIH TIJIIH/I€ MEKTEIITEe aFbUIIIBIH cabak ainy Taxipuodeci a3

CTYACHTTepeH OacKa OKylIbuI1ap 0ackIM Tycim, Oyi1 OutiM Gepyaeri TeHCI3MIKTI 0J1aH 9pi
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TepeHIeTe TYCTi. by MoniMeTTep YHUBEPCUTETTEPIET] a3 CaHIbI CTYICHTTEPre KOCHIMIIIA
AFBUTIIBIH T1JH OKBITY XKOHE STHUKAJBIK a3 CaHJIbl YITTApFa apHAIFaH MEKTEITeP I aFbUIIIBIH
TUTIHIH ICHIeHiH apTThIPY CEeKLIII MaHbI3Abl KOJaaynap Oiu1iM Oepy/eri, ajlaMu KaluTajFa

WHBECTHIMSIIAY/A )KOHE QJICYMETTIK OIpJIIKTI HBIFAUTYAa MaHBI3IbI POJT aTKAPAIbI.
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AOcCTpaKkT

Biaunsinne n3yyeHust aHIJIMICKOro SI3bIKa HA 00Pa30BaHMs JTHYHOCTHITHHYECKHUX
KAa3aXCKHX MEHBIIMHCTB B KHTAHCKUX YHHBEPCUTETAX
HccnenoBanus s13bIK0OBOT0 00y4€HHUs IIPOJIUBAIOT CBET HAPA3BUTHE JTUUYHOCTH

YYEHUKOBIIOCPEACTBOMS3BIKOBON IIPAKTUKH, B KOTOPBIX YCTAHABIIMBAIOTCS BIIACTHBIE
OTHOLICHHS COTJIACOBBIBAIOTCS, TAK KaKYEIOBEK, N3y4arOIIUi A3bIK, HUHBECTUPYET B
KYJIbTYPHBIN KaluTall, YTOObI YBEIMYNUTh KaK MaT€pUAJIbHYIO0, TAK U CUMBOJINYECKYIO
LIEHHOCTD LIEJIEBOI'O 53bIKa, a TAK)KE OBITh YaCThIO BOOOpa)kaeMoro cooOuiecTBa. AHNIMHCKUMA
A3BIK BOCIIPMHMMAETCS KaK KyJIbTYpPHBIA KallMTaja BO MHOTUX CTpaHax, B KOTOPBIX
AHTJTIMNCKUHN HE SIBJISIETCA POJHBIM, Y TPYIIIBI MEHBIIMHCTB B JAHHBIX COLIMAJIBHBIX CIIOSX,
BKJIQJIIBAIOT CPE/ICTBA B U3YUYEHUE SA3bIKA, YTOOBI OJYUYUTh BO3MOKHOCTb U U3MEHUTH CBOE
IIOJIOKEHUEB OTHOLICHUSX C JOMUHUPYIOLIEH IpyIIoi. J[aHHOE NCCae10BaHNEe MOCBSIIEHO
W3YYEHHUIO TOTO, KaK 3HAHNUE aHTJIMICKOTO SI3bIKa BJIMAET HA CAMOBOCIPUATHEKA3aXCKUX
STHUYECKUX MEHBIIMHCTB B yHUBepcuTerax Kuras Ha ocHoBanuu «Teopuun BooOpakaeMoro
coo0b1ecTBa, MHBeCTULIMN U uaeHTuyHocTU» Hoptona (2013). C 370l 1enbio MHOKO ObLITH
pa3paboTaHbl TpH MpeaMeTa ucciaenoBansi: 1) OnbIT U3y4eHUs aHTITUICKOTO S3bIKa
Ka3aXCKHMHU CTyJIeHTaMU B yHUBepcuTeTax Kutast; 2) MHEHHs Ka3aXxCKUX CTYJCHTOB O
IPEUMYIIECTBAX M BO3MOXKHOCTSIX, BOSHUKAIOUINX TPH U3YYECHHUU aHTIHICKOTO SI3bIKa; 3)
BnusiHue n3ydeHus: aHTIIMICKOTO sI3bIKa Ha 00pa30BaHKE JIMYHOCTU CTYJEHTOB U3 Ka3aXCKUX
STHUYECKHUX MEHBIIMHCTB. B Hccie10BaHNN NCITONIB3YETCSl METOJT KAY€CTBEHHOTO aHAJIN3a,
OCHOBAHHOTI'0 Ha MHTEPBBIO, ITYTEM OIIPOCA IEBATH Ka3aXCKUX CTYIAEHTOB U3 YUCIIA
MEHBIIMHCTB B YHUBepcuTeTax CHHBL3SHA U IPYTHX TOPOAOB BHyTpeHHero Kuras.
[ToryueHHbIe JaHHBIE TTOKA3bIBAIOT, YTO OJ1aroapsi U3y4eHHUIO aHTJIMICKOTO A3bIKa
HEKOTOpBIE CTYJEHTHI 00pa30Balid B c€0€ MHOXKECTBEHHbIE IMYHOCTH KaK MYJIbTUKYJIbTYPHbIE
U 17100a7bHBIE, KOTOPBIE CO3alIN «TPEThe MPOCTPAHCTBO» VI TOTO, YTOOBI BBIMTH 32
PaMKHCBOMX STHUYECKHX M HAIIMOHAIBHBIXIIPUHAIEKHOCTEH U TpeoOpa3oBaiy ceOIBHEUTO
cpenHee. Mexay Tem, H3y4eHHE aHTJIMHCKOTO S3bIKa TOMOIJIO OOJIBIIMHCTBY CTYIEHTOB U3
YHClia MEHBIIMHCTB MPEOI0JIETh HU3KOE WIIM MapruHaIbHOE MOJI0KEHUE B 00I1IeCTBE U
nproOIIUTHCS K BOOOpaskaeMol 31UTHOM rpymnre. TeM He MeHee, IpY U3yYeHUH aHTIIHICKOTO

A3bIKA YICHUKH C HEOOJIBIIUM ONBITOM O0yUYSHHS aHTIMICKOMY B IIIKOJIE YCTYIAIN IPYTUM
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CTYJEHTaM, 4TO eIIe OOJbIe 0O0CTPHUIIO HEPABEHCTBO B 00pa30BaHUU. DTH JIaHHBIC
CBHUACTCIILCTBYIOT O TOM, YTO IITPEAOCTABICHHUC JOIIOJHUTCIBHBIX KYPCOB AHTJIUICKOrO SI3bIKa
CTyIEHTaM M3 YHCJIa MEHBIINHCTB B YHUBEPCUTETAX U MOBBIIICHHE YPOBHSI aHTIIMHCKOTO
sSI3bIKA B IIKOJIAX JJISl STHUYECKUX MCHBIIMHCTB OKa3bIBAET CYIICCTBEHHYIO MOIICPIKKYH
UMeeT BaKHOE 3HaYCHHUE /IS 00ecrieueHus] paBeHCTBa B 00pa30BaHUM, MHBECTULIUH B

YeJIOBEUCCKUI KallnTall, a TAKKE COIIMATbHOM CIIIIOUYCHHOCTH.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Identity construction and second language learning has been an important topic for
research during recent two decades (Mitsikopoulou, 2002). Language is used for learners to
express themselves and communicate with others, but at the same time, they negotiate their
sense of identity, how they understand their relationships to the world and future possibilities
(Norton, 2013). Language learners’ relationship to the world also reflects how they negotiate
power relations in certain social context. As described by Glastra and Schedler(as cited in
Zhao, 2010)“Language is not simply a medium of communication but also reflects power
relations” (p. 70). In many social contexts, minority groups seem to be in imbalanced power
relations within dominant society (Cummins, 2015), and how they negotiate this power
relations through learning the second or third language and how their sense of identities shift

during the process is an intriguing research filed.

The impact of globalization and internationalization has consolidated the status of the
English language as the global language for international communications. Besides, English is
considered to be the most prestige language as the majority of cutting-edge information and
publications related to science and technology is in English (Pennycook, 2017). Thus, in many
non-native English speaking countries, English is the second language to be learned from
primary or secondary school, and perceived as the cultural capital with paramount material
and symbolic values (Bourdieu, 1986). Particularly in China, with increased active
participation of China in the international arena, the English language is regarded as a
‘passport’ not only for individual prospective educational and career opportunities, but also for

national economic development and modernization (Hu, 2005).
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In 2001, the Ministry of Education in China has issued three policy documents to
promote the English language education; it is stipulated that schools have started to teach
English language as a subject from primary grade 3 from 2002, and English competence is a
requirement for the admission to higher education institutions in China (Chinese Ministry of
Education, 2001a). However, contrasting to the solid tone for English provision at mainstream
schools, the policy document issued in 2002 stating with implicit tone that “the relationship
between the minority language and the Mandarin Chinese should be correctly
managed...English should be offered in regions where favorable conditions exist” (State

Council, 2002, as cited in Feng & Sunuodula, 2009, p. 687).

Some studies have revealed that limited provision of English education at minority
schools in western regions, and challenges encountered by minority students when they
entered the universities that they were placed on unequal footing with ethnic Chinese students
(Adamson & Xia, 2011; Guo & Gu, 2016). It also reflects the unbalanced power relations
between the dominant ethnic Chinese and minority groups within the social context. Some
studies carried out in international contexts, found that minority students are highly motivated
to acquire the English language to resist the unbalanced power to reposition themselves and
negotiate their sense of identity (Darvin & Norton, 2016; Despagne, 2015; Groff, Pilote, &

Vieux-Fort, 2016; M. Gu & Patkin, 2013).

China is a multiethnic country, and it has fifty-six officially recognized ethnic groups
including ethnic Chinese (Han ethnic) as the dominant group and fifty-five ethnic minorities.
Apart from Hui and Manchu who speaks the Chinese language as native languages, other
ethnic minorities in China have own native languages which are different from the Chinese

language. Ethnic Kazakh is one of the ethnic minorities in China, and it is estimated that there



ENGLISH AND MINORITY STUDENTS’ IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION 3

are around 1.5 million Kazakh people settled in China (Linzhu et al., 2011). The majority of
ethnic Kazakh minority lives in Xinjiang Autonomous Region in China (Xinjiang). And as the
second largest minority group after Uyghur people in Xinjiang, ethnic Kazakh have been
recognized by their distinctive language, religion, and traditions from ethnic Chinese (Han
people). They mainly located in northern parts of Xinjiang (like Altai, Tarbagatay, Ili, and

Urumaqi).

In general, there are two types of educational programs dedicated for ethnic Kazakh
students to obtain the primary and secondary education in Xinjiang. The first type is to attend
mainstream schools (min kao han) the same as ethnic Chinese students, the medium of
instruction is Chinese and English is a compulsory subject at this type of school. The second
type is to attend ethnic bilingual schools (min kao min) where the majority of subjects used to
be taught in Kazakh and Chinese is taught as a subject. The education reform has been taken
in recent years in these ethnic bilingual schools in Xinjiang, that the medium of instruction is

replaced by Chinese, and minority language is being learned as a subject (Jian, 2017).

For some minority groups in Xinjiang, like Kazakh, Uyghur, and Mongols, the
trilingual education is claimed to be initiated in ethnic bilingual schools, that by adding the
English language as a compulsory subject. However, some studies also point out that English
provision is still limited in most bilingual schools due to lack of resources as well as qualified
teachers, and “inconsistency among national, regional and local policies implementation”
(Adamson & Feng, 2009, p. 256; Feng & Sunuodula, 2009). It is important to note that the
majority of these studies have focused on ethnic Uyghur minority groups, whereas ethnic
Kazakh minority has gained little attention. Moreover, most studies in the field of minority

education in China have only focused on language education policy and the provision of
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mother tongue and English education in ethnic minority schools. For instance, Tsung and
Cruickshank (2009) drew on data of Uyghur and Kazakh minority classes in one mixed
minority school in Xinjiang and found that both classes lacked adequate acquisition of mother
tongue and English education. Similarly, studies (Adamson & Feng, 2009; Adamson & Xia,
2011)focused mainly on the language education policy for minority students at schools and
universities and concurred that minority students are placed at the disadvantaged place in
terms of limited provision of English education at schools. However, up to now, far too little
attention has been paid to understand how the limited provision of English education impact
on minority students’ learning experiences in universities where they were placed on an

unequal footing with other students.

As mentioned above, in nowadays, English is perceived as the cultural capital in many
non-native English speaking countries and taught as the second or third language in schools. A
number of studies have begun to explore the influence of English language learning on
students’ identity (re)construction. M. M. Gu and Tong (2012) found that students at one
English-medium university in Hong Kong reconstructed their identities as a global citizen
through learning in English and claimed themselves to be closely connected to the outside
world. In the same vein, Despagne (2015) noted that minority students in Mexico made efforts
in English learning in order to reconstruct the identity as modern people and perceived English
would bring more opportunities to reposition themselves from the marginalized position
within dominant society. Taken together, these studies support the notion that English
language learning empowered learners with increased cultural capital to reposition and

reconstructed the global identity as well as imagined to be part of a global community.
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Therefore, this study attempts to contribute to the growing area of research and aims to
explore the relationship between identity (re)construction and English learning that how
minority Kazakh students negotiate the sense of identity and adjust the power relations within

dominant society in the Chinese context.

The Statement of Problem

It is argued that limited English provision at minority bilingual schools has placed
ethnic minority students at unequal footing with ethnic Chinese students at Chinese
universities (Adamson & Feng, 2009). Moreover, all students at Chinese universities are
required to pass the College English Test (known as CET, is test for English proficiency of
Bachelor’s Degree conferral at universities in China)in order to obtain the degree and pursue
further studies like master and doctoral degrees; some studies revealed that the low
proficiency of English language has detrimental impact on minority students’ academic
performance, personality development, integration into mainstream culture, interpersonal
communication, participations during class, and upward social mobility (Adamson & Feng,

2009; Adamson & Xia, 2011).

On the other hand, English learning seems to empower the minority groups to
reposition themselves within unequal power relations between dominant groups in many
social contexts. Moreover, minority students have been found to have higher motivation to
learn English language, they value their own native language for the benefit of learning
English, and they reconstruct identities as educated elite, global citizen through learning
English( Despagne, 2015; Guo & Gu, 2016; Groff, et al., 2016). For instance, Guo and Gu
(2016) noted that Uyghur students in Chinese universities are passionate at English learning

and reconstructed their identities as multicultural identity and elite identity. However, Guo
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and Gu (2016)’s data are limited to minority students of privileged background from big cities
rather than those from remote and small towns in Xinjiang, where the accessibility to English
education are found to be limited in minority schools as mentioned before. This discrepancy of
background might contribute to different English learning experiences and therefore have an

influence on the identity (re)construction.

Surprisingly, almost all previous studies on minority education in Xinjiang have been
devoted to Uyghur people whereas very little detailed investigation on Kazakh minority
students’ learning experiences. The study of Tsung and Cruickshank (2009) included Kazakh
students in one mixed minority schools in Aksu Xinjiang but focused only on the provision of
mother tongue and English education in this school. As Feng (2012) proposed the question
that English provision at Kazakh minority schools might be different from Uyghur schools.
Thus, the detailed understanding of Kazakh minority students’ English learning experiences

might offer different insights from the Uyghur students’ experiences.

Within the broad topic of relationship between second language learning and identity
(re)construction, this study attempts to understand Kazakh minority students’ English learning
experiences at Chinese universities, and how English learning influenced their identity

(re)construction.

The Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Based on the conceptual framework offered by Norton (2013) as “Imagined
community, investment, and identity”, the present study aims at exploring the influence of
English language learning on Kazakh minority students’ identity (re)construction at Chinese

universities.
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The key research questions that guided the study are as follows:

1. What are English language learning experiences of minority Kazakh students at
Chinese universities?

2. How do Kazakh minority students view the benefits of the English language
learning?

3. How do Kazakh students perceive the impact of English language learning on their

identity (re)construction?

The Significance of the Study

It is hoped that this research will contribute to a deeper understanding of minority
students’ English learning experiences at Chinese universities and how their identities shift
through the acquisition of the cultural capital to negotiate the power relations within the
dominant society. Thus, for students themselves, the study might enable them to reflect on
their own learning experiences and get a deeper insight into tentative identity shifts in this
learning process. The study also suggests some implications for policymakers, university
administrators and teachers for providing additional support in terms of allocating adequate
resources at minority bilingual schools, balancing the educational inequity issues,
acknowledging and encouraging minority students’ linguistic and cultural diversities. Given
the empowerment by the international language, ethnic minority students contribute to the
human capital for the social and economic development of the country, and at the same time to

maintain the long-term social cohesion within a multiethnic and multicultural country.

The Structure of the study
The overall structure of the study takes the form of six chapters, including the

introductory chapter, which provides the background of the study, and statement of the
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problem, the purpose of the study as well as research questions and the significance of the
study. Chapter Two begins by laying out the concepts and conceptual framework of research
reviews the existing studies on the influence of language on the identity construction and
provides the context of the study. The third chapter is concerned with the methodology used
for the study to illustrate the rationales for qualitative design and interview as the research
method, the sampling strategy, data collection and analyzing processes, and ethical issues. The
fourth chapter presents the findings of the research, focusing on the six major themes based on
main research questions. Chapter Five interprets and discussed the findings within the scope of
a conceptual framework and previous studies. The last chapter, conclusion, summarizes the
findings, states the limitations of the study and provides the recommendations for future

research.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
This study attempts to understand the influence of English language learning on
minority Kazakh students’ identity (re)construction at universities in China. In order to fully
understand the dynamic and variable interaction among language learning, identity
construction and other related factors, research questions include minority Kazakh students’
experiences of learning English at the tertiary level, their views about the benefits and
opportunities of English learning, and the impact of English learning on their identity

(re)construction.

The following chapter provides the existing studies related to the topic of the present
study. It begins with introducing the key concepts throughout the whole study, like the ethnic
minority, identity (re)construction, and learning experiences. Then it explicates the conceptual
framework of the study, which is ‘Imagined community, Investment and Identity construction’
by Norton (2013). Further, the chapter provides the existing studies on the impact of second
language learning on identity (re)construction, and related studies about the influence of
English learning on minority students’ identity (re)construction in the international context.
Finally, it offers the context of the study in terms of English education in general and for

ethnic minorities in China, and minority students’ English learning experiences at Chinese

universities.

Concepts

In order to provide the clear and consistent understandings of the main concepts of the
study, this section is going to offer the analyses of the concepts like ethnic minority, identity
construction and reconstruction, and learning experiences, and clarify the definite meaning or

particular scope of the concepts which is going to be employed in this study.
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Ethnic minority. The concept of ethnic minority has been understood broadly by two
different meanings: the first line of studies defines the term by identifying the group of people
who shared the same culture, lifestyle, history and origin, that the group is minority in terms of
numeric size compared with the majority group and interchangeable with the term of ‘ethnic
group’ (Burton, Nandi, & Platt, 2008; May, 2013; Paniagua, 2004). The second line of studies
emphasizes on the numeric size of the ethnic minority with its lower social status and
discrimination, in other words, the issue of “social inequality...the social essence of ethnic
minorities resulting from oppression or stigmatization” (Volkov, 2010, p. 100).This also
reflects the unbalanced power relations existing among the dominant group and minority

groups that the minority groups are found to be at the inferior or marginalized position.

In the present study, ethnic minority Kazakh is one of fifty-five officially recognized
ethnic minorities in China, as Chinese Communist Party defined in 2005 (as cited in Linzhu et

al., 2011) that ethnic group is,

“...a historically constituted, stable community of people who, in general, share common
characteristics of historical origins, mode of production, language, culture, customs, and a
sense of solidarity; for some minorities, religion also plays an important role in their

formation and development process (p. 8).”

Although the above definition is consistent to the first line of study that defines the
ethnic minority from the objective features in terms of population, language, culture, and
religion, this study attempts to shed light on identity (re)construction of minority people by
involving the power relations within the social context. Therefore, the concept of ethnic

minority employed in this study is based on the combination of these two lines of
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understanding, which includes ethnic cultural, linguistic and religious distinctions and numeric

sizes attached with inferior or marginalized social status.

Learning experiences. Studies about students’ learning experiences have employed
various scope of the lens to gain insights into the phenomenon of experience based on a
related central issue of the study (Mingyue Gu, 2008; Qing, 2017; Sawir, 2005; Q. Gu,
Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010; Wu, 2015). However, there are similarities in terms of
identifying the themes discovered from students’ learning experiences. For instance, the
learning experiences had been explored from the perspectives of inside and outside academic
settings in terms of teaching approaches as well as classroom participation in classroom
learning ( Sawir, 2005; Wu, 2015), and students’ learning approaches outside classes. As Wu
(2015) demonstrated that Chinese international students at British universities found that
teaching approaches were quite different from their previous experiences in China. More
specifically, teachers at British universities favored student-centered approach and organized
the various group or individual work to develop their critical thinking abilities. Similarly,
Sawir (2005) noted that students from Asian countries commented on their English class at
home countries that classes were mainly teacher-centered and English teachers paid more
attention to grammar and less on oral skills development. Both of these studies reflect that,
with respect to the teaching style and approaches, students have quite different learning

experiences in Asian and Western educational settings.

Apart from learning or teaching approaches, some studies explored the experiences
through the lenses of positive and negative experiences (Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010;
Qing, 2017; Sawir, 2005). Qing (2017) has investigated the elite university learning

experiences of students from rural areas and noted that most students had difficult adaptation
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experiences in terms of academic study and students’ social life during the initial years. These
students had negative emotional experiences as they felt themselves like “Country Bumpkin in
a big city” and they felt inferior to other students (p. 82). On the other hand, the opportunity to
study in prestigious university was the honor for them and their families, they perceived this as
the “luck” (p. 82). These positive and negative experiences resulted in conflicted feelings as
they felt not accepted by the city and being proud to be ‘city person’ in home village. In the
same vein, Gu et al. (2010) explored international students’ learning experiences at British
universities and classified their experiences into positive and negative experiences. Some
students felt themselves “powerlessness” and “lack of a sense of belongingness” when they
experiences the unfamiliar educational systems (p. 17), social structures and values, while
some students found themselves adapted into the new culture and system and overcame
challenges in terms of academic study and social life and they considered this as positive

experience.

Based on these previous studies, this study also attempts to explore students’ learning
experiences through the lens of positive learning experiences and negative learning
experiences regarding their challenges as well as gains in and outside classroom learnings at
Chinese universities. Moreover, the minority students’ English learning experiences in the

international context will also be illustrated in further section.

Identity construction and reconstruction. As the study explores the issue of identity
construction, it is essential to clarify the concept of identity and identity (re)construction. The
concept of identity is viewed differently by scholars although they have some common
relationships. According to Ha (as cited in Kouhpaeenejad & Gholaminejad, 2014) that the

identity is perceived by western scholars as “hybrid and multiple” while by eastern scholars as
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“a sense of belonging” (p. 199). Meanwhile, identity has two controversial features: the
identity is defined as the stable core self, which is unitary, fixed, and unchangeable from the
viewpoint of essentialists; but based on poststructuralists’ view, the identity is dynamic, fluid,

diverse and changing through time and space.

The identity reflects a sense of the uniqueness of individual to be differentiated from
others on one hand and refers to the groups which the individual belongs to emphasize the
identification of belongingness on the other hand. Kouhpaeenejad & Gholaminejad (2014)
notes the dimensions of the identity are multiple and even contradictory, as “Joseph describes
the process of identity construction likes a sword with two edges which can both work
partially against individuals and connect them together” (p. 200). In addition, Kouhpaeenejad
& Gholaminejad (2014) argue that these two forces are “unifying and divisive forces”, and the
later force is far more overweights the former one (p. 200). Therefore, the conflicts of
identities might even increase as the individualness is distinct from the mainstream or

dominant group.

Within personal dimension, the identity can be perceived as ‘who am I’, the
“individual traits, characteristics and dispositions”(Edwards, 2009, p. 19). While in the
dimension of social aspects, the identity is individual’s sense of who they are “in terms of
groups to which they belong, including ethnicity, nationality, religion, gender, generation,
sexual orientation, social class and an unlimited number of other possibilities” (Norton &
Toohey, 2011, p. 25). The individual always has multiple identities in various contexts, and
these identities are not predetermined but constantly changed and reconstructed by personal

and environmental factors.
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Based on poststructuralists’ view of identity as fluid, dynamic and changeable across
time and space, a line of studies in the field of applied linguistics have concurred that the
identity is constructed, and reconstructed through language and discourse (Blackledge &
Pavlenko, 2001;Kinginger, 2013; Norton & Toohey, 2011; Norton, 2013 & Pavlenko&
Norton, 2007). Blackledge and Pavlenko (2001) proposed that minority groups negotiated
their identities through linguistic discourses in terms of code-switching, new linguistic
varieties, and second language learning and reposition themselves within power relations in
dominant society. In a similar vein, Kinginger (2013) suggested that the second language
learner reconstructed the new identity as she or he invested in the language to become the part
of the imagined community of target language. These studies clearly indicate that identity is
inseparably connected to the language learning, in other words, the identity is not fixed, but
fluid, interchangeable and negotiated through the linguistic discourse and practice within the

social context.

In the present study, the notion of identity is based on poststructuralists’ view, more
specifically, defined by Norton (2013) as: “How a person understands his or her relationship
to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person
understands possibilities for the future” (p. 45). This definition takes into account that
dynamic and interchangeable relationship between the language learner and identity
construction and reconstruction. Meanwhile, it also allows for the possibilities of future as the
individual imagine becoming a part of target community and therefore investing in the
language learning, and negotiating the sense of self within power relations. The detailed
explanation of the imagined community, investment, and identity construction will be

presented in the following section.
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Conceptual Framework: Imagined Community, Investment and Identity

As this research attempts to understand the influence of English language on minority
students’ identity (re)construction, | found that Norton’s theory (2013) of “Imagined
community, investment, and identity” offered insights to understand the language learners’

identity shifts within the power relation negotiations in social context of language learning.

Norton’s theory is based on the second language learning motivation theory of Dornyei
(2009), which proposed the notion of individual identity. That an individual’s identity as a
language learner is perceived as personal psychological constructs, which consist of three
main components that the Ideal L2 self, the Ought-to L2 self and, the L2 Learning experience.
In other words, the individual’s view of self, outside expectations, and environmental
influences are considered to impact language learning motivation. Norton replaced the notion
of motivation with that of investment to acknowledge the power negotiations within the
language learning, extending the involvement of individual agency from a “psychological
construct” to a “social construct”(Norton, 2015, p. 377). | employ the theory of imagined
community, investment, and identity of Norton (2013) to conceptualize my study since |
investigate identity shift through the language learning process that the power negotiations of

the minority group within the dominant society by learning a globalized language.

The notion of ‘Investment’, based on the work of Bourdieu (1986), refers to an
individual’s desire and practice in the target language, which has the potential to enable the
learner to “acquire a wider range of symbolic resources (language, education, friendship) and
material resources (capital goods, real estate, money), which will in turn increase the value of
their cultural capital and social power” (p. 33). The possession of certain valued languages

means that the individual owns access to related resources and opportunities which can be
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converted into economic wealth. For instance, English is the language with symbolic power in
the world nowadays as it is the language that carries the most economic, cultural and social
capital. The individual who has competent knowledge of English means that he or she also has
wider potentials to access the various resources compared with the counterpart who has little
knowledge of English in a non-English speaking country. As stated by Norton (2008), the
notion of investment perceives the language learner as “having a complex, non-unitary
identity, changing across time and space, and reproduced in social interaction” (p. 48).
Therefore, Norton proposes the notion that the individual’s investment in the language

learning can be perceived as the investment in the identity.

The notion of ‘imagined community”’ is initially introduced in Anderson’s work
(Wilson & Anderson, 1985), as they indicate that the direct engagement is not the only way of
belonging to the community since the individual will not know every member of the
community even in the smallest nation, thus the imagination is another important way by
which we feel the sense of belonging to the community and imagine the image of fellow
citizens of the particular community. Norton extends the notion of “imagined community” to
construct the framework of ‘imagined community, investment, and identity’. In her study,
five immigrant women with various linguistic and social backgrounds all made effort to learn
and acquire English language in order to gain the acceptance to the Canadian community, as
Norton describes that “imagining ourselves bonded with our fellow citizens across time and
space, we can feel a sense of community with people we have not yet met, but perhaps hope to
meet one day” (p. 8). For instance, Mai, a Viethamese immigrant woman, was eager to learn
English for present and future since she believed that this language would promise the access

to the imagined community where she would have a decent job. The imagined community will
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encourage the individual to invest more in the certain linguistic capital, and more investment
through the time will again strengthen the identity construction in the relation to the imagined

community.

It is important to note that, the language learning in Norton’s (2013) study is based on
the context of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), which is different from foreign language
learning setting. The five immigrant women in Norton’s study learned the English language
since the language was the dominant language in that society; in other words, the English
language was prerequisite for participation in various social interactions. English language in
many non-native English-speaking countries has been taught as a foreign language at school,
and language learners have less exposure to the target language outside the classroom or
learning settings (Kinginger, 2013). However, there seem to be some similarities in both
language learning paradigms that the identity is constructed and reconstructed with the
learning process as more investment made in order to achieve the goal of being or recognized
by ‘imagined community member’. Moreover, the development of technology has transformed
the traditional way of learning, as described by Darvin and Norton (2016)“learner traverse
local and global boundaries, occupying multiple online and offline spaces, their capacity to
identify and navigate systemic patterns of controls impact their investment in particular
language and literacy practices” (p. 24). This also transformed language learners’ ways of
negotiating their identities while learning the language and thus participating in social

interactions.

The study of Kinginger (2013) illustrates the French language learning journey of an
American girl Alice, who was attracted by the French culture depicted in American culture

production: “where France is presented as a vast formal garden studded with works of
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monumental architecture”(p. 16). Along with symbolic value of this target language, Alice
imagines herself as a French language instructor in the future, which will enable her access to
the social, cultural and economic privilege that she has not enjoyed as a child. In this sense,
Alice’s investment in the French language is as same as the investment in Norton’s (2013)
study, which indicates that the more competence of the target language is gained the more the
opportunities to access into the cultural and material resources; identity is negotiated in this
process as linguistic and cultural competence is recognized and legitimized within a certain
community and the individual’s sense of himself or herself, as well as his or her relationship to

the world is constantly changing through the time and space.

In view of all that has been mentioned so far, the present study is framed by the
conceptual theory of ‘Investment, Imagined community and Identity’ (Norton, 2013). These
three concepts explicate the interrelations between the English language learning and identity
construction by involving the power relations negotiated within the social context. More
specifically, by investing in English learning as acquiring the cultural capital, minority
students might navigate the identity shifts as well as negotiate the power relations within
dominant society. Additionally, | employ these concepts as analytical tools when | reviewed
existing studies and analyzed my data. In order to better illustrate the influence of language
learning on identity (re)construction, | have reviewed a wide range of international studies

published within latest ten years and this is going to be presented in the following section.

Research about the Impact of Language Learning on the Identity (re)Construction
Based on the post-structuralism’s view of identity as the fluid, interchangeable and
dynamic across the time and space, there is a large number of published studies (e.g. Anbreen,

2015; Gao, 2011; Rivas, 2013; Shin, 2010; Sung, 2014; Yu, Brown & Stephens, 2018) that
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describe the influence of second or third language learning on the identity (re)construction.
There is a consensus among these studies that the new language learning shape and reshape
the individual’s identity through multiple ways such as communication, socio-cultural and
ideological influence; while this transformation process, to some extent, may differ between
majority and minority groups since their home languages are recognized by the local context

at different levels as well as other social and environmental influences.

As English has become the global language and the language which dominates the
science, technology, information as well as business, the language becomes the most
important foreign language in many non-native English speaking countries. Some studies find
that through learning the English language as the second or foreign language, learners
construct the new identity as global citizen and reflect on their own ethnic and national socio-
cultural beliefs, which may help them to go beyond the linguistic and cultural boundaries and
become more accepting to otherness (Gao, 2011; Sung, 2014). Students from Hong Kong
universities showed their desire for obtaining the global identity which possesses some
positive traits such as communicating with people of various cultural background and be open-
minded to different cultures as well as beliefs (Sung, 2014). Interestingly, some participants
hope not to be identified as local Hong Kong identity as they think that these labels are
stereotypes and constraints while the global identity may enable them to break these
limitations. Similarly, studies of Anbreen (2015) and Gao (2011)also report that Pakistani and
Chinese students have reexamined their own attitudes and beliefs related to ethnic and national
identities to reconstruct the new global identity which embraces and tolerates other different or
even opposite views and beliefs. Vice versa, the English language learning not only impact on

the formation of a new identity but also the imagined identity or belonging to the target
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community may exert influence on the language learning itself. For instance, studies
(Bouchereau Bauer, Guerrero, Hornberg, & Bos, 2015; Shin, 2010; Yu et al., 2017) imply that
if learners have positive self-identity of belonging to the target language community, they

would invest more in learning the language and become more proficient in that language.

This issue is also prominent in the context of immigrants and minorities learning the
majority language as well as integrating into the mainstream culture; if their diversities are
recognized and accepted by the majority group then they can develop positive self-identity and
have positive imagination as part of the mainstream community, which would ultimately lead
to better integration. However, studies (Bouchereau Bauer et al., 2015; Rivas, 2013; Yu et al.,
2018) reveal that immigrant and minority groups have experienced unacceptance,
discrimination as well as marginalization to different extents in different contexts, and these
experiences have influenced on the identity construction and reconstruction. For instance,
some second generation of immigrants in the United States show that they have encountered
identity crisis since their appearance or heritage culture are different from the white people
and not fully accepted by them; this leads them to reconnect with their own heritage language
and culture in the adulthood and reformate their identities by accepting their own diversities
and multicultural background (Shin, 2010). The same as some returnee students in the study of
Rivas (2013) that they have experienced the exclusion from both cultures, neither were fully
recognized as native American nor native Mexican, then when they met each other those with
same experiences and constructed their own small culture and came to realize their in-between

multicultural identities.

This means that apart from the language learning, other socio-cultural aspects have

great influence on the identity formation, with one of these factors being the acceptance or
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recognition of individual’ diversities. The recognition and acceptance of one’s own
multicultural background might lead to positive self-identity and more acceptance to the
mainstream culture and positive future imagination as part of the community, which again
creates positive language learning experience and integration into the mainstream culture. In
this sense, the identity is not fixed phenomenon but fluid, dynamic and negotiated through the
time and space within which, the individual’s understanding of own language, culture, and
belief as well as attitudes towards otherness may change through the learning of a new

language and related culture.

The analysis of the literature shows that the English language as one of the most
powerful languages in the world nowadays goes beyond its functional employment as the
international language for mutual communication, to its value as the cultural capital, which
possesses symbolic as well as material values. Particularly, for minority people, the English
language is the powerful language by which they negotiate their identities in the unequal
power relationship among their own and mainstream languages, and this will be elaborated in

the following section.

English Learning Experiences of Minority Students in non-native English Countries.
Data from several studies (Gu & Patkin, 2013; Ma, 2009; Maluch, Newmann &
Kempert, 2016; Nguyen & Bui, 2016) suggest that minority students in some non-native
English speaking countries have some similar issues in the process of learning English. For
instance, their linguistic and cultural diversities are often perceived by teachers as obstacles
for academic achievement. Despite the fact of challenge, studies (Despagne, 2015; Gu &

Patkin, 2013; Groff et al., 2016) found that most minority students managed to invest in
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English learning not only for material benefits but also for socio-cultural benefits such as

reposition themselves from inferior or marginalized position and reconstruct their identities.

Some studies reveal that minority students’ low proficiency in the majority language,
which is always found to be the medium of classroom teaching, has caused some challenges
for these students to comprehend the class content thus negatively impact their academic
performances (Gu & Patkin, 2013; Ma, 2009; Nguyen & Bui, 2016). Gu and Patkin (2013)
point out that most Asian minority students in Hong Kong could not continue to higher
education because of their limited knowledge of Chinese language. In the same vein, this issue
is also noted in the study of Nguyen and Bui (2016) that Vietnamese teachers reflected that
minority students had difficulties to understand their class teaching in national Viethamese
language that the priority should be given to improving their knowledge of the national
language rather than the English language. The similar issues have also been found in the
Chinese context, and Ma (2009) argues that the English language should be taught in minority
students’ mother tongue in minority schools in China. These studies clearly pointed out that
learning English through the majority language caused some challenges for minority students

in terms of comprehending the learning contents.

Another challenge was found to be that minority students’ linguistic and cultural
diversities are perceived to be the hindrance for their academic success and thus not valued
and included in the English learning classes by teachers. In spite of the benefits of
multilingualism are highlighted in research (Cenoz, 2013), in most contexts, minority students’
home languages are not supported in schools or even discriminated against. For instance, some
teachers hold the view that minority students were “not intelligent and unable to learn well”

(Nguyen & Bui, 2016, p. 99). Teachers’ perception and interpretation of diversified
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backgrounds of minority students also impact their teaching approach adopted through the
English language class. Both studies of Despagne (2015) and Nguyen and Bui (2016)
demonstrate that English teachers did not recognize minority students’ multilingual
competences and multicultural background as valued resources, they favor adopting the
monolingual teaching approach rather than incorporating minority students’ language and
culture into classroom teaching.

These teachers’ perception of the minority students and their plurilingual competences
mirrors the general stereotype of the minority people in many social contexts (Despagne, 2015;
Gu & Patkin, 2013; Groff et al., 2016). For instance, Mexican indigenous and minority
students in Mexico feel themselves marginalized and discriminated against by others, being
treated as an “Indio”, which is “insulting and offensive”, and are recognized as “inferior and
less intelligent” (Despagne, 2015, p. 374); similar to the South Asian ethnic minorities in
Hong Kong that are “unrecognized or even ignored” and labeled as “undereducated and
narrow-minded”, “associated with negative attributes” (Gu & Patkin, 2013, p. 138). Although
the linguistic minority students in the Quebec City of Canada do not express the above
negative stereotypes associated with them, they still believe that local francophone people are
not “open-minded” and there is “less acceptance” for the immigrants and minorities (Groff et
al., 2016, p. 92).

Therefore, on the other hand, the English learning is generally perceived by these
minority students as acquiring the cultural capital which could not only expand their future
opportunities but also empower them to reposition themselves from the marginalized status
and reconstruct multiple identities by creating the imagined community as global or elite
identities. As described by Despagne (2015) that minority students in Mexico developed

autonomous learning agency to invest in English learning in order to resist the inferior position
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and reconstruct the identity associated with ‘modern people’ and ‘elite’. In the same vein,
Groff et al., (2016) state that minority students in Quebec favored to attend the English
medium universities and felt proud to be more proficient in English than local francophone
students, this enabled them to resist the marginalized position imposed on them by the local
dominant group.

However, the inspiration and admiration for English might lead to the counter-
discourse created by the minority group against the local language and culture. For instance,
South Asian ethnic minority students in the study of Gu and Patkin (2013) noted that “they
turned to Western culture for inspiration, again ignoring local culture and language” (p. 139).
Thus, this might further marginalize minority students to integrate into the mainstream culture
and exacerbate the social stratification even generate some risks for maintaining the social
cohesion in the society.

Considering all of these experiences, it seems that in many non-native English
speaking countries, minority students have same issues in learning the English language in
terms of difficulties in class comprehension and discrimination against of their linguistic and
cultural backgrounds. However, most minority students perceived the English language as the
cultural capital, the language with a power which may enable them to balance their unequal
status and deprived rights in the society. For instance, they consider that by learning English
and be proficient with the language, they can have better opportunities for study and job in the
future, negotiate the multiple identities to resist the discrimination and marginalization, and
reposition themselves to the imagined communities in which they possess better status, money,

and success, as the empowered minorities.
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The Context of the Study
Before proceeding to the methodology chapter, it is necessary to provide the context of
the present study in terms of English education in China, English for minorities in Xinjiang

and minority students’ English learning experiences at Chinese universities.

English language in education in China. The English language has enjoyed an
unprecedented rise in importance and status in China during recent decades mainly after the
Open Door Economic Policy initiated by Chinese vice Premier Deng Xiaoping in 1978. In the
same year, English has been the essential part of the high stake examinations such as College
Entrance Examination (gaokao). The weight of score of English language in the gaokao has
increased from 100 points in the early years to 150 points out of total 750 points nowadays; in
some provinces and cities that have the authorization to set their own College Entrance
Examination tests, English language test score even weights higher such as “120 points out of

total 480 points in Shanghai”’(Adamson & Xia, 2011, p. 4).

After the successful bid for holding 2008 Olympic Games and successful admission to
join the World Trade Organization at the beginning of the 21st century, the importance of
learning English has been even more emphasized. In 2001, the Ministry of Education has
issued three policy documents to promote the English language education. The first document
established that all school should start English language class from primary year three
(Chinese Ministry of Education, 2001a). The second document specified the required levels of
proficiency in English for secondary school leavers (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2011).
The third document set the goal that five to ten percent of the undergraduate curriculum will
be instructed through the English language within three years (Chinese Ministry of Education,

2001b). English language competency has been one of the most important measurements of
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academic success for students and prerequisite for high paying jobs and promotion for
graduates (Feng, 2012; Feng &Sunuodula, 2009; Gu & Guo, 2016; Sunuodula & Cao, 2015;

Pan, 2015).

As Pan & Pan (n.d.) illustrates that English ideology has dominated the nation and this
is the language which possesses the economic, social and cultural capital. For Chinese people,
learning English is not only a matter of mastering a foreign language in order to join
international communication but more importantly, “a step for socioeconomic advancement”
(Zhan & Sun, as cited in Sunuodula& Cao, 2015, p. 67). The notion of ‘Chinese —English
Bilingual education’ has been widespread mostly in most developed eastern regions and the
image of future talents ‘FuhexingRencai’ is generally interpreted as “competent bilingual
person specialized in science and technology area” (Feng, 2009, p. 290). Thus, the English
language ideology prevails among the whole nation as the language promising the individual
to possess economic, social and symbolic capital for being a member of ‘imagined community’

as ‘elite community’, which deserved and demanded the ‘investment’ for the young generation.

English for ethnic minorities in Xinjiang. Despite the fact that English language
education has been given the priority for the majority of schools through the country, the
policy document issued in 2002 stating with an implicit tone that “the relationship between the
minority language and the Mandarin Chinese should be correctly managed...English should be
offered in regions where favorable conditions exist” to imply that not all minority schools are
mandatory to offer English education (State Council, 2002, as cited in Feng &Sunuodula,
2009, p. 687). Researchers argue that there are two underlying notions behind this implicit

tone; the first is repositioning the Chinese language as the priority compared to minority
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languages, then the English provision is an option for minority schools but not mandatory as

for majority schools (Feng &Sunuodula, 2009; Guo&Gu, 2016; Sunuodula & Cao, 2015).

A line of studies has reported on the limited accessibility of English education for
minority school students in Xinjiang (Feng &Sunuodula, 2009; Guo & Gu, 2016; Sunuodula
& Cao, 2015; Tsung, 2014). Feng and Sunuodula (2009) state that “Xinjiang is probably one
of the regions with the most limited provision of English in the country and is simply kept out
of the system; the opportunity to learn English in minority schools is just not available” (p.
694). Some studies have conducted survey among minority students at tertiary level and find
that these students have had no English language class at schools and some students have
learned English at private training center but the number of these students is limited (Wu;
Olan, as cited in Feng & Sunuodula, 2009). This is similar to the findings of Tsung (2014) that
she has carried out case studies of two Uyghur minority schools in rural area in Xinjiang by
field visit in 2006, 2009 and 2011. The researcher noticed that in one merge minority school
where Han students are placed in Han classes while Uyghur students and other ethnic minority
Kazakh are placed in minority class (known as minzu class), the provision of English language
is just not available at minzu class due to the lack of teachers who can teach English to Uyghur

students and limited resources such as textbooks in Uyghur language.

A comprehensive study of English provision at minority schools in Xinjiang was
conducted by Sunuodula and Cao (2015) by employing both qualitative and quantitative
methods from 2010 to 2011. They had two rounds semi-structured interviews with ten
university Uyghur students, two teachers, and four policymakers, they also have conducted
participant observations and questionnaire surveys at four research sites including two

minority secondary schools in Xinjiang, an Inside-Xinjiang junior secondary school class in
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which Chinese was the medium of instruction and an inland Xinjiang class. Their findings
confirm that English language education is limited and the Chinese language is intensified at
minority schools as the English language is not required subject in the College Entrance

Examination whereby the Chinese language replace it with respect to the preferential policy.

Apart from the limited access to English provision for minority Uyghur students in
schools, some studies (Feng &Sunuodula, 2009; Feng, 2012; Ma, 2009; Tsung, 2014) point
out that learning English through second language (Chinese) has some negative impact on
minority students with poor knowledge of Chinese. For instance, some students reported that
in English tests they have to translate sentences from English to Chinese, and students who

were not good at Chinese would lose points ().

Even though the limited access to English learning has been offered for minority
Uyghur students in Xinjiang, they still possess the strong motivation and enthusiasm towards
English learning. The same findings (Adamson & Feng, 2009; Feng & Sunuodula, 2009;
Sunuodula & Cao, 2015) show that Uyghur students believe that English carries profound
symbolic, cultural and material resources that they eager to learn this third language; “English

is really new and it is like new blood in [ the Uyghur youth in Xinjiang] body” (Sunuodula

& Cao, 2015, p. 96). The provision of English language learning is believed to offer these
minority students opportunities to empower themselves in order to get the equal footing with

Han counterparts.

However, there is little research on the implementation of trilingual education in
Kazakh people dominant regions in Xinjiang like Altay, Tarbagatay, Karamayi, Ili and
Urumgi, where the regional economy has developed better due to abundant metal, oil

resources, flourishing tourism industry and increasing international trade with boundary
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country like Kazakhstan. As Adamson and Feng (2009) suggest that the accretive model of
trilingual education can be or might have been implemented in Kazakh dominated regions in
Xinjiang. Therefore, the present study aims to contribute to enriching understanding of ethnic

minority education in western China in terms of English learning for Kazakh minority students.

Minority students’ English language learning experiences in Chinese universities.
At the beginning of 1990s, the transformation has taken place in China, which includes the
decentralized educational system that universities have been granted a high degree of
autonomy to meet the market economy (Adamson & Xia, 2011). With the spread of English
language ideology as we mentioned in sections before, “a large number of higher education
institutions pursue the policy of no CET-4 certificate, no bachelor degree” (Adamson & Xia,
2011, p. 5). CET (College English Test) is initiated by the Ministry of Education in 1980s;
there are two types of CET: CET Band 4 for second-year students and CET Band 6 for third-
year students. CET has been changed in format and content: from written form to computer-
based; from more focus on grammar exercises and translation tasks to listening and speaking
sections. Non-English major students are required to take CET-4 in the second year and the
minimum score to pass in 355 out of total 710; if they fail at the first test, then they can retake
the test up to five times. The CET-4 certificate is prerequisite for the bachelor’s degree,
otherwise, students are given a statement by the university instead of the degree, as Adamson
and Xia (2011) report that 600 out of 36,000 undergraduate students in a university located in
central China have not passed the CET-4 and have not got the bachelor’s degree; “Among the
600 graduates, a large number were ethnic minority students from Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang,

and Ningxia” (p. 5).
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Other studies (Adamson & Feng, 2009; Feng, 2012;Guo & Gu, 2016; Han, Costa &
Cui, 2016) have also reveal that ‘dilemma’ encountered by many minority students at tertiary
institutions is that they have not learned English prior to the high education or their limited
proficiencies compared with Han counterparts. The CET-4 requirement has caused huge
pressure for them and taken the most time to prepare for the exam, which has been utilized by

Han students to be more competitive in their professional subjects.

These negative impacts have been described in details by Han et al. (2016) that
ethnographic studies have been carried out in one university in Jiangsu to examine the
university English language policy and its impact on minority Uyghur students who came
from Xinjiang. The researchers find that Uyghur students can be categorized into three groups:
min kao han (minority students attended Chinese mainstream schools), min kao min (minority
students who received school education in bilingual or trilingual minority schools) and neigao
ban students (who has been selected by examination to receive senior middle school education
in schools located in inland China, economically well-developed regions). Min kao min
students are positioned in the most ‘predicament’ situation since most of them have started
learning English only in the preparatory course (yukeban) after school graduation. Although
the support has been offered by that university as “the score inflation regulation” for all
courses taken by minority students from Xinjiang, many minority students still have expressed

anxiety and stress for English learning and integration into majority stream (p. 320).

Although both studies (Han et al., 2016; Guo & Gu, 2016) have studied minority
Uyghur students” English learning experiences at Chinese universities, they have different
findings and this may result from the different educational background of their participants.

Han et al. (2016) illustrate that low proficiencies in the English language of Uyghur students
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have caused loss of interest in learning English, which again resulted in poor academic
performance and led to a loss of self-esteem. The same issues have also been noted by (Guo &
Gu, 2016; Yu, 2018) that stereotype of these minority students is ‘not advanced’, ‘backward’
and ‘lag behind learners’, and some minority students even pretended to hide their ethnic
identity in order to prevent from feeling inferior to the majority students. In addition, this has
resulted in the marginalization of minority students and they keep in their own small culture

which hindered their integration into mainstream society.

Contrasted to these negative impacts reported by Han et al. (2016), Guo and Gu (2016)
observe that some minority Uyghur students (most are min kao han and neigaoban students)
have shown greater motivation and enthusiasm towards English learning, that they feel
confident in their linguistic and cognitive advantages in learning English; they view English
learning as ‘empowerment’ to be a part of ‘imagined elite community’ or ‘global citizens’, and
this will be discussed in-depth in the latter section. Nonetheless, these studies come to an
agreement that special support like offering extra tutoring hours of English learning by or
various teaching methods adjusting to their English language levels have not been offered by
their university teachers. The different findings from these researchers also reflect the
intergroup stratification which may lead to intergroup conflicts and decreasing in enrollment
to minority schools which will inevitably lead to loss of ethnic identity, linguistic and cultural

heritage.

In view of all that has been mentioned so far, one may suppose that the inequity issues
exist in terms of English provision at mainstream and minority schools in China. In other
words, the limited access to formal English education at minority schools places minority

students at the unequal footing with other students at Chinese universities. This distinction is
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further escalated when English proficiency is prerequisite for degree conferral as well as
advanced studies in master and doctoral programs. However, much of the research up to now
has based on document analysis, and thus there is a need to provide a detailed understanding

of these minority students’ English learning experiences at Chinese universities.
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Chapter 3. Methodology
In the previous section, the conceptual framework of the study and existing relevant
studies have been discussed. In this chapter, a more detailed account of the methodology of
the study will be presented. In the first section, the rationales for choosing interview-based
qualitative research design will be explained. The following section illustrates the sampling
strategy and describes the participants of the study. The third part explicates the reasons for
adopting interview as the research instrument. The following two sections describe the data

collecting process and analyzing stages. Finally, the ethical considerations will be discussed.

This qualitative study attempts to explore Kazakh minority students’ English learning
experiences at Chinese universities and its influence on their identity (re)construction; the
three key research questions that guided the study are: “What are English language learning
experiences of minority Kazakh students at Chinese universities?”, “How do Kazakh minority
students in China view the benefits or opportunities of English learning?”” and “How do
Kazakh minority students perceive the impact of English language learning on identity

(re)construction?”

Research Design

The study adopts interview-based qualitative research design for several reasons as
follows. Firstly, the nature and characteristics of the qualitative study, one of these is that
understanding the experiences, perspectives, and thoughts of participants” (Ritchie & Lewis,
2014, p. 120). Then, many studies in the filed have employed qualitative design to explore the
relationship between language and identity. Last but not least, as a novice researcher, within

the short period of time for conduction research, the interview offered me the best chance to
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understand participants’ lived experiences in depth, and more flexibility was given through the

process of coding, analyzing and interpreting with this research design.

A line of studies has discussed the nature and characteristics of the qualitative research
design (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2007; Creswell, 2012; Ritchie & Lewis, 2014). These studies have a common sense of the
essence of the qualitative study as “naturalistic, interpretative approach, concerned with
exploring phenomena ‘from the interior’” (Flick, as cited in Ritchie & Lewis, 2014, p. 3). The
qualitative research involves studying people’s real-life experiences in order to obtain a
detailed, deep and complex understanding of the central phenomena or concept and
individual’s perspectives as well as views are given the priority in this research process (Yin,
2011; Creswell, 2013). As Yin (2011) states that “qualitative research explicitly embraces the
contextual conditions, that is, the social, institutional, cultural and environmental conditions-
within which people’s lives take place” (p. 9). These factors are particularly crucial to have a
holistic understanding of the main phenomenon in my study as the influence of language on

minority students’ identity (re)construction.

Based on the nature of qualitative design, most studies in the field of language learning
and identity construction have employed the qualitative research method. For instance, Guo &
Gu (2016) interviewed minority Uyghur students in inland Chinese universities to explore how
their identities reconstructed through their experiences in inland Chinese universities.
Despagne (2015) used case study to understand the English language learning experiences of
indigenous and minority students in Mexico and influence on their identity reconstruction. In
the similar vein, Yu, Brown, & Stephens (2018) employed retrospective case study approach

to discover interplay between the changes of self-identities of Chinese students and the
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English learning through time span and spaces. Moreover, Gu& Patkin (2013) conducted
interviews with Asian minority students in Hong Kong to understand their perspectives
towards heritage language, Chinese language and English language learning and identity

formation.

Last but not least, as suggested in the study of Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) that the
interview-based qualitative study is an option for novice researchers to practice and enhance
their research skills. Besides, within the short period for the current research, | think the
interview-based qualitative research design is the most productive and practical choice for me
to gain the deep and thorough understanding of how the minority students view their English
learning experience and how their identities negotiate during the learning of English language.
Thus far, the rationales for choosing qualitative study have been discussed, and sampling

strategy, as well as criteria for selecting participants will be explained in the following section.

Sampling Strategy and the Sample of Study

According to researchers (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 2012; Denzin,
Norman, Lincoln, 2011), selection of research sample in the qualitative study is purposeful
since “the logic of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases, with the
objective of yielding insight and understanding of the phenomenon under investigation”
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012, p. 148). Besides, this non-probability form of sampling
differentiates from the random sampling used in the quantitative study, and the researcher
purposefully selects the participants who represent the minority group and may not be heard

otherwise (Bryman, 2008; Creswell, 2012).

Based on the purpose of my study to explore the influence of English language

learning on identity (re)construction of minority Kazakh students at Chinese universities, |
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purposefully choose ethnically Kazakh students as my participants and employ maximal
variation sampling strategy according to the criteria that follow: who were born and brought
up in China, currently studying in Chinese universities, and have at least three years of
university studying experiences in order to provide thorough tertiary level learning
experiences. Another criteria was that, these students are generally divided into two groups
that one is those have obtained school education in mainstream Chinese schools and they are
identified as ‘min kao han’; other group is those studied in bilingual schools (shuangyu) and
they are identified as ‘min kao min’. The latter group ‘min kao min’ has little or no formal
English education in school as | have presented in the literature review while the former group
has started English learning from primary school; these different English learning experiences
are crucial and vital to provide different perspectives regarding the influence of English
language.

The sampling strategy for recruiting the participants in this study was snowball
sampling, and the main reason for choosing this sampling strategy was that the political
sensitivity of context as issues related to ethnic minority people is super-sensitive in the
territory of Xinjiang, China in recent years. This issue was also reflected in the dissertation of
Jian (2017) that the unreality of obtaining the permission from the administration of the
universities in Xinjiang to conduct a study about minority people’s identity issues. As
described by Creswell (2012) that “qualitative snowball sampling...typically proceeds after a
study begins and occurs when the researcher asks participants to recommend other individuals
to be sampled” (p. 209). Based on the participant selecting criteria mentioned above and my
familiar contextual social network, | contacted with several potential participants and also

asked my acquaintance to help me to find other possible participants based on those criteria.
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Once the list of the potential participants was developed, | contacted them via the
most popular social network application, WeChat, to invite and negotiate with them about the
interview dates as well as places. The planned total number of the participants were ten with
the equal numbers for each abovementioned group; but in practice, nine participants (five from
the group of ‘min kao han’ and four are ‘min kao min’) have participated in the study. One
participant agreed initially but withdrew from the study just before the start of the interview
because she was so worried that the interview would be monitored by authorities through

mobile devices and this would cause some problems for her.

In total, nine participants joined the study (please see the Table 1): five participants
have previous attended mainstream Chinese schools (min kao han) and four have attended
bilingual schools (min kao min); five participants are undergraduate students while other four
are postgraduate students; three participants are from inland universities while other six are
from universities in Xinjiang. The description of the data collection method as well as the

procedure is provided in the next chapter.

Table 1

Participants’ background information

Codes for Previous Studying program Major University Bachelor
participants  school type majored
in English

Pl Min kaohan master 3" year Public Minzu University of English
Administration ~ China

P2 Min kaohan bachelor, 4™ year English Wuhan University of English
language Technology

P3 Min kaohan Bachelor, 3" year Finance Xinjiang University non

P4 Min kaohan Doctoral, 3" year Classical Xinjiang University English
literature

P5 Min kao min  Bachelor, 4" year International Shihezi University non

Relations
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P6 Min kao min  Doctoral, 3" year Botanical Xinjiang University non
Research

P7 Min kao min  Bachelor, 4" year Law Minzu University of non

China

P8 Min kao min  Bachelor, 3" year Computer Xinjiang University non
Network and
Management

P9 Min kaohan Master, 2" year Law Beijing University English

Research Method and Data Collection Procedure

In the previous section, the sampling strategy has been discussed. In this section, the
justification for choosing the one-on-one semi-structured interview as my key research
instrument and data collection procedure will be depicted more in details.

Based on the qualitative research design, | chose interview as the primary method for
data collection because the most distinctive feature of this method is to obtain individual’s
perspectives of his or her experiences in depth (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; Creswell, 2012).
Moreover, the interview “has the potential to elicit rich, thick descriptions...offers researchers
an opportunity to clarify statements and probe for additional information” (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2012, p. 154).

As regards to the type of interview, | chose semi-structured interview style because the
main purpose of my study is to obtain the individual’ own perspectives about their lives and
thus the flexibility, as well as freedom for my participants to share their stories and views in
their own ways are considered to be the first and foremost principle. The semi-structured
interview not only enables the researcher to understand the participants “on their own terms
and how they make meaning of their own lives, experiences, and cognitive processes”, but
also not request the researcher to strictly follow the predetermined question list, but to probe

or prompt to clarify some vague or complex issues, at the same time guide the interview
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process in order to cover many issues in certain period of time (Yin, 2011, p. 143;
Alshenqgeeti, 2014; Cohen et al., 2007; Creswell, 2013). In addition, one-on-one interview is
one of the most common interview types although it is time-consuming and not suitable if
participants feel shy or embarrassed to touch some sensitive issues in front of another person.
However, this challenge does not exist in my study and as the member of the community, we
have some common experiences and these helped to build trust between participants and me
and almost all participants shared their experiences and perspectives openly.

Apart from the attributes of the interview presented above, it also has some pitfalls
which may affect the reliability and validity of the data. Many studies (Alshenqgeeti, 2014;
Cohen et al., 2007; Creswell, 2013) note that the data obtained from the interviews are
subjective opinions and can change over the time based on the context, and cannot fully reveal
the real picture of the social life; like Hermanowicz (as cited in Alshengeeti, 2014) claims that
“while interviewing is among the most central, revealing and enjoyable methods that one can
use in research, it is deceptively difficult” (p. 43). Moreover, the interpretations of the data are
considered also to be biased and “filtered through the eyes of interviewer” which again reduce
the reliability of this research method (Creswell, 2013, p. 218). Other challenges of the
interview are: time-consuming as it takes lots of time to transcribe and analyze; and ethical
issues like anonymity which will be discussed in the following section.

Based on reviewing the previous studies, the interview protocol was developed (see
Appendix A) in terms of guiding research questions: minority students’ experiences at
universities, their views about the benefits of English language and identity (re)construction.
Prior to the formal interview, | have conducted the pilot interview to check the clarity and
usefulness of the questions; as Creswell (2009) indicates that pilot session is helpful for the

researcher to reexamine the appropriateness and practicality of their research instrument. After
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the pilot session, | revised some of the questions and translated interview questions into
Chinese and Kazakh.

Prior to applying for Ethical Approval, | have completed online CITI training course
and got the certificate to conduct ‘No More Than Minimal Risk’ human subject research.
After obtaining Ethical Approval from NUGSE Research Committee, | started to contact
potential participants and acquaintances via emails. In total, nine interviews were conducted in
the places convenient for participants, for instance, the coffee shop or quiet café near their
universities or home. The interview language was mainly Chinese, and sometimes we code-
switched to Kazakh, except for one participant who favored using Kazakh language and
sometimes used Chinese. Each interview lasted for 40 to 60 minutes, and | recorded eight
interviews with my mobile phone based on my participants’ consents. Before recording the
interviews, | bought my participants some coffee and snacks and talked about some personal
background in order to make them feel relaxed and build some rapport with them. As
suggested in the study of Cohen et al. (2007) that the trust among interviewer and interviewee
is necessary to make both parts to “joint pursuit of a common mission rising above personal
egos” (p. 350).

Almost all participants shared their English learning experiences openly, without
hesitance, but when we touched some sensitive topics related to challenges or identity shifts,
some participants showed reluctance to talk. Instead of forcing them to continue, I shared my
own stories to break the ice and then they shared theirs, including some challenging and
embarrassed moments, joyful or sad memories. One participant even called me after the
interview to add some additional thoughts and feelings she had. One participant withdrew the

interview just before the start of recording, this was not expected and caused me some
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pressure, but | managed to handle my own emotions and showed my understanding to her
concerns about the local political sensitivity.
Data Analysis Approach

In the previous section, the research method and data collection procedure have been
discussed; this chapter will devote to explaining how | analyzed and interpreted the data.

The first step, the organization of data, is a very important step. As Creswell (2012)
states, “at an early stage in qualitative analysis, you organize data into file folders or computer
files” (p. 262). | transcribed recordings manually from my mobile phone to my computer files
by repeatedly listening to the interview recordings, and | kept all transcriptions under the
separate file in my personal computer, duplicated all the data and copy them to my hard disk
to ensure the safety. The reason | chose manual transcribing is that | can immerse myself more
and get “hands-on feel” while I am transcribing them by my own (Creswell, 2012, p. 240). |
have left margins on both sides in my transcriptions to write down codes and some thoughts,
and I began to read and reread the data to “immerse yourself in the details, trying to get a
sense of the interview as a whole before breaking it into parts” (Agar, as cited in Creswell,
2013, p. 183).

While reading the interview transcriptions many times, | jot down some thoughts about
the text on the right margin and divided the data into segments as chopping down the whole
image into separate ones with the similar focus. Then, on the left margin, I labeled these
segments with initial codes, which are sometimes direct quotes of participants like “multiple
identities”, sometimes I generalized the meaning by my own words like “traditional teaching
approach”. After having the initial coding list about fifty codes, I compared and contrasted

these codes to see whether they overlap each other and grouped similar ones to reduce the
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number of codes. | returned to the transcriptions again to check whether I have missed some
important quotes or other new codes might generate. Creswell (2014) described it as “an
interactive practice” meaning that a researcher can go back and forth through the data analysis
process (p. 262).

Finally, the initial coding list was reduced to seven themes with subthemes, and | draw
the coding framework with these themes and subthemes by pointing out the participants like
(P1) to count for the frequency of the codes. During the coding process, | have applied both
inductive and deductive methods (Linda Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008), because | want to
analyze my data from both directions like bottom-up and top-down to gather the holistic image
and some codes are unexpected, interesting and valuable although they have not been
mentioned in the previous studies.

After the coding process, | started writing thick descriptions based on the final themes
and sub-themes related to the purpose of the study. According to famous qualitative
methodologist Norman Denzin (as cited in Critique & Debate, 1973) that “the importance of
the thick description is that it makes thick interpretation possible” (p. 3). Based on thick
descriptions covering the major themes, the statements of the finding were formulated and
would be presented in the finding chapter. The following section sheds light on the ethical

issues of the study.

Ethical Considerations

As this study involves human subject and reports their individual life experiences as
well as personal perspectives, the ethical considerations are strictly followed in the whole
process of the research. At the beginning of the study, | submitted CITI training certificate,

proposal and ethics application form which contains concerns like anonymity, confidentiality,
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benefits as well as risks of the study, and the consent forms with translations in Kazakh and
Chinese (see Appendix B); then I received the approval letter from NUGSE Research Ethics

Committee on the 14" of November, 2017.

After recruiting the participants for the study, I sent them the consent forms in Chinese
or Kazakh based on their conveniences and explained them the nature of the study without the
deception. All participants signed the consent forms before interviews and interviews had been
recorded based on their permissions only. Creswell (2013) states that interview leads to the
unbalanced power asymmetry between the interviewer and interviewee as the interviewer
“ruled” the whole process that more collaborations are suggested to involve participants in the
data analysis and interpretation processes (p. 173). Thus, during the interview process, | asked
the participants whether | have accurately understood, and | sent narrative descriptions to them

to check the accuracy of the data.

Anonymity and confidentiality are of huge importance in the research process.
Regarding the anonymity issue, | have not specified the name of participant either during the
interviews or in data analysis, interpretation and presenting procedures, rather | used numeric
codes to indicate certain participants like “P1” or “P2”. Their consent forms which have actual
names are kept in a secure place that | am the only person who has the access. Moreover, the
places chosen for conducting interviews were outside university territory in order to ensure the

participants’ anonymity.

In order to ensure the confidentiality of the data, | saved all the data in my personal
computer which requires my fingerprint to gain access and kept precautious during the

research process to prevent its disclosure. In addition, the data will be destroyed after | have
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completed the master program in this year. Generally, | have barely encountered any

challenges related to ethical considerations.

Reliability and Validity

One issue should be taken into account of conducting qualitative research is that the
analysis and interpretation of the interview transcripts could be very subjective and limited to
researcher’s personal perspectives (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Thus, the reliability and
validity issues are necessary to highlight during the research process. Therefore, | engaged
several groupmates to read the interview transcriptions and discussed their interpretations, thus
to raise awareness of personal prejudice, and enhance the reliability and validity of data
interpretation.

To conclude, this chapter has provided the description of the methodology applied in
the present study. The research adopted qualitative interview-based approach by employing
semi-structured interview for data collection. Nine ethnic minority Kazakh students at Chinese
universities participated in the study. The data was analyzed and interpreted by using both
inductive and deductive approaches. All necessary measures were ensured to enhance the
participants’ anonymity and confidentiality. In the next chapter, the principal findings of the

current research will be presented.
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Chapter 4. Findings
The previous chapter described the methodology employed in the study, and this

chapter will present the findings based on the main research questions. The main purpose of
the study is to explore the impact of English language learning on minority Kazakh students’
identity (re)construction in Chinese universities. Three major research questions guided the
study: 1) minority Kazakh students’ English learning experiences at Chinese universities; 2)
their views about benefits or opportunities of the English language learning; 3) the influenced

of English on their identity (re)construction.

Data for this study was collected using interview-based qualitative research design, and
findings are presented based on three research questions. Six major themes have been
identified as follows: positive learning experiences, and negative learning experiences,
benefits of English learning, opportunities offered by English learning, developing multiple

identities and reconstructing self-perceptions.

English Learning Experiences of Minority Kazakh Students at Chinese Universities
Generally, the data obtained from respondents regarding their English learning
experiences at Chinese universities is presented under two subthemes: positive learning
experiences reflected in improvement of English knowledge and learning English cultures,
development of autonomous learning skills, employing pluralistic learning approach and
participation in campus activities; and negative learning experiences related to insufficient
language exposure in class, psychological stress and the low proficiency of Chinese language

to understand the class content.

Positive learning experiences. A variety of perspectives were expressed related to

positive experiences: English-majored and non-majoring students have different in class
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English learning experiences; most participants have developed autonomous learning skills by
employing online and offline resources, and attending private courses; participation in student

competition in English language.

The findings revealed certain differences in learning experiences between non-
majoring and English-majoring participants. Non-majoring students learn English through
grammar-translation teaching approach focusing mainly on grammar and vocabulary and
improving mostly these aspects of language acquisition. Interestingly, that they perceive this
approach positively considering the improvement of grammar and vocabulary as crucial for
helping them to pass the CET (College English Test) on one hand, and for them to develop

reading as well as writing skills on the other hand. For example, one interviewee said:

“English classes at university is not different from English at school, they
[teachers] mainly focus on grammar and vocabulary...these are definitely important
skills, not only for passing CET but also for improving reading and writing

abilities. " (Participant, 2).

As for English majoring students, the findings indicate more varied learning practices
reflected in audio and video listening practices, various tasks specifically focused on the
development of reading, writing, listening and speaking language skills. As one participant
described that “we have various English classes, and teachers’ teaching styles are in

accordance with teaching content and target” (Participant 1).

Besides, some participants of both groups also reported about their experiences with
learning and getting acquainted with other cultures through the English language that some

teachers incorporated into their teaching through telling western myths, tales, and organizing
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comparisons between western and eastern cultures, traditions and beliefs in their classes. The
reporting students found such exposure to different cultures t interesting and motivating them

to learn the language and its related culture, as illustrated in the quote below:

“I like the teacher who taught English reading very much, he explained some
expressions with its origins from Greek myth...um...like Achilles’’ heel, after that, I
started reading Greek myths to understand the language more deeply.” (Participant

9).

A common view amongst interviewees was that they have invested in English learning
by devoting their time, energy and money to employ various online and offline resources and
take private courses outside classroom learning. By doing so they have developed autonomous
learning skills. It is important to note that some participants reported that their English
proficiencies were much lower than other students and that in-class learning opportunities
were not sufficient for them to improve the language skills. This causes them to look for
various autonomous learning strategies and invest in English learning by employing multiple
resources. Such strategies helped them to overcome these problems and developed
independent learning ability which was considered to be positive as well as useful for future.

As one interviewee put it:

“...it was hard at the beginning.... | made lots of effort to learn [English] ...now
| realize that | have developed the habit of hard-working and independent learning

ability, I think these are important for future career and life.” (Participant 2).

Based on the responses of the interviewees, they have developed autonomous learning

skill by employing multiple resources online and offline: some students listened to online
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BBC or CNN channels to practice listening and note-taking skills; some students watched
their favorite American or British TV series to learn oral English; some students bought CET
preparing materials and did many grammar, vocabulary and sentence translation exercises;
some students installed various Chinese mobile applications designed for improving
vocabularies or practicing oral English via online classes, such as “Shan Bei Vocabulary” or
“Coco English” and developed convenient and efficient learning approaches. Participant stated

that,

“I spend about half an hour a day on practicing English vocabulary on my
phone, | made some progress, cause | can catch most talks on The Big Bang Theory

[American television series] and less rely on translation scripts” (Participant, 3).

And another participant said that “I went to the library almost every day after class,
and | listened to BBC/CNN channels online to practice listening and note-taking skills, it was
helpful. I also did a lot of exercises on grammar and translation, | worked so hard to improve

English proficiency” (Participant, 1).

It is interesting to note that participants who are currently studying in postgraduate
programs all had prepared for and took additional English exams like TOEFL or IELTS.
When asked about the reasons for taking additional tests, the participants were unanimous in
the view that they wished to pursue a master or doctoral degree at universities abroad. For
example, one doctoral participant said, “l prepared for TOEFL since | had thoughts about
applying for foreign universities master programs, although I failed at this, my English skills

improved greatly.” (Participant 6).

Another way of investing in English learning was found to be attending the private
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courses. Some students found that they had many language exposures during private courses
and there were few students in one class and teacher could adjust learning progress based on
their levels. As one interviewee put it, “I took the private course taught by a teacher from

Iran, her English was perfect, and she knew my weakness and encouraged me to speak more

during class, actually I enjoyed her class.”(Participant 5).

It is interesting to note that some minority students have attended English language
center ‘Darin’ in Urumqji, where they had English classes taught by Kazakh teacher. They felt
this was easier than learning through merely Chinese since Kazakh teachers explained them
grammar rules in the native language and made some interesting connotations of English
words or phrases with meanings in Kazakh language or Chinese language. For instance, the
teacher related ‘essential’ to ‘essenshal’ as the word ‘shal” means the man of wisdom in
Kazakh, the ‘essential’ was described by the teacher as the core and the most important part of
the thing (Participant 7). By doing so, these students employed their pluralistic background in
the English language learning as one interviewee said, “I learned [English] fast through
Kazakh language and I think that, compared with Chinese, the Kazakh language is closer to
English, and comparison among these three languages made English learning more fun”

(Participant 6).

When asked about their experiences of participation in social events related to English
language on campus, only one participant told me that he joined the debate competition to

discuss topics of international affairs in English. The participant described his experience,

“This was my first time to use English to discuss professional topics, 1 felt like
a diplomat, during the preparation process, and I found many insightful articles and

realized that I should improve English to be advanced in my own field.” (Participant
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5).

Taken together, participants reflected that they had some positive English learning
experiences in terms of developing autonomous learning strategies, getting familiar with

western cultures and applying pluralistic learning strategies.

Negative learning experiences. Three subthemes generated from Kazakh minority
students’ negative learning experiences at universities: 1) insufficient English language
exposure in classes, 2) psychological stresses in terms of feelings of discrimination and
inferiority because of significant disparities of English background knowledge from majority

students, 3) and problems of learning English through the second language as Chinese.

Nearly all participants noted that English classes were “teacher-centered”, and they
had limited exposure to the language during the classes “We sit, listen and leave the room”
(Participant, 6), “sometimes we have group discussions but not often” (Participant, 2), “I
would say the classes are not interesting, | always just sat and thought irrelevant things”
(Participant, 8), “classes are teacher-centered, we have little time for practice, maybe students
are too many.” (Participant 3). This is also one reason that some students chose to take private

English classes with small size students.

Apart from this, just above half of the participants described teaching approach was too
“scholastic”: they think that teachers pay too much attention to grammar and vocabulary,
rather than functional usage like communication; “dumb English” was the way one student
described it. Another student said, “We learn the language itself, but not for using the

language to talk with people, not everyone wants to be English linguistic expert.” (Participant

5).
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Most participants indicated that during English language classes at universities they all
experienced psychological stress, to different extents, pointing out to different reasons for
stress: The first reason they named was much lower level of English language proficiency of
minority students as compared with the inland Chinese ethnic students, just over half of those
respondents (who are studying in inland universities) reported that their English background
knowledge were much poorer than Han (Han ethnic) students, particularly, those Han students
from inland developed provinces such as Jiangsu, Hubei, Shanghai and Beijing. They
explained that the English classes were designed based on majority level and they felt
especially difficult to catch up during the initial first and second years. For example, one

interviewee said,

“...Han (ethnic Chinese) students especially those from southern part have
really great [English language] background in terms of grammar and vocabulary. You
know, um, they even got so much higher scores on entrance examination, thus, |

needed to study very, very hard to catch up.” (Participant, 1)

This above view was echoed by other participant like:

“...at the beginning, it was so hard for me, our gap is so big, I was so surprised
to see that their [Han students from inland cities] vocabulary base is so great, the
same was their grammar knowledge, | could not even understand what they were

talking.” (Participant, 2)

They also reflected that they had made huge effort in order to catch up with other

students, and the representative comments as following:

“I took notes to 5 or 6 pages each English class, you know, for them [majority Han
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students] one page is ok.” (Participant, 9)

“I devoted all my time in library, reading, doing grammar exercise, learning
vocabularies, just because | did not want to lag behind, and felt inferior to them

[majority Han students].” (Participant, 6)

The second cause for the psychological stress derives from the CET (College English
Test), some students worried that if they could not pass the test, they would not get the degree.
According to participants, the CET-4 (College English Test band score 4) or TEM-6 (Test for
English Majors band score 6) is a must for obtaining the bachelor degree; ‘No CET, and No
Degree’ is a common rule at universities. Concerns were expresses like “I failed at CET three
times and I am so worried that whether I could pass it”, I failed at CET at the first trial, I was
so stressed and prepared for it intensively, then I passed”, “I studies so hard, did lots of
exercises to prepare for TEM, I was worried somehow but I passed the test at the first time”,
and one participant of master program said, “some of my groupmates, minority students from
Tibet, did not get the bachelor degree but the diploma instead.”(Participant 1). It is important
to note that one participant, who studies at one university in Beijing, was informed during the
last year of bachelor that min kao min students (bilingual school background) could take HSK
(Chinese Proficiency Test) to replace the CET to get the degree. She pointed out, “I was too

stressed that I could not get the degree because of CET, now I am released.” (Participant 7)

There was a sense of feeling discrimination and inferiority amongst participants as
some of them indicated that their knowledge as well as ethnic background was overlooked by
teachers and their disparities of background knowledge sometimes were misperceived as
‘minority students were not intelligent or capable learner’ by teachers and peers. As

participants indicated that, “they [teachers] have little knowledge about minority people, and
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they do not care much about this issue” (Participant 1); “they [teachers] do not know that we
[minority] have not studied English at school...they designed the lessons based on the level of
those students [Han majority] and I could not follow, um, it was too difficult for me.”
(Participant 7). Almost two-thirds of the respondents said that they had experienced some
stresses because of these feelings of discrimination and inferiority, as one participant stated
that, “sometimes it feels like I am not good as them at English because I am a minority,
actually, they [students from inland developed cities] have better quality of school education
than us.” (Participant 8). Similarly, another participant mentioned that she studied very hard to
catch up with those majority students in order to gain respect from teacher and peers

(Participant 2).

Another reported negative learning experiences was that a minority of participants
reflected that they had some difficulties of in-class English learning through their second
language, Chinese. It is important to note that among four min kao min (attended bilingual
school) participants, half of these students who were from Urumgi did not consider Chinese as
the medium of instruction in English class was difficult, while other participants had problems
of comprehending the content in English class and took private courses offered in Kazakh

language as mentioned above. As one participant put it,

“They [English teachers] are ethnic Chinese, and they use Chinese to explain
grammars, my Chinese is not good enough, besides, I did not learn English at school, and

therefore, 1 could not understand and gave up learning it [English].” (Participant, 7).

In sum, with respect to students’ English learning experiences at universities, two
major themes were identified as positive learning experiences and negative learning

experiences. In terms of positive experiences, respondents reported that they had improved
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vocabulary and grammar knowledge through learning in classes, and they also had developed
various autonomous learning strategies. Regarding to negative experiences, they reflected that
they had experiences stresses due to some reasons like disparities of background knowledge
compared with majority students, they also reported that they had little language exposure and
practices during classes, and a few students noted the problem of learning English through

second Chinese language.

Students’ Views about the Benefits and Opportunities of English Language Learning

The second research question aimed at revealing participants’ views about the benefits
and opportunities of English language learning, and there are 3 subthemes related to the

benefits and 2 subthemes for the opportunities.

Benefits of English learning. Regarding the benefits of English learning, three
subthemes emerged from interview answers: wide-range of resources as well as widened
social network; advanced studies and scholarship for study abroad; opened door to learning
other languages. In general sense, the term of benefits is referred to the advantages have
already been obtained by minority students while the term of opportunity to benefits might be

obtained in future.

A recurrent subtheme in the interview was a sense amongst interviewees that they were
able to access into wide-range resources by learning the English language. The participants, on
the whole, demonstrated that they learned about the outside world more through online
resources in English. As one participant described that “when I learned English, I feel like that
I connect to the world; that I learned many things online...there are abundant resources in
English” (Participant 4). For a small number of participants, the English language was the

reason to get updated information about science and technology, and they could read the
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original source if they master the language. As one interviewee put it, “It is better sometimes,
to read in English original writing, like some books in programming, Chinese translation made
things more complicated and confused” (Participant, 8). In the same vein, English is helpful
for reading subject materials: two Ph.D. students emphasized that they had to read journals,
works of literature and studies written in English since the majority of research studies
worldwide were published in English language. Likewise, two participants indicate that they

read subject books in English in order to be more professional in their own subject area.

Apart from widened access to resources, above half of the participants reported that
their social network had been expanded because of English. As one interviewee said, “I can
talk with foreign teachers and students on campus, I do like communicating with them.”
(Participant 9). Likewise, another interviewee noted that “I met international students and we
talked a lot, then we became friends, and I have learned lots of things from them.” In addition,
they believe that communicating with foreign people is another motivation for them to learn

English.

The second subtheme of the benefits of English learning relates to degree conferral
and advanced studies. 55% of those who were interviewed indicated that they got CET or
TEM certificate which was the prerequisite for obtaining the degree. “I studied hard to pass
the TEM which I think is important for degree and further study” (Participant 1); “my English
is good, and | passed the CET without many difficulties, but some of my groupmates are still
struggling to pass the test.” (Participant 2). A small number of participants concurred that
they studied very hard to improve their English during the initial years of bachelor degree
because they decided to pursue further study to Ph.D. and English was the prerequisite for this.

In one case, one participant stated that:
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“I did not go back to home and relax during summer or winter break of
bachelor study, rather | attended English private course because | wanted to pursue

master and doctoral degree” (Participant, 6).

Additionally, one participant won a one-year scholarship to study in Australia by
master students’ exchange program, and she noted that she got IELTS band score 7.5 to
compete for this opportunity. For her, English offered the chance to go abroad and study the

master program.

The last benefit that was reported by a small number of participants that learning
English opened the door for learning other languages. One participant described that she
learned English and became interested in languages learning, then she learned Persian,
Turkish, German and Russian languages, “I like learning English, then I learned Turkish and
German myself...and I learned Persian because that I am studying classical literature and
some of them are only in the Persian language...Russian is my second language during
bachelor study” (Participant 4). Participant 5’s experience is different that he has made some
foreign friends who came from Russia, and then he learned Russian from then and became

very proficient in that language.

Opportunities offered by English learning. Two sub-themes emerged under this
theme: prospective career and increased geographical mobility in future. The first subtheme
surfaced in relation to that English learning would lead to more future career opportunities.
The majority of participants were unanimous in the view that the English language was a
prerequisite for a prospective career opportunity, most representative comments are: “I am
practicing English and after graduation I would then have more [employment] choices”,

“English is a must for finding a good job”, “you should know English well if you want to
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work in big and international corporations”. However, some students considered that not all
kinds of the job require high proficiency level of English, and it seems to be a “decoration” or
“plus” on the resume but with little actual or functional usages. “If you have CET, IELTS or
TOEFL certificate on your resume, then it looks more attractive and you might have more

possibilities to get the job, but then you might not use it [English] at all” (participant 5).

The second finding is connected with the increased geographical mobility. Two
students pointed out that they went abroad and used English to communicate with local people
while other two students commented that they practiced English much since they wanted to
travel around the world in future. “I want to see the world, and English is one of the

instruments to help to achieve my goal” was the way one participant phrased it.

Taken together, based on participants’ opinions, English offered them benefits such as
advanced study and study abroad; wide-range of resources and materials; learning other
languages. Meanwhile, participants believed that there are some opportunities for prospective

future career and increased geographical mobility offered by the English language.

The Impact of English on Identity (re) Construction

In line with the third research question about the impact of English language learning
(ELL) on their identity (re)construction, it was found out that ELL influenced these students’
identity in two ways: 1) it increased multicultural awareness and developed multicultural and
global identities; 2) it empowered minority students to resist inferior or marginalized position

and construct imagined elite identity.

Increase multicultural awareness to develop multicultural and global identities.
The majority of respondents indicated that they became more open to different cultures, and

became aware of differences among these cultures and norms by learning the English
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language that they were able to access to various resources in the English language, and
communicate with people of various cultural and linguistic backgrounds. For example, one

participant said,

“English as my third language, changed my way of thinking, | am seeing bigger
picture now, at least from three angles, maybe, I have multicultural awareness, I don’t
know, I don’t go extreme with either one culture, and I just integrate these different

cultures to adapt to better way of living”(Participant 2).

Similarly, some participants stated that learning English influenced their understanding
of different culture and religion through offering them possibilities to access to various
information and resources, Thanks to it they became more tolerant and accepted to otherness

and embrace the cultural diversities. The following quotations best illustrate these ideas:

“I am not restricted to a certain culture, rather the integration of various
cultures, I mean, a kind of multicultural identity has been constructed, that | can cross
different cultures and feel no longer betrayal or shame for not staying in the boundary

of one cultural identity” (Participant,5).

“I have friends of various ethnic and national backgrounds at campus, and 1
think some stereotypes | had before are wrong, those ethnic, religious labels sometimes
misguide you from knowing the real world, thus we need to break these limitations
sometimes, allowing more freedom for ourselves, and exploring the world with less
predetermined doctrines, rather by our own eyes, thoughts and reflections.”

(Participant, 9)

It was found that the increase of multicultural awareness in its turn impacted on their
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perceptions of themselves as multicultural persons, thus bringing on the surface of the concept
of “multicultural identity”. In one case, the participant reflected that she had experienced
confusion of cultural identity that she struggled to be identified either as a Kazakh or a
Chinese, and felt herself not fully accepted by each group; after she learned various people and
cultures in the world by watching or reading various resources in English like TED talks, she
realized that she could choose to embrace rather than struggle to have more than one cultural

identity and she identified herself as multicultural person as following:

“...I was so confused that whether I am a Kazakh or Chinese, you know, my
Kazakh is not good, and I felt that I could not totally been accepted by other Kazakh
people, as someone in-between, | struggled very much since teenage age...now I felt no
longer shame about this issue, I perceive myself as a multicultural person.”

(Participant, 9)

In other words, the construction of multicultural identity at the same time help these
minority Kazakh student to create a ‘third space’ which surpasses ethnic, national and
religious identities and go beyond these “labels” to a wider global or cosmopolitan identity.

The majority of students were unanimous in this view and most prominent comments are:

“I learned the world through it [English], and | realize that we should not
restrict ourselves to certain ethnic, racial or national identities, rather we can just be

anyone we want.” (Participant, 5)

“...before I would say myself as a Urumgqi local Kazakh, very limited to my
ethnic and local identity, but now | start seeing myself from bigger picture that I am a

human, just same as other human on earth.” (Participant 4)
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“I watched many western films and read their books, I have realized that we
have not much differences, and we should not limit ourselves in our ethnic and

religious identities, but we can go beyond these limitations.” (Participants, 3)

The “global identity”” was explained by participants as that they felt belongings to the
world community and had obligations to contribute to this big community. In one case, the
participant stated that, “I would say myself as a global citizen, and I feel like I am connecting
with the rest of world and I am keen on what are happening through this world.” Likewise,
another participant commented that she had learned about the world through English language

and she identified herself as a global citizen now (Participant 1).

However, they also pointed out that they did not abandon their own ethnic, national or
religious identities but cross their boundaries and leave space to reflect on previous beliefs and
values and established more objective and independent thinking patterns. “I am still a Kazakh,
| admit, but at the same time, 1 am not only a Kazakh, what | mean that, firstly, | am a
human”, “I don’t mean that I denied my ethnic identity as a Kazakh, but I have freedom to

across this ethnic identity and come back to it if I want” was some common explanations.

Resist inferior or marginalized position and construct imagined elite identity. A
common view amongst interviewees was that they invested in English learning to acquire
cultural capital and build confidence to resist minority position and attain elite identity in
future. Over half of those who were interviewed revealed that they had experienced feelings
of inferiority because of their ethnic and linguistic backgrounds were ignored by teachers or
peers and some of them experienced discrimination because of stereotypes or labels existed in
the society to perceive minority group as backward or not intelligent people. As they

considered themselves were good at foreign language learning compared with ethnic Chinese
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students, the knowledge of English language seems to empower themselves to enhance self-

esteem and confidence. Most representative comments are:

“I think that my ethnic and cultural background is not accepted or recognized
by this society, it means that we are the second class people...that by learning English,
I can improve my low self-esteem as I improve my social status...that means | learn
English because | want to be recognized by the majority group because we know that

English is the most powerful language in the world...” (Participant, §8).

Similarly, another participant reported that she learned hard to regain the lost self-
esteem, “at the beginning, I felt humiliated and low self-esteem since my [English]
background knowledge was much poorer than other students...I studied very, very, very hard
to learn and improve my English, then gradually I have rebuilt my self-esteem and gain

respect from them[teachers and peers].” (Participant, 2).

They found that bilingual or trilingual people were good at language learning than

monolinguals, and this helped them to feel confident, as one participant put it,

“We [minority students] have better oral pronunciations than them [ethnic
Chinese students], and I think this is because we have grown up in a bilingual
environment and we [bilinguals] are good at learning foreign

languages. " (Participant, §8).

This view was echoed by other participants, as:

“...although my [English] background knowledge is poorer at the beginning, |
catch up with them and for us, English is not so difficult, maybe minority people are

good at language learning.” (Participant 2).
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Some participants also mentioned that they studied hard to be proficient in the English
language, which would promise them to attain the imagined ‘elite identity’ in future. Nearly
half of participant (two master students and two Ph.D. students) thought that they had become
or would become part of the elite community since they had advanced studies and high
proficiency of English language, which promised brightening and prospective career
opportunities. Participant 4 said, “I am a researcher, I would say, and I feel proud to be a
researcher, | imagine myself as a professor in future, elite person, yes, I think so.” It is
interesting to note that the imagination of becoming a part of an elite community in future
motivates them to invest more in improving their professional and English knowledge. This is

illustrated in the comment below:

“...after graduation, [ want to join the international firm like McKinsey, and to be
professional in the business sphere, become elite personnel in future, that is why | put
all my effort to be master in English, it [high proficiency of English language] is

required absolutely.” (Participant, 9)

However, one participant pointed out that she had lost confidence because she failed at
English learning due to several reasons: she had formal English language course only during
the university preparation course designed for minority students and her English background
knowledge was much lower than peers; she could not understand the content during English
classes because of her insufficient Chinese proficiency. She explained that she gave up
applying for further master degree study because she failed at CET and believed that she

would never pass the test. Her comment is presented as follows:

“...if I pass the test, [ would apply for master, but I don’t think that I can pass it, it 1S

too difficult for me...as we [min kao min] have no English background knowledge have
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too many difficulties to follow English class contents, | just come to the class, and then

leave, I barely learn anything.” (Participant, 7)

To sum up, by investing in English language learning, minority Kazakh students
attempted to ‘resist the inferior or marginalized position” and empower themselves to
strengthen the confidence as well as ability to be able to move upward after graduation. More
importantly, English language enabled these students to access into wider resources online and
learned to be open to various cultures, which again help them to reflect on their own cultural

values and construct multiple identities like a ‘multicultural man’ or global citizen.

List of Main Findings:

1. Most participants have positive English learning experiences in terms of improved
English knowledge although English majoring and non-majoring students have
different classroom learning experiences; and the majority has developed
autonomous learning skills by employing multiple online and offline resources, and
investing in private tutoring courses.

2. Many Kazakh minority students also have reported some negative English learning
experiences related to insufficient language acquisition in class, poorer English
knowledge background compared with Han counterparts, psychological stress
stemmed from feelings of inferiority and discrimination, and challenges to learning
English through Chinese language.

3. For most Kazakh minority students, the benefits of English learning are not limited
to instrumental use like future employment or advanced studies, but also widened

their knowledge and worldview, social network and opened door for learning other
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languages. However, a few students noticed that English offered the ‘imagined
empowerment” on the resume with less practical function in the local society.

4. Under the influence of English learning, majority of the respondents have increased
multicultural awareness, and some students have reconstructed ‘multiple identities’
as multicultural and global identities, which created ‘a third space’ to go beyond
their ethnic and national identities and confused identities as ‘someone in-
between’.

5. Most minority students were empowered by English language in terms of enhanced
confidence and increased cultural capital which in its turn enabled them to ‘resist
inferior or marginalized position” and reconstruct imagined elite identity. However,
there are evidences that English language disempowered minority Kazakh students

with little previous English education prior to university.

To conclude, findings in this chapter indicates that minority Kazakh student had
positive and negative English learning experiences at universities such as they had built
autonomous learning strategies, undergone psychological stresses and so on. Meanwhile, they
understood the benefits and opportunities offered by English learning thus invested in the
language to acquire the cultural capital; by doing so, they have promoted multicultural
awareness, develop multicultural and global identities on one hand, and empowered
themselves to build confidence and resist against the marginalized position as minority group
on the other hand. The next chapter, therefore, moves on to discuss the interpretations of those

findings.
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Chapter 5. Discussions
The aim of this study is to explore the influence of English language learning on
identity (re)construction of minority Kazakh students at Chinese universities. There are three
research questions guide the research. The first one is related to minority Kazakh students’
English language learning experiences at universities. The second question is about their
views about benefits and opportunities of English learning. The last research question is
concerned with the influence of English learning on Kazakh minority students’ identity

(re)construction.

The study employed the interview-based qualitative approach and conducted

interviews with nine participants who were Kazakh minority students at Chinese universities.

The findings have been presented in the previous section, in the chapter below | will
interpret these findings within the scope of the research questions and juxtaposed with the

conceptual framework and previous studies.

Minority Kazakh Students’ English Learning Experiences at Universities.
This section discusses the findings answering the first research question related to
students’ experiences of English learning at Chinese universities which were found to be both

positive as well as negative.

Finding 1. Most participants have positive English learning experiences in terms of
improved English knowledge although English majoring and non-majoring students have
different classroom learning experiences, and the majority has developed autonomous learning
skills by employing multiple online and offline resources, and investing in private tutoring

courses.
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Students reported different classroom learning experiences although they were
unanimous in the view about the improvement of English knowledge in general. Non-
majoring students had test-oriented classroom learning experiences, that teacher mainly
applied traditional grammar-translation method instead of developing all-around language

knowledge.

The finding that reflects improvement of students’ grammar and vocabulary as a result
of their learning experiences within the traditional grammar-translation method used by the
teachers fully supports the findings from the previous research. For example, Sawir (2005) in
his study about learning experiences of international students at Australian university has
found that Asian way of teaching the English language was mainly prioritized on learning
grammar and vocabulary and students performed well at English written tests. Such a
traditional way of teaching foreign language was also described as ‘scholar learning’ in the
study of (Brown, 2006), which focused on “grammatical rules, memorization of vocabulary

and grammatical forms, translation of texts, and performance of written exercises” (p. 15).

A different learning experience was pointed out by participants who majored in the
English language that their English classes were classified into various types: oral English,
writing class, reading class and vocabulary learning; teachers applied various methods
according to teaching contents and targets, and some teachers incorporated western cultures to
make lessons more interesting. It means that traditional way is being pushed out in the
international practice by the more recent constructivist approach that better prepares students
for the demands of the labor market by developing their abilities not only pass the tests but to
successfully function in the target language. This finding is in compliance with the study of

(Hu, 2005) that English teaching method has improved during recent years in China in terms
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of integrating various teaching approaches by employing audio and visual technologies in the

classroom, although most formal English classes are still highly test-oriented.

The revealed findings thus show that minority students are deprived of learning
English for functional use, though still they feel satisfied and being prepared for CET or TEM
exams. Thus, the implication of this is the possibility that English test is over-emphasized at
Chinese universities since it has a direct impact on degree achievement, and learning and
teaching was more focused on passing a test rather than developing communicative language
abilities. In addition, there is a need for Chinese universities have to move from traditional
way to a more constructivist way of teaching provide better opportunities for students learning

if they want their students to be competitive.

Another positive learning experience revealed from data analysis is connected with the
development of autonomous learning skills by employing multiple online and offline
resources and investing in private tutoring courses. This finding of the study echoes the claims
made by Darvin and Norton (2016) that the advancement of technologies transformed the
traditional ways of language acquisition and socialization, online and offline resources offered
the learners vast opportunities to learn, negotiate and reconstruct the sense of who they are.
Participants in this study employed various means of language learning, such as online English
channels, various mobile applications, and test preparation materials. It is interesting to point
out that although all participants devoted time preparing for CET, students who aimed at
pursuing advanced studies favored test-oriented practices including preparing for other
English tests like IELTS or TOEFL, while other students preferred practicing oral skills and

expanding vocabulary base in order to read and watch English resources. A possible
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explanation for such difference lies in that students adopted different language learning

approaches depending on their imagined future use of the target language.

Besides, the findings of the study are partially in agreement with the study of
Despagne (2015)whose study on minority students’ English learning influence in Mexico
revealed that minority students “created autonomous plurilingual learning strategies to
integrate their knowledge of Nahual and Spanish into their learning of English” (p. 376). In
my research, the minority of participants, only who attended bilingual schools in Altay, told
that when taking private courses taught by KZ teachers, helped them to employ pluralistic
learning approach that connects English with their linguistic knowledge in Kazakh and
Chinese. While the majority of participants did not make such connection to their mother
tongue (Kazakh language). And the possible reason for this discrepancy is that participants in
the present study were educated mainly in Chinese schools or in the big city like Urumqi
where they had been assimilated by Chinese language and culture as pointed out in some
studied (Adamson and Feng 2009; May, 2013). One of the issues that emerge from these
finding is that the dilemma regarding minority students’ learning Chinese and English

languages at the expense of their mother tongue.

Finding 2. Kazakh minority students also have some negative English learning
experiences: insufficient language acquisition in class, poorer English knowledge background
compared with Han counterparts, psychological stress stemmed from feelings of inferiority

and discrimination, and problem-related with learning English through the Chinese language.

Despite the fact that these minority students developed multiple learning strategies and
invested time, money and energy in learning English at universities, they had encountered

some problems in terms of in-class English learning, stresses caused by poorer English
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knowledge background compared with Han students and feelings of inferiority. Though some
of them perceived positively learning grammar and vocabulary for being able to pass CET,
still the majority of the respondents criticized such an approach. Most participants reflected
that English classes paid heavy attention to grammar practices and less on practicing oral
skills, besides, the classes were mainly teacher-centered and they had less language exposure
to improve communication skills, described by one participant as “dumb English”. This
finding was also reported by (Sawir, 2005) that Asian learners used to the didactic and
teacher-centered style of teaching, “little interest in developing students as an active speaking
agent” (p. 570). There are two likely causes for these findings: the first one is that most
English classes at universities are oriented for passing the test (CET) rather than developing
students’ all-around language skills; another cause might be the size of the class was too large

to involve students’ participation in classroom activities.

Apart from insufficient engagement to the English language in classes, psychological
stresses related to English learning was another challenge for them at universities. Students
who were studying at universities located in inland cities of China, like Beijing and Wuhan,
reported that they were shocked that their English background knowledge was so much poorer
compared with Han students who came from inland cities. This finding is in line with those of
previous studies (Adamson & Feng, 2009; Guo & Gu, 2016; Zhao, 2010) that general
education quality differs very much between inland developed regions and western region in
China and the English provision is very limited in Xinjiang, which means that most bilingual

schools have very few or no formal English subject.

Based on participants’ views, they felt stressed because of their poorer background

knowledge, and this also led to another negative feeling of inferiority. Students felt that they
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were somehow misperceived or labeled as ‘academically incapable’ because of their ethnicity.
This corresponds with the studies of Cummins (2015) and Sautman (1998) that minority
groups in many societies are viewed inferior by the dominant group, and in the Chinese
context, as Sautman (1998) points out that “in China...the invidious stereotype is propagated
of minority cadres retaining the '‘backwardness' of their cultures” (p. 95). Some students
studied very hard in order to “gain respect from teachers and peers”, and reconstructed their
identities through this process; this is partially similar to the study of (M. M. Gu & Tong,
2012) that students from mainland China studied in one international university in Hong Kong
studied very hard to demonstrate that they were “high academic achievers” when “their
competence was doubted due to their mainland Chinese background” (p. 511). Moreover,
students felt that their linguistic and cultural background had been ignored by teachers and
thus teachers rarely employed their pluralistic background in the English classes. The similar
issues have also been reported in studies of Despagne (2015), M. Gu & Patkin (2013), Nguyen
& Bui (2016) and Rong(2007), as they argue that minority students’ cultural and linguistic
diversities are often not valued or ignored in most contexts and teachers less likely integrated

their pluralistic background in teaching approaches.

On the other hand, not all students managed to chase up with Han students, minority
student who graduated from a bilingual school in Altay expressed her disappointment with the
progress of English language at a university in Beijing since she fell behind Han students and
had difficulty in comprehending English class contents taught through Chinese. Her limited
knowledge of English and Chinese seemed to be a huge hindrance that prevented her from
pursuing advanced studies. These findings differ from Guo & Gu (2016) that they studied

minority students who studied in high schools in inland cities (Neigaoban) and these students
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had more prestigious opportunities to attain high-quality high school education. The present
study focused on participants who graduated from bilingual schools in Xinjiang and reflected
that their insufficient background knowledge of English placed them in unequal footing with
other counterparts and even further discourage them from pursuing advanced studies. A
further study with more focus on minority students who studied at bilingual schools in small

towns and remotes areas in western China is therefore suggested.

Overall, minority Kazakh students in Chinese universities have experiences some
difficulties of English learning due to poor background knowledge, however, most students
overcame these challenges and developed autonomous learning skills by employing online and

offline resources and invested in the English language for future study and career.

Benefits and Opportunities of English Learning
This section discusses Kazakh minority students’ various views toward benefits and
opportunities of English learning with the notions of cultural capital and imagined

empowerment.

Finding 3. For Kazakh minority students, the benefits of English learning are not
limited to instrumental use like future employment or advanced studies, but also widened their
knowledge and worldview, social network and opened a door for learning other languages.
However, a few students also reflected that English offered the imagined empowerment with

less practical function in the local society.

With respect to the second research question, it was found that Kazakh minority
students perceived the English language offer opportunities for future career and advanced

studies in China or abroad. As mentioned in the literature review, particularly from the
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beginning of the 21 century, the status of English language has increased dramatically in
China; the language is perceived as an asset with paramount cultural, social and economic
values, as described by(Hu, 2005) “it is a passport to higher education at home or abroad,
lucrative employment in a public or private sector, professional advancement and social
prestige” (p. 6). Besides, the CET (College Entrance Examination) is valued with high
credibility and validity to assess the English proficiency and students’ eligibilities for degree
conferral at Chinese universities (Adamson & Xia, 2011). The similar perceived benefits of
English language also have been reported by Anbreen (2015), Darvin & Norton (2016),
Despagne (2015) and Gu (2008)that people invested in English language learning since the
language was associated with prestigious work and study opportunities. On the other hand,
this reflects the hegemony of the English language in the world as well as the spread of

English, as Baker (2011) claims that

“The international prestige of English and English speaking nations and the popularity
of Anglo-American culture has given the English language associations of status,
power and wealth. Access to English means access to valued forms of knowledge and

access to affluent and prestigious social and vocational positions.” (p. 85).

This means that the benefits of the English language learning go beyond from the
instrumental benefits in terms of degree and employment, most participants agreed that they
had learned about the outside world by wide-range of resources in English language, and this
not only expanded their worldviews but also enabled them to learn updated knowledge.
Moreover, some participants noted that their social network has also been expanded by
English learning as they joined conversations with international students and teachers on

campus or online. This finding supports claims made by Darvin & Norton (2016) that
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language learner might wish to build a relationship through the target language, and employ
the language as the social capital to construct the social network. Quite an unexpected finding
that was not revealed in the previous studies was that some participants acknowledged that
English language learning opened the door for learning other languages and cultures. This
might relate to the function of English language as lingua franca to enable minority students to

be familiar with diversified languages and cultures around the world.

Surprisingly, a few students also pointed out that many people learned English in order
to pass CET, IELTS or TOEFL in order to empower their resume or personal profiles for
applying for jobs, but they never apply the language in their work or life. The English
language plays the role as imagined empowerment with less practical functions in life and
works in China. This finding partially accords the study of (Zhao, 2010) that English learning
for minority Mongolian students in China offers “imagined empowerment” to shift the
imbalanced relationship between the dominant group and minority group. Zhao (2010) argues
that “substantial empowerment” would not exist unless the minority people’s culture and
language could be incorporated into the whole educational system. Based on the idea of
Bourdieu (1986) that the language as the cultural capital could be converted into social,
economic and symbolic capitals based on the legitimate acceptance of the language in certain
contexts. To sum up, the findings argue that English with prestigious status plays the role of
the symbolic capital with more imagined empowerment instead of practical applications in

local areas in China.

The Impact of English on Identity (re)Construction
With respect to the third research question, this section discusses that the influence of

English learning has enabled Kazakh minority students to reconstruct multicultural and global
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identities, meanwhile, the English language has empowered some students to resist the inferior

or marginalized position.

Finding 4. Under the influence of English learning, Kazakh students have promoted
multicultural awareness, and some students have reconstructed multiple identities as
multicultural and global identities, which created ‘a third space’ to surpass their ethnic and

national identities and confused identity as someone in-between.

The findings of the study indicate that Kazakh minority students have promoted
multicultural awareness by English learning that they learned diversified cultures and values
via accessing online resources and communicating with people from other countries. They
also have reflected on their own cultures and values and learned to respect and tolerate the
diversity and otherness. The similar findings have also been discussed in the studies of Sung
(2014) and Wu (2015)that students have reevaluated their own values and cultural beliefs
through English learning and became open-minded to different values and cultures. Despite
the fact that Wu (2015) investigated Chinese students who studied in British universities, and
the settings in this study and Sung (2014) were inland China and Hong Kong, the similar
findings suggests that in the digital world nowadays, the ways of obtaining resources and
communicating have broken the territory limitations and influenced language learners’

understanding of the target language and culture in transformative ways.

In the study of Sung (2014), some Hong Kong students showed their desirability of
attaining the global identity which “transcends linguistic and cultural boundaries ... but did
not want to reveal their local Hong Kong identities”, while some students “wish to express
both their global and local identities simultaneously” (p. 37). The current study seems to be

partially in line with this claim as Kazakh minority students expressed their wish to be a
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multicultural man or global citizen while they also wanted to maintain their ethnic identity as

Kazakh.

Another interesting finding was that some participants have experienced the identity
confusion as they neither fully accepted by Chinese group nor by Kazakh group and they felt
like someone in-between and struggled with feelings of no belongings. In accordance with the
present finding, previous studies have demonstrated that immigrant groups and minority
groups often experience the identity confusion; Shin (2010) noted that second generation of
immigrants in America struggled with the identity affiliation as rejected their heritage identity
in order to be accepted by the dominant group and felt themselves as someone in between.
This further supports the notion of identity proposed by Norton (2015) “identity is multiple, a
site of struggle, and changing across time and space” (p. 37). The participants in this study
have reconstructed the multiple identities as multicultural and global identities to escape limits
of the national and ethnic identities, which seemed to conflict each other and struggled in-

between.

This finding may be explained by the fact that minority Kazakh student who studied in
Chinese mainstream schools were assimilated by the Chinese language and culture at the
expense of native language, while the minority groups have not been integrated within the
dominant society, which further caused the social segregation and stratification. The English
language as the language of cultural capital enabled these minority students to connect with
the wider society of globalized world and imagined themselves as a member of this globalized
community, creating a ‘third space’ for them to overcome the identity struggle between the
dominant and minority group. These findings corroborates the framework of the study as

language learners invested in the language learning with the assistance of new technologies in
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this new era have “greater autonomy” to pursue the imagined “global and interconnected
community” as they “navigate diverse spaces and perform a range of identities” (Darvin &
Norton, 2016, p. 34). These may help up to understand language learners’ identity formation
within the social practices in terms of contextual influences via modern technologies and
investment in the learning. In other words, the increased mobility and accessibility to various
online resources enabled the language learner to develop autonomous learning agency, and by
investing in the language learning to join the imagined community and reconstruct various

identities.

Finding 5. Most minority students were empowered by the English language to ‘resist
inferior or marginalized position’ and reconstruct imagined elite identity. However, English
learning disempowered student who has little previous English education in school, and this

further escalated the educational inequities.

The findings of the study revealed that most minority Kazakh thought that they could
reposition themselves through English learning as they felt inferior or marginalized by the
dominant group in the society. They felt confident in terms of their oral English skills and
innate language learning advantages as multilingual individuals. Therefore, English language
with powerful language capital might balance these inequalities, offering them the ways to
attain the imagined elite identity. This study partially supports findings from previous studies
Gu & Patkin (2013), Guo & Gu (2016)and Groff et al. (2016)that minority groups favored the
English learning as they wished to resist the inferior positions imposed on them by the
dominant group. For instance, Groff et al. (2016) discovered that minority students in Quebec
claimed that they were better at English than local French students and had more prospective

career opportunities to resist their marginalized positions. However, the present study does not
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fully support the study of Guo & Gu (2016), they found that South Asian minority students in
Hong Kong schools constructed the counter-discourse to against the local language and culture
and inclined to English language and western culture. This counter-discourse further
marginalize these minority groups to integrate into the Hong Kong society and stayed at the
peripheral circle and most of these students failed to continue higher education but inherited
their parents’ ways of living like girls married at early age to become housewife while boys as

manual workers.

Finding of the present study demonstrates that although Kazakh minority students felt
marginalized by the dominant group, they made effort to acquire the English language as
cultural capital, attaining economic, social and symbolic values of the language, in order to
reposition themselves and be accepted by the dominant group. This discrepancy could be
attributed to the notion of negotiation of identities, as the interactions between teacher and
students impact on minority students’ integration into the mainstream culture (Cummins,
2015). Participants in this study noted that they made efforts in English learning to gain
respect from teachers and rebuilt the self-esteem, which again strengthens their confidence.
This might reflect the interaction between teacher and Kazakh minority students in Chinese
universities shifted through students’ involvement and investment in the language learning,
and were not same as the solid stereotypical perceptions towards South Asian minorities in

Hong Kong society.

Another interesting finding was that Kazakh minority students imagined themselves to
attain elite identity in future and this encouraged them to invest more in the English language
learning. The similar findings also noted by Despagne (2015) and Groff et al. (2016) that

minority groups in Mexico and Quebec devoted in the English language learning since that
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they had envisioned themselves to attain the higher status as an elite member in the dominant

society. Within the scope of the conceptual framework as ‘Imagined community, investment,
and identity’ (Norton, 2013), the finding corroborates this notion that understands the identity-
shifting through the social practices of the language learner and his or her perceived or

imagined future positions related to the target language.

However, the quite contrasting finding was that minority Kazakh students who have no
previous English education in schools have encountered many challenges. More specifically,
they struggled to meet the requirement to pass the English test on one hand, and they found
themselves could not keep up with the English classroom contents due to poor background
knowledge. This issue has been reported by Han, De Costa, & Cui (2016) but they relied most
on document analysis and questionnaire without paying close attention to minority students
experiences and understandings. Besides, this finding is contrary to Guo & Gu (2016)who
interviewed 13 Uyghur students at one inland Chinese university and found that Uyghur that
minority Uyghur students were confident in English learning and had few difficulties to learn
the language at Chinese university. The possible explanation for this discrepancy is that their
participants were almost Uyghur minority students who received secondary education in
inland Chinese cities and those from a big city like Urumgi, and these students had more
privileged secondary education compared with participant in my study. Further research with

more focus on minority students from remote areas in Xinjiang is therefore suggested.

To summarize, the chapter has discussed that most Kazakh minority students had
positive English learning experiences at Chinese universities as they developed autonomous
learning strategies and invested in the language learning by employing multiple online and

offline resources, although they encountered some challenges like discrepancy in English
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background knowledge compared with ethnic Chinese students. The English language enabled
them to expand further study and career opportunities, widen their worldviews and promote
multicultural awareness on one hand, and empowered them to reconstruct multicultural and
global identities to surpass the identity confusion and attain imagined elite identity. However,
the study argues that poor English background knowledge disempowered some minority
Kazakh students by placing them on the unequal footing with ethnic Chinese students and

further escalated educational inequities.
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Chapter 6. Conclusion
The purpose of this qualitative interview-based study was to explore the influence of
English learning on minority Kazakh students’ identity (re)construction at Chinese universities.
For achieving those, the study aimed at understanding Kazakh minority students’ English
learning experiences at universities and their views about the benefits and opportunities of

English learning.

The following chapter presents the conclusion obtained from this research. Based on
three main research questions, three main conclusions are addressed in the chapter. These
include: 1) Kazakh minority students’ English learning experiences at Chinese universities; 2)
Kazakh minority students’ views about the benefits and opportunities of English learning; 3)
The influence of English learning on Kazakh minority students’ identity (re)construction.
Following the conclusions, the chapter offers the recommendations for practice and policy,

and acknowledges the limitations of the research and provides suggestions for further research.

English Learning Experiences at Chinese Universities

The study has illustrated that minority Kazakh students in Chinese universities have
both positive as well as negative English learning experiences. With respect to positive
experiences, most Kazakh minority students have improved English knowledge through class
learning and self-learning. Although they have encountered challenges in terms of insufficient
classroom language acquisition, poor English background knowledge, and psychological
stresses, most Kazakh students overcame these challenges and developed autonomous learning
skills by employing online and offline resources and investing their time, money and energy in
improving English language proficiency. The conclusion here implies that inequities of

English education for the minority group in western China put them in disadvantaged position
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at inland universities as Feng and Sunuodula (2009) claims that “learning a third language is

an enormous challenge for minority students given the usually unfavorable conditions they are
in” (p. 271). On the other hand, minority Kazakh students have employed multiple online and
offline resources to develop autonomous learning skill and invest in English learning.
Therefore, it seems that modern technology offers learners more autonomy to access into
various resources to pursue self-interest; as “blessing in disguise” by Feng &Sunuodula (2009),

this might offer a solution for balancing the education inequities for minority groups in China.

Views about Benefits and Opportunities of English Learning

The findings of this study indicate that most Kazakh minority students view the
English learning as acquiring the cultural capital with both material and symbolic values
(Bourdieu, 1986; Darvin & Norton, 2016) that might not only provide them more
opportunities for further study and prospective career, but expand their social network and
worldviews, open door for learning other languages as well. However, the finding also reveals
that English language proficiency functions like symbolic decoration on students’ resume,
without functional use in everyday life and work. The conclusion here implies that language
learners’ views differentiate based on the future imagined connection with the target language

and this also impact on their language practice and investment on the language learning.

The Influence of English Learning on Identity (re)Construction

The findings of the study have demonstrated that Kazakh minority students have
promoted multicultural awareness through English learning, and some students reconstructed
multicultural and global identities to ‘transcend’ national and ethnic identities and promote
connectedness with a global community. Besides, findings reveal that some Kazakh minority

students experienced the identity confusion as ‘someone in between’, and English learning
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seems to create a ‘third space’ for them to avoid the limits of this identity confusion that found

the belongings to a wider global community or cosmopolitan culture.

Moreover, one of the more significant findings to emerge from this study is that
English learning empowered some Kazakh minority students to reposition themselves from
inferior or marginalized positions by acquiring the cultural capital with symbolic and material
values and to attain the imagined elite identity in future. The findings support the ideas that
language is not only a means for communication, but for negotiation the sense of oneself in
dynamic social power relations. However, it can also increase the gap between people in
affluent regions with more resources and minority people from the remote places with limited

resources and education opportunities.

Recommendations for Policy and Practice
The findings of this study have a number of practical implications for policymakers as

well as university educators.

As for policymakers, the study recommends them to take into account the issue of
inequity of formal English education provision for ethnic minorities at bilingual schools,
which placed the minority students on the unequal footing with ethnic Chinese students, and
caused dilemma for minority students to pursuing the quality education at mainstream schools
at the expense of their linguistic and cultural diversities. The policymakers are recommended
to consider allocating resources in terms of teaching staff and funding for minority bilingual
schools to support minority students’ English language education in order to promote social

cohesion and human capital investment.
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Regarding to university administrators and teachers, the study implies
recommendations that university administrators and teachers to offer the extra support for
minority students with poor English knowledge background in terms of organizing special
courses. The special policy like replacing CET by Chinese language test might seem to offer a
solution for solving the issue of inequity, actually, it could not provide substantiate
empowerment for minority students, even disadvantage minority students to pursue wider
education and career opportunities. It is also suggested that university teachers to adopt
pluralistic teaching approach by employing minority students’ linguistic and cultural
diversities, and living experiences as well in the classroom to create a more supportive
learning environment which might benefit both dominant and minority groups to cultivate

intercultural awareness.

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research

The most important limitation lies in small sample size and limited numbers of
participants who attended bilingual schools in small towns. This might limit the possibilities to
obtain rich data to understand experiences of minority students who have little previous
English education at schools and how this limitation impacted on their identity construction.
Another limitation is related to the lack of time, and this did not allow the researcher to find
more participants with diverse educational backgrounds. In spite of its limitations, the study
certainly adds to our understanding of the dynamic relationship between language learning and

identity negotiations of minority groups in power relations with dominant society.

Therefore, for further research, it is suggested that large-scale study involving large
number of participants with diverse backgrounds might offer deeper insights into minority

students’ English learning experiences to understand how they navigate learning process with
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modern technologies and invest in the English learning to pursue the imagined community and
identity shifts involved in the process. The issue of understanding identity negotiations via
virtual communications with the wider world is an intriguing one which could be usefully

explored in further research.
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Appendices
Appendix A

Sample Interview Protocol

Thesis title: The influence of English language learning on identity construction and
reconstruction of minority Kazakh students at universities in China

Research questions:

1. What are English language learning experiences of minority Kazakh students at
Chinese universities?

2. How do ethnic minority Kazakh students perceive benefits and opportunities of
English learning?

3. How do Kazakh students perceive the impact of English language learning on the
construction and reconstruction of their identities?

Duration of interview: around 40 to 50 minutes

Date of interview:
Interviewer: Sharapat

Interviewee:

Thank you for your agreeing to participate in the research. To facilitate our note-
taking, | would like to audio tape our conversations today only based on your
permission. Please sign the consent form. For your information, only researcher on
the project will be privy to the tapes which will be eventually destroyed after they are
transcribed. In addition, I kindly to request you to sign a form devised to meet our
human subject requirements. Essentially, this document states that: (1) all
information will be held confidential, (2) your participation is voluntary and you
may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) we do not intend to inflict
any harm. Finally, | greatly appreciate your contribution in the present study which
attempts to understand the English learning experiences of minority Kazakh students
in Chinese universities and its influence on their identity construction and
reconstruction.

Demographic information: gender, university, major, grade, hometown.

Questions about education background and English language learning experiences:
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Could you please tell me, what type of secondary school and primary school have you
attended (minority bilingual school (min kao min), Chinese mainstream school (min
kaohan) or Neigaoban), and where is it located?

Could you please tell me when did you formally start to learn English?

How do you evaluate your English proficiency level (any certificate like CET, IELTS,
and TOEFL)?

Questions based on the first main research question (English learning experience at

university):

oukrwdE

o N

For how long did or do you have English classes at your university?

How many periods of English classes did or do you have per week?

How many students were or are there in your English classes?

What is the medium of instruction in your English classes?

What do you think of your textbook for your English classes?

As a minority student in your English class, do you think if your teacher would pay
more attention to you than your Han classmates?

Could you please make some comments on your English teacher and his/her classes?
Are you required to pass CET-4 by your university and have you ever taken it?
What do you think of CET-4 and the CET-4 certificate?
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Appendix B

INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Topic of thesis: The influence of English language learning on identity construction and
reconstruction of minority Kazakh students at universities in China

DESCRIPTION: You are invited to participate in a research study on exploring English
language learning experiences of minority Kazakh students at Chinese universities to find out
challenges and success they encounter during their learning. Besides, the study is intended to
investigate how minority students’ identities are constructed and reconstructed during the
process of English learning. You will be asked to participate in a one-on-one face-to-face
interview between you and the researcher at a public place of your choice. The interview will
be semi-structured with open and closed questions, will be audio recorded in recording device
only with your permission and will later be transcribed for data analysis. Data from records
will be analyzed in the final report and findings will be shown at scientific meetings. After
completing thesis work, tapes will be permanently destroyed. You might be invited to
participate in a follow-up interview if the researcher has further questions.

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your participation will take approximately 60 minutes.

RISKS AND BENEFITS: The risks associated with this study are minimal. Your personal
experience related with English learning at university will not be shared with your teacher nor
any member from your university. No judgement will be made based on your personal
feelings or thoughts, and you have the right to refuse to answer the question which makes you
feel unpleasant or stressed. The benefits which may reasonably be expected to result from this
study are: better understanding about English language learning experiences of Kazakh
students in Xinjiang, challenges and success they have in the process of English learning, and
the influence of English language and culture on them; this study may provide some
suggestions for teachers, administrators at university to provide some support for minority
students in terms of English learning. Your decision whether or not to participate in this study
will not affect your grades at university.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS: If you have read this form and have decided to participate in
this project, please understand your participation is voluntary and you have the right to
withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time without penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. The alternative is not to participate. You have the
right to refuse to answer particular questions. The results of this research study may be
presented at scientific or professional meetings or published in scientific journals.

CONTACT INFORMATION:
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Questions: If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this research, its
procedures, risks and benefits, contact the Master’s Thesis Supervisor for this student
work,Sulushash Kerimkulova, skerimkulova@nu.edu.kz, +7(7172) 70 6144.

Independent Contact: If you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted, or if
you have any concerns, complaints, or general questions about the research or your rights as a
participant, please contact the NUGSE Research Committee to speak to someone independent
of the research team at +7 7172 709359. You can also write an email to the NUGSE Research
Committee at gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz

Please sign this consent from if you agree to participate in this study.

* | have carefully read the information provided,

» | have been given full information regarding the purpose and procedures of the study;

» | understand how the data collected will be used, and that any confidential information
will be seen only by the researchers and will not be revealed to anyone else;

* | understand that | am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a

reason;
«  With full knowledge of all foregoing, | agree, of my own free will, to participate in this
study.
Signature: Date:

The extra copy of this signed and dated consent form is for you to keep.

According to the law of the Republic of Kazakhstan an individual under the age of 18 is
considered a child. Any participant falling into that category should be given the
Parental Consent Form and have it signed by at least one of his/her parent(s) or
guardian(s).
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Appendix C

Data Sample (Transcription of Interview)

December 4, 2017

(S stands for interviewer, P1 stands for interviewee)

S: So, do you think that CET/TEM has caused some pressure for you and took a large amount
of time for preparation?

P1: Yes, TEM-8 has caused some pressure, and | really studied very hard in order to pass it. It
tests mainly the translation skills as well as writing skills that I have spent the whole semester
practicing these skills.

S: What do you think about English language proficiencies of Han students, and do they have
difficulties of passing CET/TEM?

P1: Generally, they have more solid foundation in terms of grammar and vocabulary, so the
test was not so difficult for most of them.

S: Do you think your English class performance affect your general academic performance
and other subjects learning, if yes, can you tell me how?

P1: It was my major during the bachelor years, but currently 1 am majored in public policy,
and | have studied my second master year in Australia, where | have improved my English so
much. Thus, English proficiency has little impact for my other subjects, and it has been helpful
for other subjects since | can read materials and books of my field in original English version.

S: Do you get any certificates of English language during university study; if yes, do you
consider it as a success?

P1: Yes, | consider that TEM-8 was a success for me, and | have passed the IELTS and
enrolled in master program and got the scholarship for studying abroad, these are all my
success related with English.

S: Could you please tell that other success you have had related with English learning?

P1: Well, more I have learned about English, more proficient | become, that | can watch
English films and read all kinds sources in English. What’s more, | can talk with foreign
teachers and students on campus, | do like communicating with them.

S: Could you please tell me that how do you think of English learning in today’s society?

P1: In China, English language in schools pay too much attention on grammar learning, less
on the communication abilities, and the teaching method is mainly teacher-centered, that it
likes analyzing the language rather than learn and apply the language. You know, this is called
the ‘dumb English’, this term describes Chinese students’ English learning phenomenon.

S: Have you invested in English learning, and how? (Probing question: private English
language training, and why attend?)
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P1: Yes, | have invested most of my time at university learning English by myself, like
listening to the BBC programs and reading books. The reasons for that are that | like this
language and | want to go abroad and study abroad, | want to be proficient and confident in
English language.



