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Abstract  This paper reports the results of a review of 33 journal articles chosen 
from 87 empirical studies on learner identity in Chinese as a foreign/second 
language (CFL/CSL) education, published during the years 2005–2019. By 
analyzing the co-occurrence of keywords in these Social Science Citation Index 
(SSCI) journal articles, this review identifies the theoretical perspectives and 
topical trends of CFL/CSL education research on learner identity. The review 
shows that while such post-structuralist theories and notions as capital, identity 
and investment model have continued to play a predominant role in CFL/CSL 
identity research, interdisciplinary perspectives seem to also demonstrate their 
theoretical value and interpretive power. Furthermore, the review found that 
researchers explored a wide array of topical issues in relation to learner identity 
involved in the complex linguistic and social ecology of Chinese language 
learning. The review concludes with suggestions for future projects to consider 
that expand the thematic and theoretical scope by exploring intersections 
between different social categories and learner identities in societal contexts. 
 
Keywords  identity, Chinese as a foreign/second language (CFL/CSL), 
theoretical perspectives, topical concerns, post-structuralist theories, 
interdisciplinary perspectives 

Introduction 

In the past few decades, the intersectionality between identity and language 
learning has been widely recognized in research on language learning and 
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teaching (Darvin & Norton, 2015). Identity, along with other social dimensions 
of second language acquisition (SLA), may affect learning opportunities, 
experiences, and outcomes in the ecologies of learning and interactions within 
and across macro-meso-micro levels (Douglas Fir Group, 2016). However, such 
dynamics have failed to capture the multiple timescales in which identity may 
change across contexts for learners (Duff, 2019). It has thus become a necessity 
to reconceptualize identity in relation to its broader historical and sociocultural 
context, yet little is known about how it has been investigated empirically and 
what theoretical frameworks have been applied in the analysis of this construct.  

Recent reviews on Chinese as a foreign/second language (CFL/CSL; Gong, 
Gao, & Lyu, 2020; Ma, Gong, Gao, & Xiang, 2017) have noted a rapid increase 
in the number of relevant studies on various critical issues with the rising status 
of Chinese as a global language. Among these studies, CFL/CSL learners’ 
sociocultural identities and various aspects that may impact their learning 
experiences have become a prominent topic of investigation, probably in 
response to a social turn in SLA research (Ke, 2018). However, most of the 
extant knowledge about learner identity generated thus far is based on research 
about learners’ experiences in English as a foreign/second language (EFL/ESL), 
which are mostly guided by Western-based, identity-related, poststructuralist 
notions and theories. While these theoretical perspectives/frameworks have 
generated fruitful findings in established research domains such as EFL/ESL 
learner identity (Li & Ho, 2018) and teacher identity (Tao & Gao, 2017), what 
remains underexplored is the extent to which these theories may or may not fit 
into research on CFL/CSL learner identity. Therefore, it is important to provide a 
review of relevant studies on CFL/CSL identity so that scholars researching 
identity may make an informed choice on theoretical refinements in their 
investigations. By so doing, they may better reflect specific learning and societal 
contexts while acknowledging established theoretical values. 

The second goal of this review is to examine topical trends in relevant studies 
on CFL/CSL identity in order to identify the potential learning affordances and 
constraints implicated in learners’ identity with an attempt to map individual 
factors across multiple settings. The present review can help facilitate our 
understanding of how these factors and variables, which include ideology at the 
macro level, identity at the meso level, and interactional activities at the micro 
level (Douglas Fir Group, 2016), operate in synergy, and how they together 
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constitute the social process of language learning in today’s highly mobile and 
transnational era. We believe this is an important endeavor informing not only 
identity researchers outside China in expanding their empirical investigations in 
different regional and cultural contexts, but also researchers in the Chinese 
mainland in particular, where the majority of the Chinese language instructors 
receive their professional training and Chinese language promotional programs 
are designed. 

To this end, our review examines studies published in Social Science Citation 
Index (SSCI) journals from 2005 to 2019 in order to investigate theoretical and 
topical trends that help us address the following two research questions: 

(1) What theoretical perspectives can be identified in studies on CFL/CSL 
learner identity?  

(2) What topical concerns can be identified in studies on CFL/CSL learner 
identity? 

Review 

To identify and analyze these theoretical perspectives and topical concerns 
comprehensively, we followed three steps of systematic review. In the coming 
section, we will describe in detail the literature search, selection criteria, and data 
analysis processes. 

Our search of the literature was restricted to SSCI journal articles in English 
that included empirical studies on learner identity in CFL/CSL education 
conducted between 2005 and 2019. The year 2005 witnessed the launch of the 
First World Chinese Congress, and evidenced China’s endeavor to promote the 
teaching and learning of Chinese across the globe as well as the remarkable 
increase in the number of research articles on CFL/CSL education (Gong et al., 
2020). We included empirical studies with a clear focus on Chinese language 
learner identity and excluded non-empirical studies such as review articles and 
research notes. While we duly acknowledged the contributions of conference 
papers and dissertations, we decided to restrict our review to peer-reviewed 
indexed articles due to their quality and impact. In addition, we limited our 
search to English publications in SSCI journals because international scholars 
were more concerned about learners, as compared to scholars in the Chinese 
mainland who focused predominantly on teachers (Gong, Lyu, & Gao, 2018). 
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Notwithstanding the fact that publications in languages other than English are 
missing from this review (e.g., Spanish, German, and French), we felt that the 
studies included offer valuable insights regarding predominant theories and 
salient topics on CFL/CSL learner identity. Table 1 lists the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria.  

 
Table 1  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Empirical studies published from 2005 to 2019 Non-empirical studies (literature review articles, 
research notes), conference proceedings, and 
dissertations 

SSCI journal articles in English Non-English publications 

 
The articles were retrieved from Web of Science (WoS), Education Resources 

Information Center (ERIC), and EBSCO. The search string applied to generate 
exhaustive results was “identity AND [Chinese OR Mandarin OR Putonghua] 
AND ["as a second language" OR "as a foreign language" OR "as a heritage 
language" OR "as an additional language"]” with Indexes = SSCI and Timespan 
= 2005−2019. To ensure trustworthiness, we made sure that the two members of 
the research team participated throughout the entire process of peer-checking. We 
examined the retrieved abstracts and added/deleted possible synonyms and 
related expressions to refine the search terms repetitively. It is worth noting that 
while Putonghua refers to the commonly spoken language in China, Mandarin 
refers to the standard variety of Sinitic languages as well as the one used in 
contexts outside the Chinese mainland, such as Chinese Taiwan, Singapore or 
other Chinese diaspora communities (Diao, 2017). Despite these differences, 
Chinese, Mandarin, and Putonghua all refer to the official language of China 
(Singh & Nguyễn, 2018). To take into account different types of Mandarin 
varieties and Chinese learners in order to retrieve the largest amount of data, we 
viewed the three terms as interchangeable. 

We adopted the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to systematically select and filter studies in 
the dataset (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2010). The process consisted of 
four phases (Figure 1). In the first phase, we employed different search strategies 
to identify 87 articles in the three databases. In the second phase, we evaluated 
the titles, abstracts, and keywords of the studies. We read the findings and 
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discussion sections of each article carefully, manually removing 25 studies that 
did not focus on learner identity. In the third phase, we followed the criteria to 
exclude 29 studies. This procedure yielded 33 SSCI articles for the fourth phase. 
The two researchers discussed each step until a consensus was reached upon 
certain inclusion/exclusion decisions so as to enhance the credibility and validity 
of the results. 

 

 
Figure 1  PRISMA Flowchart for Data Selection Procedure 

 
A keyword co-occurrence analysis performed by the VOSviewer software (van 

Eck & Waltman, 2017) was selected among other strategies for two main reasons. 
First, it can generate and visualize bibliometric networks. With its text mining 
function, VOSviewer was used to extract keywords from titles and abstracts of 
the studies, and to create a co-occurrence network displayed on a two-dimension 
map. Generic descriptive words (e.g., year, term, journey) and academic writing 
terms (e.g., survey, paper, finding) were excluded from the keywords list. Second, 
the software automatically assigns keywords to different clusters according to 
their co-occurrence, which helps identify the topical concerns for further analysis 
(Lei & Liu, 2019; van Eck & Waltman, 2017). We then adopted a proportional 
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stratified sampling strategy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) to select exemplar studies 
to report on the trends. We read the selected studies carefully and identified three 
predominant theoretical frameworks. In the following section, we shall first 
present the prevalent theoretical perspectives in the studies and move on to 
review the topical trends with a visualization of the distribution, followed by a 
critical analysis of the trends with particular studies for in-depth discussion.  

Findings 

Theoretical Perspectives 
 
In this section, we will review and discuss the current theories most commonly 
utilized to account for the complex phenomenon of learner identity in CFL/CSL 
education. Three theories emerged as predominant in the literature, including 
capital and habitus (Bourdieu, 1991), identity and investment model (Norton 
Peirce, 1995), and language socialization (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Figure 2 
displays the number of studies that have drawn on these theories respectively. We 
will elaborate on each theory and its application in relevant empirical studies, as 
well as other non-mainstream theories. 
 

 
Figure 2  Numeral Distribution of Theoretical Frameworks 

 
Capital and Habitus 
 
Capital refers to accumulated resources that can produce profits and reproduce 
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itself in identical or expanded forms (Bourdieu, 1986). The convertibility of its 
forms, ranging from economic capital (e.g., wealth), and cultural capital (e.g., 
books, qualifications), to social capital (e.g., social relationships) and symbolic 
capital (e.g., reputation, fame), provides the basis for interpreting individuals’ 
different investment behaviors. In our review, capital seemed to be one of the 
most frequently used theoretical notions.  

Given that languages as symbolic capital transformed into social and economic 
capital may facilitate our understanding of how language learning fuels identity 
construction and reconstruction (Bourdieu, 1991; Pavlenko, 2002), a number of 
studies have explored how Chinese as a form of linguistic capital has mediated 
the identity of learners of different types in different contexts. For example, 
Francis, Archer, and Mau (2009) focused on Chinese as a heritage language 
(CHL) for learners in the UK and confirmed that learner awareness of Chinese is 
a key indicator of national/ethnic identity as well as its associated economic and 
symbolic capital values. Similarly, while Francis et al. (2009) showed that local 
complementary schools1 played a crucial role in raising pupils’ awareness of the 
benefits related to mother tongue education, the migrant children in Paciocco’s 
(2018) study utilized capital as a resource to tackle and respond to local 
exclusionist discourse. These studies shed light on the relevance and value of 
situating identity research in the notion of capital, as it may capture the identity 
construction process in a complex social milieu where both languages and 
cultures are hierarchically ordered. 

Habitus is another important sociological notion used to investigate CFL/CSL 
learner identity. It denotes “systems of durable, transposable dispositions, 
structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (Bourdieu, 
1977, p. 72) and provides principles to structure representations. Drawing on this 
notion, Mu (2014) found that the habitus of “Chineseness” formed certain 
dispositions that guided learners’ practices in relation to their learning of Chinese 
and resulted in different levels of Chinese being considered heritage language 
proficiency. Mu (2016) confirmed this finding and further posited that 
participants’ Chinese looks, Chinese identity, and Chinese language were 
interwoven with each other. It is also interesting to note that these two studies 
argued that learner identity was somehow bound to their biological and physical 

                                                        
1 Complementary schools refer to schools where language teaching is the primary goal and the 
curriculum is supplementary to mainstream schooling. 
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traits, which challenged the poststructuralist view of identity as being 
socioculturally constructed rather than genetically inherent (Weedon, 1997), and 
consequently shed light on how identity is viewed in the modern world where a 
diversity of epistemological paradigms coexist. 
 
Identity and Investment Model 
 
The identity and investment model was developed by Norton Peirce (1995) and 
Norton (2013) to capture the socially and historically constructed relationship of 
learners to the target language and their sometimes ambivalent desire to learn and 
practice it. According to Norton (2001), learners’ investment in a language equals 
an investment in their own identity and is in close relation with the ongoing 
production of identities; their future desires are manifested as their imagined 
identity and imagined community. The model holds that learners invest in a 
target language to access a wider range of symbolic resources and material 
resources, which will in turn increase the value of their cultural capital and social 
power. Our review showed that five studies adopted this theoretical model in the 
interpretation of the findings and the subsequent analysis. These studies explored 
CHL learners in the US (Weger-Guntharp, 2006; Wong & Xiao, 2010; Wu, Lee, 
& Leung, 2014), CHL returnees’ imagined community in relation to their 
bicultural/bilingual identity (Ma, 2010), as well as Koreans migrants’ investment 
in multilingualism in Singapore (Bae, 2013). It is noteworthy that though 
investment is deemed as complementary to the psychological construct of 
motivation (Dörnyei, 2000), there seems to be no clear-cut discrepancy between 
the two notions, as a number of studies have integrated them to explore learner 
identity (Weger-Guntharp, 2006; Wong & Xiao, 2010).  

Given that the role of human agency and identity is deemed crucial when 
learners make choices to accumulate economic and symbolic capital (Kramsch, 
2013), it has thus fueled research to incorporate past, present, and future 
timescales when interpreting learners’ historically constructed, real-time and 
desired commitment to Chinese learning. In this sense, the identity and 
investment model seems to offer an adequately powerful interpretation by 
incorporating multiple layers of temporal and spatial complexifications. 

 
Language Socialization 
 
Language socialization is conceptualized as the dual processes of learning to use 
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language to socialize and socializing through language into culturally meaningful 
ways of thinking, doing and being (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Four studies in 
our review used language socialization. Through the theoretical lens of 
indexicality and agency, we have usefully gained insights into how CFL/CSL 
learner identity might be reflected through various linguistic forms and how 
learners exercise their agency in linguistic practices during their socialization 
process. Researchers have therefore been meticulous when identifying and 
analyzing units of social and cultural significance that signal relational, 
ideological, identity, and epistemological/affective information (Diao, 2016, 
2017). By tracking learners’ language use and development across personal and 
spatial-temporal dimensions (Duff, 2019), these studies have testified to the 
various ways in which Chinese linguistic practices have served as tools for 
learners to manage social interactions and participations as well as negotiate 
identities. 

Similarly, learner agency plays an equally important role in the theorization of 
language socialization. Diao and Maa (2019) found evidence to show that agency 
contributed to the multidirectional process of language socialization, as novices 
were not only guided by experts to master the use of indexes through their 
participation in interactional activities, but they challenged the local norms 
according to the identities they desired to project, thus socializing the latter into 
innovative ways of being and thinking. Diao (2016, 2017) and Zhu (2010) also 
underscored the role of indexicality and agency when learners used certain 
linguistic forms to index their personal identity, and agentively challenged local 
norms.  

 
Other Alternative Theoretical Perspectives 
 
Altogether 18 studies employed alternative theoretical perspectives from various 
interdisciplinary perspectives, including intercultural identity (Kim, 2008), 
self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), 
and discourse identity (Gee, 2000), among many others. 

Contextualized in intercultural identity (Kim, 2008), Tian and Lowe (2014) 
illustrated how this notion served as an open-ended, adaptive, and transformative 
alternative to the fixed and essentialist view of cultural identity. In the same vein, 
Jing-Schmidt, Chen, and Zhang (2016) integrated self-categorization theory 
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(Turner et al., 1987) and community of practice (Wenger, 1998), linking the 
individual with the social as well as the behavior with identity. Chang and Chang 
(2019) employed discourse identity (Gee, 2000) and provided a new 
understanding of identity that is discursively and semiotically constructed, 
sustained, and negotiated. While these studies are informed by different 
theorizations of identity, they all endeavor to reject the essentialist view of 
learner identity as fixed and monolithic. 

Concomitant with the rejection of the static view of identity is the recent focus 
on interdisciplinary theories in identity research. For example, Jin (2018) used 
affordance that originated in ecological linguistics (van Lier, 2000) and examined 
how social networking sites (SNS) could offer space for CFL/CSL learners to 
make use of the semiotic resources available to create and forge their identity. 
Also interested in how CFL/CSL learner identity was mediated by SNS, 
Juffermans, Blommaert, Kroon, and Li (2014) drew on ausbau (Kloss, 1967), a 
theoretical concept in language policy and planning, to show that languages are 
products of language planning by a state, institution, community, and family, and 
may leave room for individuals to exert their agency and identity to contest and 
challenge the authority. Drawing on interculturality (Dervin, 2017) from 
intercultural communication studies, Zhu (2010) and Jin (2017) acknowledged 
that learners were presented as intercultural self whose sensitivity and awareness 
grew through experiences of learning an additional language and through various 
types of impact on their identity and lives.  

These studies have illuminated the idea that interdisciplinary perspectives may 
provide us with a variety of theoretical lenses through which we may better 
examine the multi-faceted nature of learner identity. In the above discussion, we 
have highlighted the potential value of these theories respectively and provided a 
toolkit for the consideration of CFL/CSL identity researchers.  
 
Topical Concerns 
 
To illustrate topical concerns, we first present a keyword co-occurrence network 
that showcases how keywords are distributed and interconnected in the field 
(Figure 3). Then, we provide a synthesis of the patterns that emerged from the 
dataset with a detailed illustration of each topical pattern. As seen in Figure 3, the 
circle size indicates occurrences of the terms. The distance between two terms 



Learner Identity in Chinese as a Foreign/Second Language Education 83 

reflects the degree of similarity or relatedness, and the color of the terms marks 
their affiliation to different groups or clusters. The overall keyword co- 
occurrence network is a quasi-triangle, where identity is located in the center 
with the largest circle size. The keywords are distributed according to their 
relatedness to one another, forming clusters of different colors. 
 

 
Figure 3  Keyword Co-occurrence Network 

 
There are in total four clusters in the network identified by VOSviewer 

(Version 1.6.11). By examining and cross-checking the themes that emerged 
from these clusters, we identified the prominent thematic topics that covered (1) 
Chinese as a heritage language learner identity; (2) identity in cross-/inter- 
cultural communication; (3) identity in the process of language socialization; and 
(4) identity in the digital space (see Table 3). The two researchers went through 
the analytical process together so that trustworthiness could be ensured. In the 
following subsections, we will highlight the salient findings in each cluster and 
offer a critical analysis respectively. 
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Table 3  Synthesis of the Topical Concerns 

Cluster Topical concerns  No. of 
studies Exemplar studies 

Cluster 1 Chinese as a heritage language 
(CHL) learner identity 

14 Craig, Zou, & Curtis, 2018; Francis et al., 
2009; Jing-Schmidt et al., 2016; Lee, 2005; 
Ma, 2010; Mu, 2014, 2016; Mu & Dooley, 
2015; Paciocco, 2018; Shin, 2010; 
Weger-Guntharp, 2006; Wong & Xiao, 2010; 
Wu et al., 2014; Xiao & Wong, 2014 

Cluster 2 Identity in cross-/inter-cultural 
communication 

7 Diao & Trentman, 2016; Du, 2015, 2018; Jin, 
2014, 2017; Li, 2015; Tian & Lowe, 2014 

Cluster 3 Identity in the process of 
language socialization 

4 Diao, 2017; Kinginger, Lee, Wu, & Tan, 2016; 
Zhu, 2010 

Cluster 4 Identity in the digital space 3 Chang & Chang, 2019; Jin, 2018; Juffermans 
et al., 2014 

- Others 5 Bae, 2013; Lo-Philip & Park, 2015; Rubino & 
Cruickshank, 2016; Sharma & Phyak, 2017; 
Zhu & Li, 2014 

 
Chinese as a Heritage Language (CHL) Learner Identity 
 
In the English speaking context, CHL learners are “those who have an 
ethnolinguistic affiliation to the Chinese cultural heritage and may have a broad 
range of proficiency in oral or literacy skills from mere receptive listening 
abilities in Chinese to balanced competence in both English and Chinese” (He, 
2018, p. 342). As an important part of learners’ identity formation, heritage 
language development has been of growing interest to researchers who 
investigate issues related to identity in language learning, use and loss (Li & Duff, 
2018). The number of relevant studies has been on the increase, rising from one 
study in 2005 to 14 studies in 2018, and the types of target learners are becoming 
increasingly diverse, including migrant students, adult learners and returnees.  

Most studies in this strand have been conducted in contexts outside the 
Chinese mainland, for example, the UK (Francis et al., 2009), the US (Wong & 
Xiao, 2010; Wu et al., 2014), and Australia (Mu, 2016). Francis et al. (2009) 
investigated how pupils evaluated the benefits of Cantonese as the mother tongue 
education offered in Chinese complementary schools in the UK. It was found that 
the perceived instrumental benefits of Chinese learning and participants’ national 
and cultural identity contributed to their understanding of the impetus of schools 
to promote the learning of Cantonese. In the American context, Wong & Xiao 
(2010) identified the dominant status of Mandarin in relation to their identity 
formation. They argued that Mandarin was the heritage language that connected 
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learners to their imagined community and motivated their further investment in 
the imagined self of a multilingual and international individual. Wu et al. (2014) 
also acknowledged the role of linguistic hegemony in CHL learners’ linguistic 
repertoire, but regarded the hegemonic structure as problematic, as it assumed a 
disadvantaged identity among non-Mandarin background students and 
demotivated them from learning Chinese. Mu (2016) explored the link between 
ethnic identity and heritage language learning among Chinese Australian adults, 
and articulated that their perception about the appearance of looking Chinese, an 
integral part of the Chinese identity, served as a reminder for them to learn 
Chinese, and that how other people perceived their appearance also shaped their 
attitudes towards and behavior in Chinese learning. 

How CHL learners’ identity evolves during their stay in their ancestral 
homeland is another salient theme for investigation. Ma (2010), for example, 
delineated how a young adolescent learner encountered struggles and triumphs in 
language learning, as well as her acculturation and identity construction process 
during her transnational experiences between China and America. Jing-Schmidt, 
Chen and Zhang (2016) examined the behavioral, socio-psychological and 
discursive aspects of identity of four CHL students enrolled in a study abroad 
program in China. They stressed the importance of tracking individual 
trajectories of learners’ identity development rather than their proficiency level in 
relation to their Chinese learning. 

In light of the reviewed studies, research on CHL learners has presented a 
mixed picture. In the case of heritage learners in overseas settings where they are 
quite often exposed to a wider range of language varieties, they may have to be 
confronted with the struggle between using their mother tongue and other 
linguistic varieties. This may in turn bring about constant conflict in their identity 
choices. Similarly, learners who return to their ancestral homeland may also 
experience recurrent identity crisis on occasions of local sociocultural events. 
This is particularly so when compared with their co-national peers. Overall, 
although these two types of learners’ experience rather divergent linguistic and 
identity-related developmental trajectories, they both have to cope with equally 
challenging tasks when learning Chinese as their heritage language. In this vein, 
this subsection may help facilitate our understanding of the complex dilemma 
and challenges that heritage language learners need to confront and tackle with. 
We also argue that language instructors in different pedagogical contexts may 
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fare better if they could be more aware of these invisible challenges and could 
hopefully offer their maximal support both in and outside school to enhance 
student learning. 

 
Identity in Cross-/Inter-Cultural Communication 
 
The second trend relates to identity in cross-/inter-cultural communication, a 
process which may bring about challenges that arise from interlocutors’ divergent 
or sometimes conflicting cultural values. The construction of individual identity 
dynamically interacts with border-crossing experiences accompanied by role 
transformation from a language learner to a language user (Tullock, 2018).  

A number of CFL/CSL studies have addressed identity-related challenges 
faced by international students in cross/intercultural encounters during study 
abroad in China (Du, 2018; Li, 2015). For example, Li (2015) examined how 
learner identity evolved in intercultural exchanges and claimed that engagement 
with the host culture, language proficiency, and the power of native language 
were connected to the enactment of international students’ sense of belonging, 
and that cultural affiliation might challenge their loyalty to their home culture or 
newly-obtained identities. Du (2018) found that students’ experience abroad was 
complicated by their identities, which interacted with personality, expectation, 
language proficiency and prior cross-cultural experiences. 

Another line of studies was more focused on intercultural identity development 
(Jin, 2017; Tian & Lowe, 2014; Zhu, 2010). In recognition of intercultural 
identity formation as a dynamic process, Zhu (2010) argued that interculturality 
helped us understand how learners were socialized into their different 
sociocultural roles and socioculturally appropriate behaviors. Tian & Lowe (2014) 
revealed how students’ intercultural identity formation followed a stress- 
adaptation-growth pattern with the development of their intercultural awareness 
and cultural critical capacity. Jin (2017) also suggested intercultural competence 
be substituted with interculturality in Mandarin teaching and learning in order to 
facilitate a nuanced understanding of intercultural difference. While these studies 
on international students’ intercultural experiences in China showcased the 
interconnectedness of culture and identity in study abroad contexts, they failed to 
explicate the complicated dynamics in which identity, culture and language 
development were interwoven together to play a role in a social interaction. To 
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remedy this potential limitation, we may consider employing the construct of 
intercultural moments to conduct a more situated analysis of interactional 
dynamics, thereby unpacking layers of cultures in institutional encounters (Zhu, 
Li, & Jankowicz-Pytel, 2019). 
 
Identity in the Process of Language Socialization 
 
Learner identity seems to be a prominent theme in a variety of interactional 
contexts (Duff & May, 2017). Attempts have been made to explore how 
CFL/CSL learners are socialized into and through local languages and cultures in 
such contexts as homestay mealtime conversations (Diao, 2017; Kinginger et al., 
2016), dorm talks (Diao, 2016), and family talks (Zhu, 2010). For instance, 
Kinginger et al. (2016) examined three American students’ mealtime 
conversations in their host families and investigated how these interactional 
practices supported their Chinese language and culture learning. They articulated 
that the dinner table could be a space for identity negotiation at which students 
would be socialized into local values and aesthetics of taste. In research 
conducted also in the homestay context, Diao (2017) explored how three 
American students were engaged in negotiations of accent and identity in daily 
interactions with their host families. Findings suggested that as a marker of 
standard or non-standard Mandarin, retroflex/dental merger either indicated 
students’ inauthentic Chinese identity, or functioned as a tool to authenticate 
identity as a Chinese American and maintain their relationship with the hosts.  

Similarly, by investigating how American students in China associated certain 
Chinese affective sentence-final particles (ASPs) with gendered speech and 
linked them with gender identity and ideologies, Diao (2016) documented how 
identity can be indexed and negotiated by means of linguistic tools. She observed 
that through dorm talks, students were socialized into ways of sanctioning 
linguistic practices accordingly and rejecting those inconsistent with their gender 
identity. Zhu (2010) examined how address terms were used to index identity 
during family talks and corroborated with previous findings that younger 
generations of Chinese diasporic communities tended to challenge Chinese 
norms of address terms in the families or communities. 

The studies reviewed above have instantiated the point that language 
socialization denotes an identity transformation process whereby language 
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learners inevitably become speakers of language and culture. Its research scope 
extends beyond linguistic code to cultural and social knowledge, ideologies, and 
identity (Duff & Talmy, 2011). Apart from the issue of multidirectionality 
(Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986), research has sufficiently demonstrated how identity 
is embedded in learners’ participation in various Chinese learning 
activities/contexts, and how they may agentively assign indexical meanings to 
particular Chinese cultural or linguistic forms, and construct or negotiate 
identities. We thus suggest expanding the variety of learning contexts/activities in 
future research and exploring the fluid process of identity construction and 
identity positionings with greater breadth and complexity.  

 
Identity in the Digital Space 
 
In the digital era, online networking sites may not only facilitate the speedy 
exchange of information, but also offer a platform that enables learners’ agentive 
discursive practice of differentiating themselves, thus opening up potential 
identity construction and language learning (Darvin & Norton, 2019). Research 
in this strand has witnessed its nascent development in the most recent five years. 
Situating CFL/CSL learners’ identity in social networking sites in the Chinese 
diasporic community in the Netherlands, Juffermans et al. (2014) exemplified 
how online platforms could be utilized to examine learner identity and critically 
analyzed the tensions between language and identity shaped by individual 
investment and national policy. Jin (2018) explored how two international 
students benefited from WeChat, a popular social media application in the 
Chinese mainland, during their study in Shanghai. The study identified four types 
of benefits afforded by the digital app for their language learning and identity 
construction. Conducted in the Taiwanese context, Chang and Chang (2019) 
investigated ways in which YouTube could enable CFL/CSL learners to negotiate 
their alternative identities. They observed that it provided learners with various 
semiotic tools and interactional chances that empowered them to showcase 
transnational experiences, construct identities, and contest traditionally less 
powerful identities such as those of foreigner or language learner.  

Studies have clearly shown that digital devices provide multiple spaces in 
which language is used in a range of ways, thus enabling learners to traverse 
flexibly across online and offline realities while performing multiple identities 
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(Darvin, 2016). Identity positionings might therefore be a promising arena for 
future researchers to explore the complexities in which learners enact and project 
their identities through affordances created by and in the digital space. 
 
Others 
 
Our review showed that five studies were not identified by VOSviewer and were 
therefore excluded from the above four clusters, yet they still deserve a mention 
because they demonstrated the geographical potentiality of conducting CFL/CSL 
research across a variety of sociocultural and regional contexts, and further 
manifested the multifaceted nature of identity. For example, Bae (2013) explored 
how Korean migrants in Singapore were invested in the values and functions of 
languages that included English, Mandarin, and Korean. Zhu and Li (2014) 
surveyed different groups of CFL/CSL learners in the UK and explored issues 
concerning identity, language ideology, language attitudes and motivation in 
relation to the promotion of China’s geopolitical strategy of Chinese as a global 
language. Other topics of interest in these studies cover learner identity in 
English-Chinese bilingual education (Lo-Philip & Park, 2015), language choice 
and identity construction (Rubino & Cruickshank, 2016), and identity and 
reproduction of language ideologies (Sharma & Phyak 2017). While these topics 
do not converge thematically in any of the identified clusters, they represent less 
commonly visited issues in the extant literature on CFL/CSL learner identity and 
are therefore worthy of being considered in any future research agenda. 

Discussion 

With the aim of identifying the major theories and topical trends of current 
CFL/CSL identity research, this article reviewed 33 selected empirical studies 
from a total of 87 articles published in SSCI journals between 2005 and 2019. 
The review showed that the studies mostly adopted poststructuralist perspectives 
to investigate identity issues. Moreover, four clusters of topical concerns have 
emerged as salient in these studies, which may point to future research directions 
and have implications for identity researchers; those in the Chinese mainland in 
particular.  

Firstly, we have found that post-structuralist notions that follow the 
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interpretivist paradigm seem to be predominantly used in the current CFL/CSL 
research under review, which displayed a rather different epistemological stance 
from those published in leading Chinese journals that employed a positivist 
paradigm (Gong et al., 2020). More specifically, CFL/CSL identity researchers 
tended to move beyond an essentialized and simplistic view of the social 
structure as a determinant of identity, to conceptualize learner identity as fluid, 
multiple and a site of struggle (Block, 2007). The popularity of post-structuralist 
theories could also be attributed to the increasing scholarly attention to learner 
identity in mobility, because it is in the border crossing, transnational, or 
translocal context that language learners experience unprecedented level of 
complexity and instability in their identities (Zhu, 2017). As post-structuralism 
seeks to reveal “more nuanced, multileveled and complicated framings of the 
world around us” (Block, 2007, p. 22), theoretical perspectives that fall into this 
epistemology might empower researchers to unveil learner identity in the highly 
dynamic and complicated sociocultural milieu. Furthermore, the prevalence of 
post-structuralist notions is probably symptomatic of the orientation towards 
neoliberalism, confirming Park and Lo’s (2012) argument that essentialist 
ideologies may still persist under a neoliberal view of learner identity, which 
tended to dichotomize learners as either victims or profiteers. Therefore, while 
CFL/CSL learner identity research has, to a great extent, benefited from theories 
extracted from studies on English language learners (Norton & De Costa, 2018), 
scholars should be cautious about grounding identity research in mostly 
Western-based identity theories, as it might jeopardize a critical understanding of 
the complexity of the sociocultural context.  

Secondly, the present review has revealed that related studies centered on the 
multiple identity challenges facing different learner groups in varying 
interactional contexts, while the role of ideology was not dealt with in depth, as 
learners nevertheless experienced ideological conflicts and challenges that 
originated from the hierarchy of languages and cultures. Such hierarchy can 
sometimes be exacerbated by elite multilingualism (De Costa, 2019), an ideology 
that signals inequality in different bilingual situations, where non-dominant or 
minority language varieties are excluded, and individuals’ local and national 
identities are inextricably downplayed. Zhu and Li (2014), and Sharma and 
Phyak (2017) are among few studies that have illustrated the role of ideologies in 
organizing and stabilizing societies, as well as privileging and marginalizing 
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ideas, people, and relations. We therefore wish to highlight and further argue for 
the need of more empirical investigations to examine how ideologies mediate 
multiple sociopolitical contexts, shift the value of linguistic capital, and intersect 
with identity (Darvin & Norton, 2015). By doing so, we hope to, at best, bridge 
conceptual links at the macro-meso-micro levels and provide a holistic picture of 
the complexity of learner identity to better inform future research practices in the 
field.  

Thirdly, our review lends implications to Chinese language instructors across a 
variety of instructional, institutional, and sociocultural contexts, in that they need 
to raise their awareness of learner identity while keeping an open and flexible 
attitude towards the needs of different learner groups. While learners hope to be 
socialized into the local linguistic and cultural norms, it is equally important for 
teachers to duly recognize and respect learners’ linguistic/cultural heritage in an 
effort to promote equitable multilingualism (Ortega, 2019). Moreover, it might 
be desirable if the teachers could maintain sensitivity, stay alert to learners’ 
ideologically indexed linguistic practices, and provide timely support to address 
identity issues that arise from learners’ misconceptions and misinterpretations. 
With regards to teachers’ daily pedagogical practices, the present review 
contends that they need to improve, modify and adjust their classroom teaching 
as well as curriculum materials whenever necessary (Li, 2017), such as by 
presenting authentic cases and examples for learners to appreciate the 
sociocultural dynamics in real-life intercultural encounters. In this vein, our 
review would strongly encourage teachers to heighten their awareness and level 
of sensitivity to individual learners’ identity in order to maximize teaching 
effectiveness. 

Finally, researchers may borrow from, supplement or corroborate studies on 
other languages to inform studies on CFL/CSL. It is important for scholars to 
adopt a transdisciplinary perspective (Duff, 2019) and conduct CFL/CSL learner 
identity research that not only fits into the local context and addresses local needs, 
but also contributes to the research domain of identity and language learning in 
general. Cross-border collaborations are needed, and research endeavors are 
called for to conduct national and regional comparisons in order to enrich our 
understanding of learner identity in different contexts. In particular, we propose 
that rigorously and systematically designed empirical investigations into 
identity-related issues should be carried out among researchers in the Chinese 
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mainland to enrich our understanding of CSL learners in a variety of regions and 
educational institutions. We believe such efforts may offer useful implications for 
Chinese language education program designers and curriculum developers in the 
field. 

Conclusions 

We conducted the present review to explore the theoretical perspectives and 
topical concerns in existing research on CFL/CSL learner identity. Our review 
has revealed that the recent two decades have witnessed an explosion of 
scholarly focus on the topic. In light of the review, we note a changing landscape 
that broadly concurs with the view that identity is a dynamic construct shaped by 
the social, political, and cultural context in which individual learners are situated. 
Through systematic analysis, we provide future researchers with a theoretical 
toolkit that may serve as a guide in the changing arena while cautioning them to 
incorporate a critical lens into their investigation. We argue that while 
predominantly post-structuralist theories continued to demonstrate their 
theoretical value, interdisciplinary perspectives/frameworks from various 
research arenas provide equally useful conceptual tools for understanding the 
complex nature of learner identity, which may well have responded to the 
transdisciplinary turn in applied linguistics research. 

Despite the aforementioned theoretical and practical contributions of this 
review, we duly acknowledge its potential limitations. First, the studies in the 
review were confined to those indexed by the SSCI, while those indexed in 
Chinese Social Science Citation Index (CSSCI) were not included due to the 
limited number of empirical studies on learner identity in the Chinese mainland. 
Second, we restricted our review to the identification and analysis of the theories 
and the research topics, and did not include the analysis of the methodological 
considerations. 

To conclude, we believe such a review may serve to keep researchers informed 
about current trends in the field and avoid topical overlaps. We also call for 
future research efforts on interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and cross-border 
collaborations, which can hopefully continue to substantiate the existing findings 
with further empirical evidence. By so doing, we wish to contribute to a 
trajectory of vibrant research on identity construction and Chinese language 
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education across different regional and national borders. Therefore, the present 
review has not only served to provide theoretical and pedagogical implications to 
researchers and teachers, but also encouraged future research practices to steer 
towards a more holistic, comprehensive, context-specific direction with 
trans-perspectives. 
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