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Abstract

An increasing amount of attention has been drawn to international students’ academic
development in the context of studying abroad; however, few studies shed light on students’
studying and lived experiences outside of school. This thesis explores how technology can
enhance Chinese international students’ informal acquisition of second language (L2) and
their lived experiences in Canada. Through a qualitative case study, I describe what language
difficulties newly arrived Chinese international students encounter, and how they cope with
those language difficulties through technology-assisted informal L2 learning. Data sources
include in-depth interviews and follow-up interviews, participants’ personal narratives, and
researchers’ reflective journals. Theories of multiliteracies, basic interpersonal
communicative skills and cognitive academic language proficiency distinction, as well as a
communicative competence framework have been adopted as the theoretical frameworks for
data analysis. The findings show that newly arrived Chinese international students’ major
language difficulties includes lack of non-academic vocabulary, lack of understanding of
sociocultural differences, and unfamiliarity with informal context embedded phrases. To
overcome these language difficulties, they creatively design informal L2 learning
experiences through the combinational use of technology tools. The results have significant

implications for newly arrived Chinese international students’ informal L2 learning.

Keywords

Informal learning, Technology assisted L2 learning, Study abroad, Chinese international
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Chapter 1

1 Introduction

Internationalization makes our world diverse. With internationalization, million of
international students become vehicles for the generation of cultural exchange and
integration. This study has two primary research questions: what language difficulties do
newly arrived Chinese international students encounter; and, how do they use technology
to facilitate informal second language (L2) learning for enhancing lived experiences in

Canada.

In this chapter, I first raise readers’ attention to difficulties that newly arrived
international students may encounter while studying abroad. Then, I shed light on
Chinese international students’ language difficulties by illustrating the existing findings
and my own perspective as an “insider”. This exploration cannot be done without an
introduction on how technology supports L2 learners’ informal learning. Furthermore,
along with my research purpose and questions, I present the significance of this study and

the outline of this thesis.

1.1 Background

1.11 Chinese international students in Canada

It has been stated that internationalization is the greatest revolutionary development of
higher education in the 21 century (Seddoh, 2001). Every year, students leave their
home countries with enthusiasm and expectations, to pursue education in unfamiliar
countries. Although they may come for numerous purposes, the first lesson that they
should learn is to adapt. As Hayes and Lin (1994) suggested, coming alone to a new
country, international students lose shared identity that they have built with family and
peers in their home countries, which brings about a feeling of isolation. In addition,
grounded in their own unique educational and cultural backgrounds, international
students may experience a variety of difficulties when reconciling their existing
knowledge with new knowledge. Language shock is one of the most urgent issues for

newly arrived international students (Robertson, Line, Jones, & Thomas, 2000).



It has been reported by the Chinese Ministry of Education that China sent 459,800
students to study abroad in 2014, with an 11.1% increase over the year before (Gu, 2015).
Canada has always been a key destination for international students. The Canadian
Bureau for International Education (2014) revealed that, between 2012 and 2013, the
population of Chinese international students had rapidly increased, making up 32.42% of
the total population of international students in Canada. Several factors contribute to this
steady growth in the popularity of Canada as a destination point. Some students view
studying in a Western country as a pathway to finding a good job with a higher salary
level and, in turn, leading to a better life (Yang, Noels, & Saumure, 2006). Some
international students just want to experience a different life. The research conducted by
Kim, Guo, Wang and Agrusa (2007) revealed that Asian students’ motivations for
studying abroad include improving their career opportunities, pursuing academic
achievements, and the belief that studying abroad will be easier than studying in Asia.
However, no matter what motivates students to study abroad, they must overcome many
challenges and obstacles once they arrive. With the growing size of this group of students,

increased attention has been drawn to their learning and lived experiences overseas.

1.1.2  Language difficulties in a study abroad context

It has been reported that newly arrived international students encounter a variety of
difficulties (e.g., language shock, culture shock, or homesickness) (Marr, 2005; Sakthivel,
2003). Among the difficulties they must cope with, language difficulties are the most
urgent in both formal and informal communicative settings (e.g., Robertson et al., 2000).
According to Kinginger (2009), researchers have divided the communicative settings that
international students may frequently encounter into three main categories: (1)
educational institutions and classrooms; (2) places and residence, with most of the
research focusing on the hypothetical ‘homestay advantage’; and (3) service encounters
and other informal contact with expert speakers (p. 115). The first setting refers to formal
communicative contexts, while the others refer to informal communicative contexts.
Apparently, studying abroad also means living in a foreign country where L2 is the
primary means for fulfilling communication needs. International students, especially non-

European students, face challenges not only in academic contexts but also interpersonal



communication (Zhang, 2015). Thus, the language difficulties faced by international
students can be implied in both academic schooling context and informal communicative

context.

In educational institutions and classrooms, language difficulties, such as lacking
academic vocabulary or struggling to meet the requirements for academic writing,
manifest mostly in classroom communication (Sawir et al., 2012). In addition, according
to Robertson et al. (2000), international students often have little confidence in spoken
English, feel unsatisfied with their oral performance in front of native classmates, and
cannot completely understand lecturers. For Chinese international students, Zhou (2012)
reported that preferring to stay in their own Chinese communities impedes their progress
of immersing themselves in an input-rich environment (Storch & Hill, 2008), which
further intensifies their language shock. However, compared to language difficulties in
academic settings, it has been reported that many students who study abroad are actually

facing bigger challenges in informal communicative settings (Kinginer, 2009).

It is undeniable that studies of informal communication with expert speakers (e.g. L2
speakers who provide services in certain field) are of key importance (Kinginer, 2009);
however, only few existing findings illustrate international students’ language difficulties
in informal communicative settings, as well as their strategies to cope with those
situations. In fact, as Regan, Howard, and Lemée (2009) claimed, although formal
learning in the classroom is useful for acquiring the categorical features of L2, such as
grammar, the most challenging and beneficial dimension of studying abroad is the
variability in communication in informal service encounters. Levin’s (2001) study
illustrates how the students she followed avoided service encounters that they found
unpredictable and difficult. In her observation, international students often substituted a
Coke or an extra cookie to avoid buying a salad in order to avoid the communication with

the staff in the cafeteria.

Language shock is not an issue to be ignored. Because of language shock, newly arrived
international students often keep silent and isolate themselves, which make them more

anxious in class (Liu, 2005). Meanwhile, outside of schools, language shock also isolates



international students from native speakers (Ippolito, 2007; Trice, 2003). Although
international students look forward to communicating and integrating with native
speakers, it is difficult for them to express their ideas, as well as to communicate clearly
and fluently (Liu & Jackson, 2008; Sawir, 2005; Zhang & Mi, 2009). As a result, they
tend to stay in their own language or cultural groups. Previous research reported that
some international students are worried, hesitant, and reluctant to join activities in which
they have to communicate with native speakers (Zeng, 2010). The isolation not only
affects their psychological adjustment but also causes a certain level of stress (Redmond,
2000; Yeh & Inose, 2003), which leads to unpleasant lived experiences in a study abroad

context.

1.1.3  Chinese international students’ language difficulties

Qian and Krugly-Smolska (2008) distinguished Chinese ESL students from ESL students
from other countries in various aspects. As they illustrated, because of the enormous
differences in conceptual and grammatical constructions of Chinese (L.1) and English
(L2), including phonology, morphology, syntax and beyond (Lay, 1991), it is difficult for
Chinese learners to master English. Meanwhile, Chinese ESL learners are deeply
influenced by their cultural thinking and discursive organizational patterns (Gonzalez,
Chen, & Sanchez, 2001), which intensifies their difficulties in L2 learning. For example,
in Gonzélez et al. (2001)’s study, the authors indicated that in the academic writing of
Chinese EFL learners, their cultural thinking often moves them toward using “set phrases
in the form of metaphorical of proverbial figures” (p.644), which are not used as a
cultural convention among English speakers. Although research has revealed Chinese
international students’ language difficulties in academic settings (Gonzélez et al., 2001;
Gu, 2009; Liu & Jackson, 2008; Qian & Krugly-Smolska, 2008; Zhang & Mi, 2010), few

studies shed light on their language difficulties in informal communication settings.

Several researchers focused on the issues of the Chinese EFL curriculum, which most
Chinese international students have received for more than ten before studying abroad. Li
(2007) reported that most teachers are in charge of the whole learning process that is
preplanned and structured according to the syllabus, and they rarely view students as the

center of learning activities. Earlier research revealed that traditional Chinese EFL



curriculum focused too much on grammar while ignored the importance of
communicative competence (Wang, 2010). In fact, the grammar translation teaching
method, the outdated teaching material, the insufficiency of qualified teachers and
equipment, and the rigid written assessment system all contributed to the low level of
communicative competence in English among Chinese students (Rao, 2002; Wang, 2010;
Wenfeng & Gao, 2008). These limitations led to students’ lack of sociolinguistic and
strategic competence, which was derived from the reality of large class sizes, a
centralized curriculum and an examination-oriented syllabus (Burnaby & Sun, 1989; Wu,
2001). As Rao (2002) stated, the Communicative Language Teaching approach has been
introduced into Chinese EFL curriculum since early 1980s. However, the outcome is not
as fruitful as is expected (Liu, 2015). As Yu (2001) indicated, teachers are still not
teaching communicatively because their language proficiencies do not allow for free
interaction. It is not a surprise that newly arrived Chinese international students would
experience difficulties in basic interpersonal communication when they newly arrive to

Canada.

Therefore, the first research focus of this study is to understand Chinese international
students’ language difficulties in informal communicative settings, such as in a restaurant,

shopping mall, cafeteria, and other service sites.

1.1.4 Informal L2 learning through technology

Given the insufficient L2 learning resources available in classroom instructions and
textbooks (Liu, 2015; Rao, 2002; Wu, 2001; Xu, 2015; Xue, 2009), socializing with
native English speakers is viewed as an important strategy to enhance L2 proficiency
(Fischer, 2013; Rochecouste, Oliver, & Mulligan, 2012). However, Zhou’s (2012)
research regarding Chinese international students in Canada revealed that they preferred
to associate within their Chinese communities. One of the reasons, according to Wang
and Cottrell’s (2016) study, is that most newcomers are worried about making mistakes
in communications. These newly arrived Chinese international students usually have
extremely high expectations for accuracy, which is prevalent in their previous educational
backgrounds in China (Wang & Cottrell, 2016). Thus, a large number of newly arrived

Chinese international students prefer to undertake L2 learning through technology, which



is considered an effective way to enhance their L2 proficiency (Bahrani, Tam, &

Zuraidah, 2014; Qian, 2008).

1.2 Statement of the problem

Although topics regarding technology-assisted second language (L2) learning are not new,
minimal research attention has been directed toward international students’ informal L2
learning through technology for enhancing lived experiences. The large number of
existing studies focus on the potential of technology to facilitate L2 learning, such as
providing easy access to authentic input (Gilmore, 2007; Li, 2007; Ma, 2012), supporting
collaboration and interaction (Kukulska-hulme & Shield, 2008; Lee, McLoughlin, &
Chan, 2008; Selwyn, 2007), and motivating students to learn (Deepwell & Malik, 2008;
Ma, 2012; Zhao, 2005). Current research also indicates a growing appreciation of the
need to support learner’s control over the entire learning process (Dron, 2007). In the
long term, it also helps students obtain the attributes and capabilities to be better prepared
for future work and live (Brown & Adler, 2008; Kennedy et al., 2009; McLoughlin &
Lee, 2010).

In general, as Parker (2008) argued, existing studies focus too much on individual
technology instead of combining potential of all technologies that could facilitate
students’ learning activities. However, the practical situation is that, due to the dramatic
development of technology, people are now able to access the same application on
different digital devices. For example, in the past, people could only access YouTube by
opening the website on their computers, but now they can use it on smart phones, tablets,
or even on their watches. Born as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001), students always
embrace new technology easily. The combinational use of different technologies makes
learning anywhere and anytime (Kim et al., 2012). Meanwhile, as McLoughlin and Lee
(2010) claimed, “if employed in conjunction with appropriate strategies, learning
technologies are capable of supporting and encouraging informal conversation, dialogue,
collaborative content generation and the sharing of knowledge, thereby opening up access
to a vast array of representations and ideas” (p. 29). Therefore, this study investigates
how newly arrived Chinese international students alternatively use those technologies to

assist their informal L2 learning.



Furthermore, the majority of present studies concern what happened within classroom
contexts (Chen et al., 2013; de la Fuente, 2014; Herrington & Parker, 2013; Lam, 2003;
Lazarevic & McNulty, 2012; Li, 2007; M. Lawn & E. Lawn, 2015; Paraiso, 2012;
Ranney, 2012; Shen, 2014). However, only few explore international students’ informal
L2 learning through technology for enhancing their lived experiences (Clark, 2007;
Danzak, 2011; Lai & Gu, 2011; M. Smolcec, Vance, & F. Smolcec, 2014). Thus, this
qualitative case study focuses on a group of newly arrived Chinese international students
in Canada, who are deeply influenced by traditional Chinese EFL curriculum as well as
the culture of digital technologies and expect to enhance their lived experiences through

technology-assisted informal L2 learning.

Thurs, the second research focus of this study is to describe how newly arrived Chinese
international students foster their L2 competences through technology-assisted informal

L2 learning.

1.3 Purpose and research questions

Sawir et al. (2012) revealed that even international students who have high achievement
scores in academic English have demonstrated language difficulties in informal
communications beyond their reach (Sawir et al., 2012). Most of the existing research
attempts to connect informal contacts with measured proficiency in L2 (Kinginer, 2009).
However, as Kinginer (2009) pointed out, the most obvious difficulties in those studies
are to capture the most valid and reliable data for measurement. Therefore, in the current
study, I do not target at measurement; instead, I explore Chinese international students’
competence of creatively utilizing available technology to facilitate their informal L2

learning.

In this thesis, I study Chinese international students’ language difficulties in lived
experiences when they are newly arrived in Canada; and how they conduct informal L2
learning through different technologies in order to enhance lived experiences. To
investigate this problem, I start by investigating the language difficulties newcomers
encountered upon arriving in Canada. The results for this question provide backgrounds

of participants’ personal experiences, which contribute to the understanding of their goals



for informal L2 learning through technology. Then, I seek for their strategies and
preferences for technology-assisted L2 learning. I aim to understand their learning

experiences and how they achieve their goals.

Therefore, I propose two research questions:
1. In their lived experiences, what language difficulties do newly arrived Chinese
international students encounter?
2. How do newly arrived Chinese international students use technology to facilitate

informal L2 learning for enhancing lived experiences in Canada?

The result of this study reveals some of the most urgent L2 difficulties that international
students may encounter when they first arrive, which provides significant implications for
students who are preparing to study abroad. Also, it benefits international students who
are still experiencing language difficulties by providing examples of technology- assisted
informal L2 learning. Moreover, the result reveals implications for designers of

educational digital products.

1.4 Researcher’s background

In this study, I view myself as an “insider”. Living in Canada as an international graduate
student for sixteen months, I started to think about my own experience of language shock
when I first arrived. Like other Chinese international students, I studied English for more
than fifteen years before studying abroad. I used to feel confident in my L2
communicative skills until I found out that I did not know how to express myself in a
natural way, especially in several informal communicative situations. For example, one
time at a coffee shop, I was standing in line, and I suddenly realized that I did not even
know how to order a coffee. There were many terms that were unfamiliar to me, such as
different cup sizes, choice of syrups, and flavors. I could not respond the clerk’s
questions fluently. It was then that I realized that my English proficiency was not strong
enough to support my everyday communication, as I lacked of authentic communication
experiences. The unexpected language and cultural shocks made me anxious for a long
time until I decided to enhance my L2 communicative competence through learning with

technology. I start to immerse myself in programs on TED podcast regularly, which



provides me with accesses to authentic materials. Gradually, learning through technology
has changed my lifestyle. In the morning, I start my day with listening to an English
podcast and watch YouTube channels while cooking. I believe these activities have
helped me overcome language difficulties in a shorter period. Therefore, I view myself as
an insider and as an insider I become motivated to explore how technology assists
Chinese international students’ informal L2 learning and enhances their daily-lived

experiences in Canada.

1.5 The significance of the study

The significance of this study manifests in two aspects. To begin with, this study
distinguishes itself from many existing studies that adopt quantitative methods to provide
statistical evidence in order to measure L2 proficiencies (e.g., Li, 2007; Ranalli, 2008; Vu,
2011). Many studies attempted to measure learners’ L2 development through quantitative
methods (Briggs, 2015; Nation, 1990). However, it is difficult to hear L2 learners’ voices.
Instead, this study adopts a qualitative approach to provide detailed information in
Chinese international students’ lived and learning experiences, focusing on understanding
their language difficulties in informal communicative contexts (Kim et al., 2012). My
belief is that learners are individuals who need to be in charge of their own experiences
and learning processes. They come from different backgrounds and these backgrounds
contribute to their unique learning styles. Thus, it is essential to understand individuals’
perspectives and how these perspectives guide their learning processes, in addition to

looking at their learning outcomes.

Secondly, this study adopts “a pedagogy of multiliteracies” to examine Chinese
international students’ strategies for coping with language difficulties (Kim, 2013). 4
pedagogy of multiliteracies stresses the diversity of individuals. In different
communicative settings, especially in informal settings, learners are encouraged to
construct meaning using various media and literacy modes. Instead of simply assessing
learners’ communicative competence, a pedagogy of multiliteracies sheds light on
individual’s creativity, and is “open to differences, change and innovation” (Cope &

Kalantzis, 2009b, p. 175). This study analyzes both Chinese international students’ basic
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interpersonal communicative skills and their design thinking (Kim, 2013) for enhancing

lived experience.

1.6 Outline of the thesis

In chapter two, I present the literature review and the theoretical framework for this study.
Chapter two includes the background and the current findings regarding informal L2
learning through the use of technology. Chapter three discusses the methodology of
qualitative case study, while elaborating on the methods and instruments for data
collection and analysis in this study. Chapter four presents findings through individual

case analysis. Chapter five provides discussion and implication based on current findings.
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Chapter 2

2 Literature review

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, I first explore a pedagogy of multiliteracies as the foundation of informal
L2 learning through technology. A pedagogy of multiliteracies provides an understanding
of L2 learning, based on equity and social justice for the inclusion of diverse ways of
communicating in a diverse society. It highlights multimodal ways of communication
(Kress, 2003), including employing a variety of modes through the assistance of
technology. Meanwhile, the idea of learners-as-designers (Kim, 2013; The New London
Group, 1996) emphasizes learners’ agency in designing informal L2 learning activities.
In addition, I review Canale and Swain’s (1980) communicative competence framework,
in combination with Jim Cummins’s (1981) basic interpersonal communicative skills
(BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) distinction, as well as the
existing evidences in Chinese international students’ communicative competence

development, as a foundation of this study.

2.2 Multiliteracies

The concept of multiliteracies was first introduced by The New London Group in 1996.

As Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) claimed,

[multiliteracies] describes the dramatically changing social and technological
contexts of communication and learning, develops a language with which to talks
about representation and communication in educational contexts, and addresses
the question of what constitutes appropriate literacy pedagogy for our times (p. 1).

It was the concern with social change that led The New London Group to create this new
approach. The development of society, technology, and economics keeps changing our
living and learning styles. Similarly, literacy teaching and learning is no longer about
improving an individual language competence, but integrated with intercultural and
methodological competence that enable learner to solve problems and learn

autonomously (Elsner & Viebrock, 2013). Through the concept of multiliteracies, The
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New London Group intended to address two significant dimensions of literacy:

multilingualism and multimodality.

The first dimension that drew Cope and Kalantzis’s (2009b) attention was the growing
significance of multilingualism (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). According to Cazden (2006),
multilingualism was becoming increasingly important and as such an educational
response was needed in order to acknowledge globalization and value the increase in
minority languages. Moreover, the discourse of differences within a language also
emerged significantly (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) argued
that the discourse differences both within a language and a traditional curriculum had not
been adequately valued. Gee (1996) also contributed to the central interpretation of
multilingualism, which he called ‘social languages’ in professional, national, ethnic,
subcultural, interest or affinity group contexts. As Cope and Kalantzis (2009a) further
proposed, there is no universal standard in literacy curriculum since “our everyday
experience of meaning making was increasingly one of negotiating discourse differences”
(p. 3). Therefore, the tensions between the growing significance of the multilingualism
and the neglect of discourse differences in literacy curriculum aroused The New London

Group’s intention to create the concept of multiliteracies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b).

Meanwhile, the increasing presence of multimodality also contributed to the generation
of the concept of multiliteracies. The multimodality in communication represents a series
of transformations over the course of the twentieth century (Cope & Kalantzis, 2004). For
the past 500 years, print literacy had been a pervasive source of knowledge and power
before the advent of photography (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a). Meanwhile, the emergence
of digital technology accelerated the process that literacy became multimodal. From the
mid-1990s, the Internet started to blur the boundaries of written text, icons, and image
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a). Over the past half-century, changes in technology, society,
and economics made other modes privileged over mono-texts, such as print text (Kress,
2003). As Kress (2003) indicated in his book, it is undeniable that literacy has become
multimodal: “It is no longer isolated; instead, it surrounded by a vast array of social,
technological and economic factors” (p.1). Indeed, the majority of our everyday

representational experiences are essentially multimodal as well (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a;
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Kim, 2014b). To conclude, the dramatic development of multilingualism and
multimodality contributed to the emergence of this new, multimodal literacy —

multiliteracies.

2.2.1 A pedagogy of Multiliteracies

Hall (2008) stated that the multiliteracies approach proposed by The New London Group
is different from all previous approaches in at least two ways. The significant distinction
is that it assumes all individuals are linguistically and culturally diverse. Secondly, it
considers learning not only to be mastery but also inventions. In his perspective,
multiliteracies fosters learners’ abilities to “see things from multiple perspectives, to be
flexible in their thinking, to solve problems creatively and, ultimately, to develop new
ways of becoming involved in their worlds” (P. 51). Multiliteracies is a complex concept
that contains multilayered components. It concerns traditional notions of literacy, as well
as reflect contemporary cultural, technological and media developments (Elsner &

Viebrock, 2013).

In a pedagogy of multiliteracies, there are three aspects of meaning-making: “Available
Designs” (the available meaning-making resources, and patterns and conventions of
meaning in a particular cultural context); the “Designing”(the process of shaping
emergent meaning which involves re-presentation and recontextualisation); and “The
Redesigned” (the outcome of designing, something through which the meaning-maker
has remade themselves and created a new meaning-making resource) (Cope & Kalantzis,
2009b). Meaning-making could be realized through the mode (linguistic, visual, audio,
gestural, tactile and spatial), genre, or discourse (Kress, 2003). A pedagogy of
multiliteracies is not simply about teaching the structures of those modalities, but rather
about designing “learning experiences through which learners develop strategies for
reading the new and unfamiliar, in whatever from these may manifest themselves” (Cope
and Kalantzis, 2009b, p. 177). In designing process, the meaning makers, or learners,
create a new design based on the available designs, adding their own understanding and
voices by drawing upon the unique mix of meaning-making resources, the codes and
conventions that come from their own contexts and cultures (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b).

After designing, one person’s design becomes another person’s resource of Available
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Designs. Meanwhile, learners receive available patterns of meaning-making and social
conventions while becoming active creators and designers (Kim, 2013; The New London
Group, 1996). As Kalantzis (2006) indicated, a pedagogy of multiliteracies is typically
transformative because it builds on the concept of design and meaning-as-transformation.
The overall process of transformation is the essence of learning (Cope & Kalantzis,

2009b).

There are four main dimensions in transformative pedagogy of multiliteracies: situated
practice, overt instruction, critical framing and transformed practice (Cope & Kalantzis,
2009b). Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) reframed these concepts in terms of knowledge

processes of experiencing, conceptualizing, analyzing and applying.

The first knowledge process, experiencing, stresses that meanings are built from real
world of patterns of experience, action and subjective interest (Gee, 2004). Cazden (2006)
called the cross-connections between formal learning in school context and informal
experiences in out-of-school context cultural weavings. There are two pedagogical
weavings: between formal instruction and living experiences, and between familiar and
unfamiliar experiences (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). Experiencing includes two modes.
First, experiencing the known, which refers to how learners integrate their own
knowledge into the learning situation, such as by connecting with personal experiences or
being self-aware of representational modalities (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011). Secondly,
experiencing the new entails that bringing new information to their experiences (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2009b). An example could be when a student conducts an interview to gather
more information on a topic about which they have previous knowledge (Cope &

Kalantzis, 2011).

Conceptualizing represents the process in which learners become active conceptualizers.
It is a process that learners make the tacit explicit and generalize from the particular
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). There are two ways of conceptualizing, including
conceptualizing by naming and conceptualizing with theory. In conceptualizing by
naming, learners label things through abstract names and developing concepts (Vygotsky,

1962). Conceptualizing with theory refers to how learners make generalizations and
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gather major terms together into interpretative frameworks. In this cognitive knowledge
process, weaving between the experiences and the concepts is needed (Kalantzis & Cope,

2005).

Analyzing is also a part of impactful learning. It involves two kinds of analysis: analysis
functionally and analysis critically. Analysis functionally refers to learners’ abilities to
explore causes and effects; while analysis critically requires learners to interrogate the
interests behind phenomena (Kalantzis & Cope, 2005). Analysis functionally includes
“establishing cause and interpreting effect” and “specifying plans, projects, programs” etc.
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2011, p. 57), while analyzing critically means exploring scenarios or

creating narratives for instance (Cope & Kalantzis, 2011).

Applying appropriately entails the employment of individual knowledge and
understandings to the real world situations while testing their validity. By these means,
learners apply their knowledge “in a predictable and expected way in a ‘real world’
situation or a situation that simulates the ‘real world’” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b; p. 186).
Applying creatively requires learners to use their own activities to influence the world in
a new way, or transfer their former experiences to a new setting (Kalantzis & Cope,
2005), such as using available materials in an unanticipated way (Cope & Kalantzis,

2011).

As Cope and Kalantzis (2011) claimed, these four processes come in no necessary order.
However, it is assumed that if the knowledge processes were made more explicit, not
only would teachers and learners possibly be more fluent in their use, but the classroom

climate would also become more positive (Yelland, Cope, & Kalantzis, 2008).

2.2.2  Multiliteracies and L2 learning

According to Kalantzis and Cope (2008), literacy is becoming multimodal mainly in two
ways. Firstly, with the increasing diversity, English literacy is becoming a global literacy
that could be used in “different cultural, social or professional contexts” (p. 203). The

other aspect of multimodality manifests in the nature of new communications
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technologies. The advent of new technologies accelerates the process that meaning is

increasingly made in multimodal ways.

Cope and Kalantzis (2009a) indicated that in the past “literacy teaching has confined
itself to the forms of written language” (p. 362). However, the new emerging modes
became more powerful than print literacy in modern society. Therefore, they suggested
seven modes of meaning that need to be incorporated into the pedagogy of
‘Multiliteracies’ (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a). As Cope and Kalantzis (2009b) asserted, the
various modes are inherently different and yet parallel in the same time. Multiliteracies
theory specifically refers to “the switching of representational modes to convey the same
or similar meanings” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009a, p. 363). The modes that they proposed

include,

* Written Language: writing (representing meaning to another) and reading
(representing meaning to oneself) — handwriting, the printed page, the screen.

* Oral Language: live or recorded speech (representing meaning to another);
listening (representing meaning to oneself).

* Visual Representation: still or moving image, sculpture, craft (representing
meaning to another); view, vista, scene, perspective (representing meaning to
oneself).

* Audio Representation: music, ambient sounds, noises, alerts (representing
meaning to another); hearing, listening (representing meaning to oneself).

* Tactile Representation: touch, smell and taste: the representation to oneself of
bodily sensations and feelings or representations to others that ‘touch’ them
bodily. Forms of tactile representation include kinesthesia, physical contact,
skin sensations (heat/cold, texture, pressure), grasp, manipulable objects,
artifacts, cooking and eating, aromas.

* Gestural Representation: movements of the hands and arms, expressions of the
face, eye movements and gaze, demeanors of the body, gait, clothing and
fashion, hair style, dance, action sequences (Scollon, 2001), timing, frequency,
ceremony and ritual. Here gesture is understood broadly and metaphorically as
a physical act of signing (as in ‘a gesture to ...’), rather than the narrower literal
meaning of hand and arm movement. Representation to oneself may take the
form of feelings and emotions or rehearsing action sequences in one’s mind’s
eye. Representation of oneself may take the form of feelings and emotions of
rehearsing action sequences in one’s mind’s eye.
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* Spatial Representation: proximity, spacing, layout, interpersonal distance,
territoriality, architecture/building, streetscape, cityscape, landscape. (Cope &
Kalantzis, 2009a, p. 362)

In L2 learning context, multiliteracies pedagogy highlights literacy’s different uses in
different contexts. Kalantzis and Cope (2008) stressed that “the capabilities of literacy
involve not only knowledge of grammatical conventions but also effective
communication in diverse settings, and using tools of text design which may include
word processing, desktop publishing and image manipulation” (p. 203). The diverse
learners may be more comfortable using one mode than another, depending on their
preference of representation — the mode in which they feel best to communicate with this
world (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009b). Moreover, in multiliteracies pedagogy, literacy
learning is not only about rules and accuracy; it is also about understanding how the text
works in order to participate in its meaning, and about actively and effectively

communicating in an unfamiliar context (Kalantzis & Cope, 2008).

Existing findings support the application of multiliteracies pedagogy in schooling for L2
teaching and learning. Lavoie, Sarkar, Mark, and Jenniss (2012) conducted a research
with an application of multiliteracies pedagogy in a Canadian indigenous context to test
its applicability. They found that it was completely compatible within an Indigenous
context and proved that a pedagogy of multiliteracies was an effective approach for
language teaching, as it valued Indigenous knowledge, culture, teaching, and learning
traditions. Hardware and Burke (2015) emphasized the effectiveness of multiliteracies
pedagogy when it encountered with minority students, by pointing out that, comparing to
traditional approaches, multiliteracies pedagogy utilized minority students’ lived
experiences as teaching resources considerably. In Danzak’s (2011) study, he employed
multiliteracies pedagogy to teach English learners from Mexico, as he made connections
between L2 learning and learners’ families’ immigration experiences. This pedagogy not
only offered students opportunities to share their personal stories, but also established a
classroom culture of respecting and trusting, which successfully facilitated students’

literacy learning.
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2.2.3 Informal L2 learning

As Rogers (2004) suggested, informal language learning is the most essential part of
learning that all of us do in every day of our lives. There are several definitions of
informal learning from different perspectives. Earlier recognition of informal learning
was mainly about learning activities that “outside formal educational establishments”
(Straka, 2004, p. 3). In Llorente and Coben (2003)’s recognition, informal learning is a
practice that explicitly differs from what to be seen in formal educational environments.
Livingstone (2001) defined informal learning as “any activity involving the pursuit of
understanding, knowledge or skill which occurs without the presence of externally
imposed curricular criteria” (p. 4). In his description, Livingstone (2001) highlighted that
the context should be outside the pre-established curricular of educative institutions; and
it should be determined by individuals and groups who decide to engage in. He also
addressed that formal learning takes place in highly institutional and unstructured setting.

In this article, I adopt Livingstone’s (2001) definition on “informal learning”.

Street, one of the fore-founders of multiliteracies, contributes to the definition of informal
learning. He argued that schooling has narrowed the idea of literacy. Therefore, he
founded New Literacies Studies (Gee, 1996; Street, 1993). According to him, literacy is a
social practice that is embedded within everyday practice rather than a neutral language
or a set of technical skills (Street, 1995). His work inspired numerous studies in different
cultures and institutions, especially in out-of-school contexts (Schultz & Hull, 2008). In a
similar manner, Gee (1990), a linguist who has been central to this field, introduced and
popularized a broader category, “discourse”. Gee (1990) viewed discourse as “ways of
behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and
writing that are accepted as instantiations of particular roles by specific groups of people”
(p. 19). He emphasized that literacy must be situated in its social, cultural, historical,
economic, and political contexts in both formal (in school) and informal (out of school)
ways (Gee, 1990). Multiliteracies, a term that is summed up from existing literacy studies,
represents “multiple communication channels, hybrid text forms, new social relations,
and the increasing salience of linguistic and cultural diversity” (Schultz & Hull, 2002,

p.26).
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Existing studies of informal L2 learning have generally shown that L2 learners engage
themselves in a variety of informal learning activities to develop their L2 proficiency.
Freeman (1999) investigated second language learners’ out-of-class language learning. In
his study, Pearson (2004) conducted a research among Chinese international students

who studied in New Zealand while discovering that students preferred to participate in
plenty of informal learning activities, such as watching news, reading newspapers, and
making native friends, in order to explore opportunities for language learning. In addition,
Maloney (2007) revealed that Facebook is capable of supporting informal collaborative
learning in which students would invest time and energy in their social connections and

knowledge communities.

2.24  Technology and L2 learning

Multiliteracies pedagogy accounts for the application of multimodality in communication,
while multimodality refers to how people realize meaning making through different
modes (Kim, 2014b; Rowsell & Walsh, 2011). As Schultz and Hull (2008) mentioned,

the emergence of new technologies made it possible for literacy to travel across space and
time. Levy and Debski (1999) concluded the most urgent function of using technologies
for L2 learning, which is “to engage native speakers at a distance, to utilize authentic
materials and to enable learners to interact with rich, multi-dimensional learning

environments” (p. 7).

There are ample findings that illustrate the effectiveness of technology-assisted L2
learning. M. Smolcec et al. (2014) reported a case that a 10 year-old Croatian student
facilitated his literacy skills through watching YouTube videos. The student had acquired
a high level of literacy skills by making his own game tutorial videos to explain his
techniques to other players. Chung, Graves, Wesche, and Barfurth (2005) investigated L2
learning as a socially mediated process through technology in an international language
class. In the study, twenty-six students, including Korean- and English-speaking peers,
paired together to learn each other’s language. They found that online collaborative
discourse supported knowledge development within cross-linguistic learning
environment. Bo-Kristensen and Meyer (2008) considered mobile lab as the incarnation

of language lab, which also could simultaneously link learners through mobile devices
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and facilitate authentic resources as the virtual lab does. However, as they indicated, it
leaves more agencies to learners’ self-directed abilities. Zheng, Wagner, Young and
Brewer (2009) conducted a study on Chinese L2 learners’ engagement in online game
Quest Atlantis to examine how it could support L2 learning. The authors noted that L2
learners learned English effectively through the “coordinate in-the-moment actions” (p.
489) in this game. M. Lawn and E. Lawn (2015) took a pilot course using a commercial
online English learning service at a private university in Nagasaki Japan. They
discovered the potential for E-learning and found out that all students in this project
received significant improvement in L2 communicative competence. The reason for such
positive results were, according to M. Lawn and E. Lawn (2015), the online English
learning provided great motivations for those Japanese students to interact with native

English speakers, while increasing their overall self-confidence as well.

In previous studies, many researchers have endorsed the effectiveness of technology-
assisted informal language learning. Lightbown and Spada (2001) argued that in informal
language learning settings, language learners interact with native speakers in target
language, using various technologies at home or at work, such as watching a movie or
listening to music, could facilitate language learning. Other researchers also confirmed
this conclusion. Behrani and Sim (2012) conducted a study among 30 intermediate
language learners, from which they found that L.2 learners’ speaking proficiency could be
improved significantly through informal exposures through audiovisual mass media
technologies. Livingstone (2001) pointed out that Canadian adults spend an average of
fifteen hours per week on informal learning activities, which was even more than hours
they spend on formal learning. Clough, Jones, McAndrew, and Scanlon (2009) designed
a survey to investigate those enthusiastic mobile device owners’ informal L2 learning
practices. The result showed that mobile devices support a wide range of informal

learning activities (p. 109).

Golonka et al. (2014) summarized evidences for the effectiveness of different technology
used in foreign language learning and cataloged digital technologies into four main types,

1Y 2 ¢

including “classroom-based technologies”, “individual study tools”, “network-based
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social computing”, and “mobile and portable devices”. Table 1 provides a list of

technologies that have been reviewed in their report.

Table 1: Digital technologies and brief descriptions

Catalog

Description

Schoolhouse- or classroom-based technologies

Course management system (CMS)

Interactive white board

ePortfolio

Individual study tools

Corpus

Electronic dictionary

Electronic gloss or annotation

Intelligent tutoring system

Server-based application used to present materials
and services required for blended or distance
learning.

An interactive display that comprises three pieces of
equipment: a computer, a projector, and a display
panel, which is a large free- standing or wall-
mounted touch-sensitive screen.

A digital archive of student work created by a
learner that records evidence of the learner’s
experiences, progress, achievements, and self-
reflections

A collection of authentic language in spoken form,
written form, or both. Corpora vary in terms of
design (fixed size vs. expandable), content (general
vs. specialized), and medium (written vs. spoken)

A dictionary in electronic form — either handheld or
online

A method of reference, usually in a form of a
hyperlink, that allows learners to access glosses
(word- or sentence-level, context-specific
translations) or annotations (explanatory or
background information) while reading an
electronic text

A program that simulates a tutor by providing
direct, customized instruction and/ or feedback to a
learner. Such a system is generally comprised of
four components: an interface (platform), an expert
model (domain of knowledge the student is
intended to acquire), a student model (current state
of student’s knowledge), and a tutor model (which
provides appropriate feedback and instruction by
using the identified gaps between the student and
the expert models)




Grammar checker A program designed to evaluate a written text’s
well-formedness in terms of grammaticality. Such
programs are often packaged, along with
spellcheckers, within word- processing programs

Network-based social computing

Chat A form of synchronous computer-mediated
communication; either text based or include audio

Blog A web application that displays entries authored
by the blog owner with time and date stamps and is
visible to other web users

Wiki A website that allows multiple users to post or edit
information

22
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Tablet PC or PDA A tablet personal computer (tablet PC) is a portable
personal computer with a touchscreen. A personal
digital assistant (PDA) is a hand-held mobile
computing device that combines many features now
common to other mobile devices: a calendar,
contacts list, word processing, and depending on the
OS, applications, such as Excel, PowerPoint, and
Adobe Reader

iPod A portable media player produced by Apple, Inc. It
can also serve as external data storage devices with a
wide range of memory capacities. iPods can be used
to play downloaded television shows and movies
and have a small screen for viewing this media.
Podcasts, or audio and video digital-media files, can
also be downloaded for use with the iPod or other
digital media player

Cell phone or smart phone A cell phone is a mobile telephone and a smartphone
is a mobile phone with advanced capabilities, and
often, PC-like functionality. A smartphone often has
a keyboard or other text entry functionality, internet
and e-mail abilities, and the capacity to run an
operating system and related software

Note. Reprinted from “Technologies for foreign language learning: a review of
technology types and their effectiveness”, by Golonka, E., Bowles, A., Frank, V.,
Richardson, D., & Freynik, S. (2014). Computer Assisted Language Learning, 27(1), p.
72-77

According to Golonka et al. (2014), they summarized four categories from over 350
potentially relevant publications that met their criteria. There are ample evidences that
support the effectiveness of technology-assisted L2 learning based on those categories.

However, I exclude the review of first category — classroom-based technologies — since it

is adopted in formal instructions, which is beyond the scope of this research.

Golonka et al. (2014) summarized six technologies under the categories of individual
study tools, including corpus, electronic dictionary, electronic gloss or annotation,
intelligent tutoring system, grammar checker, and automatic speech recognition (ASR)
and pronunciation program. Li (2007) stated that electronic glosses are normally related
to reading comprehension, vocabulary growth, and learning attitudes. There is plenty of
research regarding learners’ uses of electronic dictionary. Tang (1997) reported that
among 254 secondary Chinese students who studied in Vancouver, 87% owned portable

electronic dictionaries. Bower and McMillan’s survey (2007) claimed an even higher
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proportion that 96% of the students owned portable electronic dictionary and most of

them were active users.

The categories of network-based social computing include virtual world or serious game,
chat, social networking tools, blog, Internet forum and message boards, and wiki. M.
Lawn and E. Lawn (2015) reported that the online English learning service provided
significant motivation for those Japanese students to interact with native English speakers,
while increasing their overall self-confidence as well. Also, M. Smolcec et al. (2014)
reported how a 10-year-old Croatian student facilitates literacy skills through watching
YouTube videos. The student had acquired a high level of English through making his
own game tutorial videos to explain his techniques to other players. To be more specific,
Yang and Fleming (2013) summarized five major ways of sense making for L2 learning
through watching TV series, including (1) comprehending the pilot; (2) comparing:
identifying differences; (3) comparing: identifying similarities; (4) re-contextualizing;
and (5) perceiving as realistic (p. 300). Meanwhile, Lo (2012) conducted a study to
explore participants’ experiences of using YouTube as a L2 learning tool. He pointed out
that the design of YouTube offered learners flexibility, for that they could pause the
video in any point. In addition, he also mentioned another advantage, which learners
could even re-access the same video on different devices (e.g. laptop, cellphone, tablet),
as long as they have applied a same personal account on all devices. Chung et al. (2005)
found that online collaborative discourse supported knowledge development within
cross-linguistic learning environments. Zheng et al. (2009) conducted a study on Chinese
L2 learners’ engagement in online game Quest Atlantis and drew the conclusion that L2
learners do learning real-world English effectively through the “coordinate in-the-
moment actions” (p. 489) in the game. Ranalli (2008) investigated learners’ perspective
on the effectiveness of informal L2 learning through the popular computer simulation
game — The SIMs. The results revealed participants’ beliefs that The SIMs has the
potentials to facilitate L2 learning, although it could not be a replacement for traditional

course-based instruction.

There are three technology tools in the categories of mobile and portable devices: tablet

PC or PDA, iPod, and cell phone or smart phone. Many studies indicated that the most
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frequently suggested learning activity on mobile phone is employing text messaging for
vocabulary learning (Andrews, 2003; Levy & Kennedy, 2005). Bo-Kristensen and Meyer
(2008) considered mobile lab as the incarnation of language lab, which also could
simultaneously link learners through mobile devices and facilitate authentic resources as
the virtual lab does. However, as they indicated, its effectiveness often relies on learners’
self-directed ability. In addition, Lan, Sung, and Chang (2007) utilized tablet PCs to
undertake “mobile-supported peer-assisted learning” for EFL learners in Taiwan. They
encouraged participants’ to facilitate each other’s L2 learning by peer communication

and collaboration, which was proved effective in their study.

2.3 Communicative competence

Since the latter third of the 20th century, researchers have commonly concurred,
“language ability should be defined in terms of communicative competence, or the ability
of express, interpret, and negotiate meaning” (Kinginger, 2009, p. 70). Schiefelbusch
(1984) defined communicative competence as “the totality of experience-derived
knowledge and skill” (p. 5) that enables a speaker to convey his meaning through
structurally organized, referentially accurate, and socially appropriate language in
communications, as well as to understand others’ meaning as a joint function of structural
characteristics and social contexts. However, Hymes’s (1971) argument may be the most
influential in the development of communicative competence (Zhang, 2005). He stressed
the importance of sociolinguistic dimension to communicative competence by arguing
that social factors not only impact on speakers’ competence but also are central to
grammar (Hymes, 1971). Based on the previous understanding regarding communicative
competence, Canele and Swain (1980) proposed communicative competence framework

to provide guidance in L2 learning and teaching.

2.3.1 Communicative competence framework

In 1980, Canele and Swain (1980) proposed a framework of communicative competence,
which was designed to support a communicative approach for second language teaching
and learning. In their understanding, communication is based in “sociocultural,

interpersonal interaction” (p. 29). It involves unpredictability and creativity, and use of
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authentic language, while being “judged as successful or not on the basis of behavioral
outcomes” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 29). Meanwhile, they assumed that literacy in
different sociocultural discourses and contexts conveys different meanings. In addition,
they stated that communication involves verbal and non-verbal symbols, oral and written
modes, and production and comprehension skills (Canale & Swain, 1980), which is

aligned with the concept of multiliteracies.

In this framework, Canale and Swain (1980) included three main components:
grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, and strategic competence (p. 28).
They further defined grammatical competence as “the knowledge of lexical items and of
rules of morphology, syntax sentences-grammar semantics and phonology” (Canale &
Swain, 1980, p. 29). Grammatical competence is concerned with how grammatical
accuracy conveys messages (Zhang, 2005). Sociolinguistic competence, according to
Canele and Swain (1980), includes rules of use and rules of discourse (p. 30).
Sociocultural rules of language use focuses on certain context and the extent to which
language learners’ propositions, communication, style, and attitude are appropriate; while
rules of discourse concerns about language learners’ application of appropriate
grammatical forms to create coherent discourse (Canale & Swain, 1980). Finally, Canale
and Swain (1980) defined strategic competence as those verbal and non-verbal
communication strategies applied by language users to facilitate the effectiveness of
communication. Faerch and Kasper (1984) presented several communicative strategies,
including reduction strategies and achievement strategies. They proposed two
subcategories in reduction strategies, including formal reduction and functional reduction.
Formal reduction refers to how learners avoid unfamiliar rules and vocabulary.

9% <6

Functional reduction is further divided into “actional functional reduction” “propositional
functional reduction” and “modal functional reduction” (Ferch & Kasper, 1984, p. 48-
49). Learners adopt actional functional reduction to avoid presenting certain speech acts,
while using propositional functional reduction to avoid certain topics and messages. By
using modal functional reduction, learners decide not to “mark a speech act for relational
(politeness) and expressive functions” (Faerch & Kasper, 1984, p. 49). Moreover, the
achievement strategies are applied to achieve speakers’ original communicative goals
(Feerch & Kasper, 1984). There are two ways to realize achievement strategies, including
“non-cooperative strategies” (p. 50), in which learners change their ways to convey the
messages, and “cooperative strategies” (p. 50), in which learners accomplish the

communication goals through interlocutor’s assistance.
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To sum up, Canale and Swain (1980)’s communicative competence framework provides
a scope to measure L2 competence into specific dimensions, with a focus on language
use. In this study, I use Canale and Swain (1980)’s communicative competence
framework, along with a pedagogy of multiliteracies, to examine Chinese international
students’ language difficulties and their strategies to facilitate the efficiency of

communication.

2.3.2 BICS and CALP distinction

Jim Cummins (1979, 1981) first brought up the distinction between basic interpersonal
communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP) in his
research. This idea originated in English as Second Language (ESL) education to remind
educators of the challenges that bilingual children may encounter when they tried to catch
up to their native classmates in academic respects. According to Cummins (2008), “BICS
refers to conversational fluency in a language while CALP refers to students’ ability to
understand and express, in both oral and written modes, concepts and ideas that are
relevant to success in school” (p. 71). Cummins maintained that BICS develops through
social interaction starting from birth; it differs from CALP after schooling (Cummins,
2008). Cummins (1981) also found immigrant students’ conversational aspects of
proficiency reach peer-appropriate levels usually within about 2 years of exposure in
English, while they often need 5 to 7 years to approach grade norms in academic aspects

of English.

The BICS/CALP distinction provides implication to L2 curriculums. Cummins (2000)
stressed that “the distinction was not proposed as an overall theory of language but a
conceptual distinction addressed to specific issues concerning the education of second
language learners” (p. 73). It emphasizes the importance of instruction to support learning
through high context, which Cummins described as including the use of visuals, plentiful
face-to-face interaction, and the building or activation of background knowledge (Ranney,
2012). According to Cummins (2000), learners’ background knowledge is included to
allow for a better understanding of familiar topics. Moreover, through the BICS/CALP
distinction, we can recognize the low correlations between measures of reading scores

and oral language proficiency (Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010). Cummins (2001) also
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stated that vocabulary instruction could raise students’ awareness of how language would
be used in different social contexts. To prevent the situation that L2 acquisition would be
abstract and classroom-bound, Cummins (2001) suggested that L2 acquisition should
focus on language use, by providing authentic, meaningful, and holistic communication
opportunities. He also viewed learning as a social process where students acquire

meaning through social interaction (Cummins, 2001).

In addition, BICS/CALP distinction highlights the disparity between conversational
fluency and academic language proficiency. Cummins (2008) claimed that, for immigrant
children, it often takes 2 years to reach peer-appropriate levels in BICS proficiency while
they often need 5-7 years to approach grad norms in academic aspects of English.
However, the case of Chinese international students seems to be completely reversed.
Zhang (2005) adopted BICS/CALP distinctions to assess Chinese international students’
L2 oral competence development. The finding revealed that Chinese students in Canada

showed a varied pattern. He further explained,

Although it is true that students whose BICS are well developed usually do well
in their CALP development, it seemed that CALP, at least in its literacy form,
does not necessarily call for the development of BICS to a certain level or
threshold (Zhang, 2005, p. 155).

As Cummins (2000) responded to the critiques on BICS/CALP distinction: “it was
suggested as typical in the specific situation of immigrant children learning a second
language” (p. 74). He further explained that it must involve cognitive skills in most forms
of social interaction (Cummins, 2000). Chamot and O’Malley (1996) also stated that .2
learning would be most effective when students are able to learn meaningful language
that could be applied easily in a context to accomplish goals that are important to students.
Therefore, for newly arrived Chinese international students, who have barely experienced

the exposure in English before studying abroad, the situation is certainly different.

To conclude, the BICS/CALP distinction addressed similar phenomena to Canale’s (1983)
communicative/autonomous language proficiency (Cummins, 2001). As Cummins (2001)

described, “Canale points out that the capacity for such interpersonal language uses is
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universal although socialization within particular discourse communities (e.g., schools)

will determine the range and contexts within which such functions will be used” (p. 62).

2.3.3 Chinese students’ L2 competence development

In Chinese traditional educational context, most students start to learn English as a
compulsory subject in grade 3 (Xu & Case, 2015). According to Canadian Bureau for
International Education (2014), over half (55%) Chinese international students study at
the university level in Canada, meaning that the majority of them have received more

than 10-years Chinese EFL education before they study in Canada.

Plenty of studies investigate Chinese EFL education in different growth stages. In the
research regarding Chinese Early Childhood English education, Yu and Ruan (2012)
mentioned that nowadays children are able to see growing presence of English, which has
led to their desire for English learning. Meanwhile, Jiang (2007) reported that parents’
beliefs that the earlier their children start to learn English, the more effective learning
would be contribute to Chinese children’s early exposures to English. However, Yu and
Ruan (2012) also illustrated challenges for Chinese Early Childhood EFL education, such
as the traditional way of teaching English was devoid of meaningful learning contexts
and lack of qualified EFL teachers. Chinese EFL learners often start to receive formal
EFL instruction in primary school (Zhang, 2012). Zhang (2012) explained that the current
EFL curriculum standards specified the goals that include not only the four basic English
skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and linguistic knowledge (pronunciation,
vocabulary, grammar and communicative functions), but also learning strategies and
cultural awareness (p. 73). However, challenges still remained. For example, heavily
relying on print learning material constrains Chinese EFL learners’ literacy acquisition
(Zhang, 2012). Wang and Chen (2012) reported the overall goals of EFL education for
high schools reflect “a clear shift of emphasis from a transmission mode of teaching to a
more communicative and learner-centered approach” (p. 92), whereas the tensions
impede this shift in practice. Wang and Chen (2012) revealed the issues, including “due
to the exam pressure, students still expect teachers to explain grammar and vocabulary”
(p. 100), and “summative assessment is still the major tool for evaluating learning”

(p-100). To conclude, Chinese EFL learners’ development of L2 communicative
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competence has been constrained; it is not surprise that newly arrived Chinese
international students would experience a hard time in both formal and informal

communicative settings.

The insufficient L2 competence remarkably manifests in a study abroad context. As
Kinginger (2009) claimed that the majority of international students are only exposed to
L2 in the classroom. Thus, these students need to “expand their repertoire of spoken
language in order to interact appropriately within informal settings” (p. 70). Other
research on Chinese international students’ language difficulties has supported
Kinginger’s (2009) argument. Zhang and Brunton (2007) reported Chinese international
students in New Zealand found it difficult to speak with host nationals due to a previous
lack of opportunities to practice in China. Meanwhile, As Zhang (2005) revealed, few
Chinese international students reported to have encountered most language difficulties in
their lived experiences, rather than in academic contexts, which echoes Cummins’s

BICS/CALP distinction (1981).

Kinginger (2009) indicated, “when students set aside their fear of appearing incompetent
within encounters where their interlocutors are willing to engage in negotiation of
meaning, they are eventually able to overcome their limitations” (p. 146). However,
Chinese EFL learners come with their own unique culture and personalities. Gao, Ting-
Toomey, and Gudykunst (1996) have documented a number of studies showing that
Chinese students are often worried about what interlocutors’ reactions are toward them.
Liu and Jackson (2008) also reported that the majority of Chinese students in their study
do not want to take risks when speaking English even though they are willing to
participate in interpersonal conversations. Nevertheless, informal L2 learning through
technology can precisely meet Chinese international students’ needs for enhancing
communicative competence, especially with respect to sociolinguistic competence and

strategic competence (Gilmore, 2007; Li, 2007; Ma, 2012).
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Chapter 3
3 The study

3.1 Introduction

According to my research questions, I review existing literatures regarding three major
domains, including a pedagogy of multiliteracies (The New London Group, 1996), the
BICS/CALP distinctions (Cummins, 1981), and the communicative competence
framework (Canale & Swain, 1980), as well as Chinese international students’ L2
development. The review shows the tensions between Chinese international students’
learning experiences in China and their language difficulties in a study abroad context, as
well as the effectiveness of informal L2 learning through technology. My own experience
as an international student and my concerns to better understand their language
difficulties (Sakthivel, 2003) motivate me to develop this case study. In this study, I
interview three Chinese international students who have recently arrived in Ontario,
Canada. These semi-structured interviews provide insights into their language difficulties
in informal communicative settings and their experiences in informal L2 learning with

technology.

As a Chinese international student in Canada, I view myself as an “insider”. I have met
similar situations as my participants do. Therefore, in this study, I use my own
experiences as references to guide my research. In addition, when selecting participants, I
choose participants who have similar experiences, which makes sample narrower, and

data collection and analysis more explicit (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006).
As noted previously, I will explore the following research questions:

1. In their lived experiences, what language difficulties do newly arrived Chinese

international students encounter?

2. How do newly arrived Chinese international students use technology to facilitate

informal L2 learning for enhancing lived experiences in Canada?
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