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Abstract

This longitudinal case study explored the academic identity and language socialization of a Chinese
graduate student enrolled in an online religion course at a U.S. university during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Data were collected via online classroom observations, oral interviews, and artifacts. The theoretical
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identity is occasionally crucial for the successful academic discourse socialization of international
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students and instructors can arise and advance in virtual academic communities and, while students’
academic identities might be resistant to change, they can be negatively impacted by disorganized course
design. The conclusion sheds light on first and second language socialization through which international
graduate students can navigate and maintain their academic identities within digitally mediated and
multilingual learning environments.
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This longitudinal case study explored the academic identity and language
socialization of a Chinese graduate student enrolled in an online religion course
at a U.S. university during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data were collected via
online classroom observations, oral interviews, and artifacts. The theoretical
framework was taken from language socialization and identity, together with
positioning theory. The study differs from previous research, arguing that
instead of language competence, the constructed academic identity is
occasionally crucial for the successful academic discourse socialization of
international students in bilingual and virtual settings. Moreover, the inclination
toward interactive positioning between students and instructors can arise and
advance in virtual academic communities and, while students’ academic
identities might be resistant to change, they can be negatively impacted by
disorganized course design. The conclusion sheds light on first and second
language socialization through which international graduate students can
navigate and maintain their academic identities within digitally mediated and
multilingual learning environments.

Keywords: Chinese graduate student, academic identity, language socialization,
positioning theory, bilingual and virtual education

Introduction

The role of identity in language socialization currently plays an important role in the
evaluation of graduate students’ success in foreign academic communities (Wu, 2017). Norton
(2000) used the term “identity in language learning” to “reference how people understand their
relationships to the world, how these relationships are constructed across time and space, and
how people understand possibilities for the future” (p. 45). In academic settings, the emergence
of identity can be observed as a dynamic process, wherein students actively navigate the
discourses of knowledge and master narratives while engaging in research activities
(Giampapa, 2011). Academic identity concerns a shared set of external attributes that enable
individuals to develop their sense of professionalism in academia, based on their past
experiences and their understanding of the current situations (e.g., Billot, 2010; Hoang &
Pretorius, 2019; Sachs, 2001). The importance of academic identity in second language (L2)
socialization studies motivates the investigation of different groups of international students in
their pursuit of a degree and represents a dynamic configuration of elements that are
simultaneously internal and external, and involve social and disciplinary contexts.

Since the early 1980s, Chinese graduate students have formed a growing group within
the student body in U.S. universities (Wan, 1999). Represented as international groups coming
from East Asia, Chinese students have attracted researchers’ attention because they bring their
own cultures of learning, socializing, and communicating, and are being identified as new
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community members with varying degrees of mismatch to the cultures of the Western host
countries (Holmes, 2005). Previous studies have long asserted that students who received
traditional Chinese education tend to display more reticence in classrooms, exhibit less
expressive behavior, and demonstrate a greater reluctance to provide critical feedback. This is
attributed to the influence of the Confucian-heritage culture, which emphasizes maintaining
harmony in relationships, advocating politeness, and practicing moderation towards teachers
to preserve face (e.g., Bao & Pham, 2021; Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Holmes, 2004; Li, 2016;
Wang et al., 2012). This trend might be further intensified during the pandemic, as Baber
(2022) reported, the COVID-19 lockdown resulted in Asian students’ adopting social
distancing measures, leading to a reduction in socializing opportunities both in local colleges
and online classes.

Although the development of graduate students’ academic identities has been well
documented in higher education (e.g., Ai, 2017; Foot et al., 2014; Frick & Brodin, 2020; Halic
et al., 2009; Jensen & Jetten, 2016; Pretorius & Macaulay, 2021), the interplay between
graduate students’ online socialization and their developing identities as academics and
scholars remains an understudied area in research. Virtual communities provide unique
learning spaces for graduate students to navigate across contexts of socialization in the locality
of the nation-state, and to constitute their identities and life trajectories through the practice of
academic discourse. Research on social practices (e.g., Beckett et al., 2010; Heidari et al., 2023;
Lam, 2004; Miller, 2017; Thorne et al., 2009, 2015) in virtual communities has also shown that
language use is associated with the construction of social beliefs, cultural representations,
ethnic identifications, and collaboration awareness. However, it remains unclear how Chinese
master students as a specific social group negotiated their academic identities in online learning
experiences, during their professional transition from being undergraduate students (greenhand
researchers) to becoming doctoral students (know-how researchers). The goal of this study is
to provide a deep understanding of how a Chinese graduate student’ academic identity was
constructed in the U.S. higher education, through the investigation of his classroom
socialization in a remote and bilingual context during the COVID-19 crisis. The single case
study aims to address the following questions:

(1) What constituted the academic identity of the Chinese graduate student
during his online learning experiences in bilingual religion courses?

(2) Did the student’s academic identity impact his language socialization in the
virtual community? If so, how?

Literature Review

In educational linguistics research, the concepts of language socialization, identity, and
positioning have traditionally been examined in isolation from each other. In this section, it is
essential to clearly define each concept while emphasizing their interrelationships within the
multilingual context of learning experiences.

Framework of L2 Socialization, Identity, and Positioning

First, language socialization provides a multilingual context for learners to identify their
roles through interactions with community members. Early studies (e.g., Heller, 1987,
Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986) in L1 education underscored the interconnectedness of language
socialization and identity, suggesting that native speakers, including children and adults,
constructed their social identities through interactions with others, in various contexts and
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timeframes. This is also evident in L2 socialization, as Norton (2000) argued, successful
language learning relies on daily participation in communities, as much as in language
classrooms, thus highlighting the influence of social context on L2 learners’ engagement with
educational practices. Likewise, Watson-Gegeo (2004) and Duff (2010a) valued the role of
language socialization in L2 learning, contending that language socialization sets the
groundwork for exploring foreign learners’ experiences shaped by the interaction. Learners’
socialization as a topic aligns with “situated learning” discussed by Lave and Wenger (1991),
where newcomers’ legitimate peripheral participation emphasizes the significance of agency
in becoming community members. Simultaneously, dedicated learners are apprenticed into the
community of practice through their full engagement in language practices. Here, agency
signals “people’s ability to make choices, take control, self-regulate, and thereby pursue their
goals as individuals leading, potentially, to personal or social transformation” (Duff, 2012, p.
414). Agency is the capacity to act according to one’s will, which is important for constructing
one’s identity in language socialization (e.g., Duff & Doherty, 2015; Fogle, 2012). In
multilingual learning contexts, international graduate students, whether as peripheral or core
participants, can exercise different degrees of agency when socializing in the academic
community of practice.

Moreover, higher education offers learners the space and time to engage in academic
discourse socialization, fostering the negotiation and construction of their identities. Hall
(1996) argued, “identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need to understand
them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites within specific discursive
formations and practices, by specific enunciative strategies” (p. 4). Similarly, Moore (2004)
stressed the significant role of education in shaping personal identity. He posited that the
process of education facilitated the gradual integration of social and cultural discourses into
one’s consciousness, thereby providing a framework for individual identity construction. In an
autoethnographic study, Ai (2017) explored how his academic identity as an international
doctoral student was shaped while studying abroad in Australia, amidst a different educational
context and sociocultural environment. Initially apprehensive about research, Ai found support
from his advisor, who played a crucial role in guiding his transition from an apprentice to an
independent scholar in this globalized higher education system. Shifts in educational or
academic contexts can thus significantly impact the negotiation and reconstruction of one’s
identity, potentially yielding both positive and negative effects, especially for international
students from different cultural backgrounds.

Furthermore, learners shape their academic identities through situational positioning in
discourse (e.g., Davies & Harré, 1990; Harré & van Langenhove, 1999). Positioning theory
sees position as a dynamic aspect of identity, and learners can be positioned in specific ways
in defining storylines and acts (Slocum & Langenhove, 2004). In a multilingual context, Duff
(2010b) regarded positioning as a dynamic and socially situated process in academic
communities in which “students are positioned by academic discourse, institutions, and
interactions with others” (p. 186). Morita’s (2004) longitudinal case study examined six
Japanese women’s academic discourse socialization in graduate and undergraduate courses at
a Canadian university. Her study revealed that these international students enacted their
multiple identities while struggling with power relations and competing agendas, and
situationally positioned themselves as less competent members, valued members, outsiders, or
non-English speakers.

Another aspect of positioning theory concerns interactive positioning in a broader social
context. Clarke (2006) conducted a study on literature discussion groups, proposing that
positioning takes place not only within interactive classroom discussions (micro-level) but also
extends to gender and social class (macro-level) that made positions available to social
subjects. As positions are interconnected with interpersonal relationships and social
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interactions, we can assign positions to others through interactive positioning (Harré & van
Langenhove, 1999). Harré (2012) argued that interactive positioning concerns what we believe
others should do in terms of rights and duties. His definition is speaker-centered, indicating
“my rights are what you or they must do for me, whereas my duties are what I must do for you
or them” (p. 197). According to his argument, students have the right to be taught, and teachers
hold the duty to teach. Consequently, positioning theory in higher education seeks to explore
the distribution of rights, duties, and obligations among L2 learners and teachers in their
academic discourse socialization. Studies of positioning and identity have also posited that
learners might adopt or resist the position(s) imposed on them. Rex and Schiller (2009)
demonstrated that the way teachers responded to students would result in them accepting or
resisting the teachers’ choices. Kayi-Aydar (2018) also found that a student resisted the
teacher’s position when the student could not comprehend an intermediate-level text, and
repositioned himself by indicating that he had the proficiency level to be a confident learner.
The acceptance or resistance of a position thus depended on the matchability between the
other’s position and the student’s sense of self.

Overall, three theoretical models are closely associated with sociocultural approaches
to examining international students’ enduring academic activities. Kulick and Schieffelin
(2004) explained that L2 socialization involves the identity construction process for L2 learners
to become “culturally intelligible subjects” (p. 351) and recommended an ethnographic and
longitudinal approach for studying language socialization. Friedman (2010) also connected
language socialization and identity, highlighting that acquiring legitimate ways of speaking
and acting within a community depended on adopting identities during everyday interactions.
This idea related to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) community of practice, where multilingual
learners with a shared sense of belonging worked together on joint enterprises, utilizing shared
understandings and resources. These studies demonstrate that employing language
socialization and identity can culturally and historically examine the impact of L2 learners’
self-perception on their participation and engagement within local communities. Moreover, the
theory of positioning adds another perspective for the study of language socialization by
focusing on “what a person may do and may not do” in each context (Harré¢ et al., 2009, p. 9).
Kayi-Aydar (2018) underscored the role of positioning in L2 socialization by stating that the
positions of students and teachers enabled observations of how they used language and
exercised agency to construct their identities in different contexts; she also suggested that
position was used to capture the dynamic aspects of identity and that the way speakers shaped
their identities could be reflected in how they positioned themselves agentively in discourses.

Online classroom learning presents a unique context, distinct from traditional in-person
classes, for investigating how students and instructors perceive and define their roles and
responsibilities in power-dynamic interactions. Language socialization holds the potential to
shape how L2 learners situationally position themselves and others in academic discourses,
therefore contributing to their identity construction. It is therefore worth investigating how a
Chinese international student with a different cultural and educational background negotiated
and constructed his academic identity in the year-long online learning experiences, with
reference to the three sociocultural models.

Research on International Students’ Academic Identities in Language Socialization

International students’ academic identities can be constructed through L2 or foreign
language socialization, which indicates “the process by which novices or newcomers in a
community or culture gain communicative competence, membership, and legitimacy in the
group” (Duff, 2007, p. 310). Numerous qualitative studies have generally examined
international students’ academic identities while attending courses in English-speaking
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countries (e.g., Burhan-Horasanli, 2022; Gomes et al., 2014; Okuda & Anderson, 2018; Seloni,
2012; Wette & Furneaux, 2018). Other research (e.g., Ai, 2017; De Costa et al., 2022;
Gonzalez, 2006; Halic et al., 2009; Jazvac-Martek, 2009; Morita, 2004) has focused on
international graduate students’ participation and socialization, as well as their identity
construction in and outside of classrooms, showing that non-native graduate students
encountered a variety of challenges regarding academic discourse socialization in foreign
countries. For example, Morita (2004) analyzed how Japanese learners of English negotiated
their participation and membership in their L2 classroom communities; her three case studies
demonstrated that Japanese graduate students encountered major challenges when negotiating
competence identities and power relations. Morita also found that native-speaking students or
instructors were not only the dominant group in academic activities but were also a group of
peripheral participants who needed to be socialized in increasingly heterogeneous
communities. Gonzalez (2006) examined a diverse group of Latina doctoral students’
experiences of academic socialization; the findings indicated that the students experienced
immense challenges (such as racism and injustice) in academic socialization in the United
States, but some of them successfully resisted the imposition of White privilege and indicated
their Latina identity linguistically with the support of like-minded scholars. Similarly, Halic et
al. (2009) investigated the experiences of eight non-English-speaking graduate students
regarding language, culture, and identity at a U.S. university. Their studies revealed that
participants with diverse language backgrounds perceived English as both a barrier and a means
of access to academic success. Moreover, peers and instructors sometimes perceived these
participants as lacking the knowledge and cognitive abilities to be legitimate contributors to
the learning environment. It is suggested that educators working with non-native English-
speaking international students should address not only these students’ academic issues, but
also their relational and affective issues.

However, there is a scarcity of studies examining the academic socialization of Chinese
graduate students in virtual communities. Previous studies have mainly focused on Chinese
students’ learning experiences and their sociocultural factors in distant higher education
settings. Ku and Lohr (2003) reported on five Chinese graduate students’ perceptions and
attitudes toward their first online learning experiences and found that, although fewer language
barriers existed, students who were isolated suffered from a deficiency of language and cultural
exchange. Likewise, Thompson and Ku (2005) examined the learning experiences and attitudes
of seven Chinese graduate students and suggested that a lack of feedback and cultural exchange
with their peers and instructors challenged Chinese students in online learning. By focusing on
sociocultural factors, Zhao and McDougall (2008) found a positive attitude among the six
Chinese graduate students engaged in asynchronous online learning at a Canadian university;
they summarized the cultural factors as “unfamiliarity with the disciplinary culture, ignorance
of Western social life, the Chinese cultural personality, attitudes towards presenting opinions
in public” (p. 74). Sadykova and Meskill (2019) also discussed the accommodations made by
a Chinese graduate student to mitigate these challenges (for example, difficulties in accepting
Western Socratic approaches) in digitally mediated language socialization. The study
suggested that U.S. instructors should engage directly to initiate cross-cultural discussions to
provide Chinese international students with rich opportunities to understand the distinction
between the Confucian and Socratic academic cultures. These findings are consistent with
Zhang’s (2013) conclusion, namely that Chinese students’ online learning and engagement
were influenced by high power-distance cultures such as the Confucian-heritage culture, in
which people are taught to respect hierarchical structures, including higher social position, age,
and authority, in contrast to those in low power-distance cultures, for example, the less
authoritative position of educators in Western cultures.
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The studies touched upon Chinese graduate students’ academic socialization and their
experiences with online learning in study abroad contexts; however, they have not investigated
whether or how Chinese graduate students construct their academic identities by socializing in
a specific disciplinary area, particularly when studying less popular majors. Blackmore (2007)
argued that discipline was closely associated with professional identities and was a significant
aspect in understanding academic practice. Kayi-Aydar and Miller (2018) emphasized the
similar need for studying positioning and identity in online academic contexts, particularly in
less-studied content areas. This study hence explored the academic identity development of a
Chinese graduate student majoring in Chinese religion, influenced by academic discourse
socialization. Specifically, the student’s identity was examined in the religious studies
community during online learning, with a primary focus on the formation of academic identity
in the pandemic and its impact on online socialization as the main unit of analysis.

Methodology

This paper employed a qualitative, single case study approach (Duff, 2014) to gain an
in-depth and holistic understanding of a Chinese graduate student’s learning experiences and
perspectives. In keeping with qualitative research traditions, | provided a thick description of
the researched phenomenon. To do this, | engaged in a detailed analysis of the complexity of
the participant’s academic identity construction as influenced by his academic discourse
socialization. 1 also focused on the year-long duration of the participant’s learning experiences
and the online bilingual context as a “bounded” case (Ellinger et al., 2005, p. 328) to capture
possible changes in his academic identity construction over time. Achieving this goal required
the triangulation of classroom observations, oral interviews with the participant, his classmates
and the instructor, and the documentation of artifacts such as assignments and the course
syllabus.

Context and Participant

This longitudinal study (spring 2020 to spring 2021) focused on a Chinese graduate
student’s online Buddhism seminar course (via Zoom) at a large, research-oriented university
in the United States. This graduate-level course was first scheduled in spring 2020 and
continued until spring 2021. A weekly online meeting was provided by a Chinese instructor
who used both English and Chinese in his talks. The reason for bilingual instruction was that
most of the content was associated with classical Chinese literature, and all the students were
native Chinese speakers using English as an L2. Researching online classrooms at the
university is important because the academic identity of learners of Buddhism has not yet been
studied, particularly in the context of online bilingual education.

The participant, Dan (pseudonym), was selected via purposeful sampling (Daniel,
2012) because the study required an exploratory purpose to obtain a complete picture of how
this student constructed his academic identity during online bilingual instruction. Also, the
academic expertise and personal experiences of the participant (a Chinese graduate student in
the U.S. higher education, with Chinese as his native language and Chinese religion as his
major) could provide a rich and unique response to my inquiry regarding identity negotiation
in academic discourse socialization. A single case study was finally selected due to financial
constraints and the lack of in-person contact during the pandemic.

Dan’s learning experiences and educational background were distinct and
representative for this study; he agreed to participate in my data collection following an email
invitation. Dan was born in China and had Mandarin Chinese as his L1 and English as his L2.
After studying agriculture at a university in China, he made the decision to transfer to the
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United States to further his education by pursuing East Asian Studies. In 2019, he successfully
earned a B.A. degree in East Asian Studies. Subsequently, he joined a public university in the
western part of the United States to pursue his religious studies. It was during his second year
as a graduate student when Dan became my research participant. During that period, he was
planning to write his thesis with the aim of achieving a master’s degree, specializing in Chinese
religion. Another reason for choosing Dan as my research participant was because his major,
Chinese religion, is not a Western discipline, which might have influenced his academic
discourse socialization. | observed that he could communicate confidently in academic English
with others in and outside of class. Through personal conversations, I knew that Dan’s interests
included Chinese history and classical literature, which motivated him to continue his studies
in this field. He received a traditional Chinese education but had a different academic
background from his classmates in his current department. He considered himself to be quiet
and introverted, particularly on public occasions. The course instructor had received his Ph.D.
degree in the United States and was a professor of Buddhist studies at the time of the research;
he had published numerous academic papers and had supervised many doctoral students in the
field of Chinese religion.

Research Relationship

Rapport with Dan was established prior to my data collection. | have a professional
relationship of mutual respect with Dan, as we knew each other from WeChat (a popular online
chatting application in China). Dan and | have a similar Chinese background, are the same
gender, and share some common interests; for example, we are both Chinese-speaking
international students, and we enjoy traditional Chinese culture and teaching Chinese as a
foreign language. As a doctoral candidate and researcher, my understanding of his needs and
ideas fosters a sense of friendship and creates opportunities for interactive and dialogic
research. After obtaining permission to attend the instructor’s class, I informed all the class
members of my intention to audit the course (taking notes without engaging in interactions) for
the purpose of studying Chinese Buddhism. During my research, | acted as a silent auditor,
using the “pinning a screen” function to spotlight Dan as my primary participant. I closely
observed his interactions with classmates and the instructor, as well as his gestures, facial
expressions, homework presentations, and other relevant aspects. | also acted as a supportive
person in his daily life, which allowed him to express his concerns and thoughts candidly to
ensure that the semi-structured interviews progressed naturally. Upon completing this research
project, all the class members were debriefed about its true purpose, which was to investigate
Dan’s learning behaviors and identity negotiation throughout the course.

Data Collection

I employed multiple methods for the data collection to permit data triangulation
(Marshall & Rossman, 2014). Online observations with note taking and personal interviews
are qualitative (ethnographic) research methods that have been widely used and have proven
to be effective for generating data that are rich in detail and embedded in a naturalistic setting,
particularly in case study and action research (Maxwell, 2012; Salmons, 2014). Cowie (2009)
noted that, compared to audio or video classroom recordings, observations or field notes could
motivate researchers to probe the emergent issues around them and provide first-hand insights
into the external aspects of language learning and teaching.

My primary data collection method was interviews, which were all conducted in
Chinese because this made it easier for me, as a native-Chinese speaker, to acquire first-hand
information. | conducted and recorded two semi-structured interviews via Zoom (1.5 hours for
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each) to collect the main data from Dan: One took place in the middle of the semester, while
the other was conducted at the end of the semester (spring 2020). Three follow-up oral
interviews with Dan, each lasting approximately 45 minutes, were conducted at the end of his
master’s program (spring 2021). Sample interview questions included general feelings about
taking this online course, the challenges, and benefits of taking the course, and ways of
interacting with the instructor and classmates in online learning. | was an active listener, and
all the interviews were automatically recorded via Zoom Cloud. I also conducted one online
interview with Dan’s instructor and one with two of his classmates. The interview questions
pertained to Dan’s overall performance in the online course, the instructor’s expectations
regarding students’ behaviors, and Dan’s interactions with classmates and the instructor outside
of the classroom. The data obtained from a third-person perspective, including the teacher’s
evaluation of Dan and Dan’s classmates’ thoughts about his performance in class, were
intended to complement and enrich my previously collected data. My interviews with all the
participants were transcribed using oTranscribe (https://otranscribe.com/), a free professional
web application, for further data analysis.

Note taking (in paper form) was my secondary resource and was used to record
academic discourses between the participant and the course instructor. Four zoom-mediated
classroom observations were made in spring 2020, and another four were made in the fall. The
length of each seminar course was 150 minutes. To minimize the observer’s paradox (my
presence in the class might have affected Dan’s normal behavior), I switched my camera off
and muted myself throughout the course and took notes to observe how and to what degree
Dan’s academic identity emerged in his performances in the online setting. In addition to
interviews and observation notes, artifacts were gathered from the student’s weekly
assignments and the course syllabus for the online class. This provided objective evidence to
decrease the possibility of researcher’s bias in the thematic analysis.

Data Coding and Analysis

Following a tradition in qualitative research, my data analysis was mainly inductive
(Marshall & Rossman, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Guided by the theory of language
socialization and positioning, | identified and grouped significant categories and themes
regarding the student’s academic identity construction in virtual classroom interactions. I used
the constant-comparative method (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) to obtain an overall view of my
data. The process was conducted using NVivo 9 (QSR International Pty Ltd), which is a free
software to conduct thematic analyses using an inductive approach. For example, some specific
words and phrases were color coded in my interview data. These codes mainly covered learning
efficiency, challenges, assignments, learners’ backgrounds, unclear goals, unfamiliarity with
others, misunderstanding the instructor, course design, and emotion words such as “isolated”
and “embarrassed.” I then marked relevant sentences for preliminary grouping and examined
these sentences to formulate different types of meanings. The emergent meanings included
Dan’s unengaged attitude, the gap between the instructor’s expectations and evaluations, lack
of interactions with classmates, and his low motivation. Repeated and similar meanings in my
dataset were finally categorized as one theme. In total, the themes related to my research
questions included being a peripheral member in language socialization, the imposed identity
between Dan and the instructor, identity and positioning influenced negatively by the course
design, and Dan’s unchanged and increased identity as an outsider. Theoretical saturation
(Corbin & Strauss, 2014) occurred when no new categories in the previous themes were
identified following a thorough analysis. To ensure precision and objectivity, all my English-
translated texts, categorized by themes, underwent thorough scrutiny and validation by a
professional qualitative researcher proficient in both Chinese and English. Additionally, the
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coded transcript was shared with the main participant (Dan) for a comprehensive member
check. Any discrepancies between my English translations and the original Chinese audios
were carefully noted, discussed, and double-confirmed to reach agreements by our team.
Following Flick (2004), I used visual data (artifacts) for triangulation with the verbal data (oral
interviews) as an independent source of information in my data analysis.

Findings
A Peripheral Member (Outsider) in Academic Discourse Socialization

The participants in the Buddhism course were six Ph.D. students and Dan, a master’s
student. Dan differed from his classmates in terms of his educational background; his
undergraduate major in China was initially agriculture, but he selected Chinese religion for
master’s degree in the United States. I verified the information with Dan and the course
instructor, who confirmed that all other classmates are Ph.D. students who had studied Chinese
religion in China before coming to the United States and had a strong foundation in Buddhism
studies prior to joining the doctoral program. Dan’s dissimilar educational background made it
difficult for him to participate and discuss basic concepts in class, leading to his distant
relationship with his classmates in the discourse community. Dan noted:

The students in this class are basically the instructor’s own doctoral students,
and sometimes | felt that | did not know what they were talking about in class
because the instructor and his Ph.D. students were familiar with each other’s
research interests. However, | was not familiar with them. (Interview, 03/28/20)

This comment shows that the classroom communication between Dan and his classmates was
deficient and ineffective. Dan appeared to position himself as a peripheral member (outsider)
in the virtual classroom, while the instructor and the other students had established a dialogic
relationship in the academic socialization of their doctoral program. Other evidence of Dan
positioning himself as an outsider is the following:

The Ph.D. students created a WeChat group outside of the classroom, and they
probably got to know each other well. It’s not easy for me to approach people
with whom | am unfamiliar. The main reason is that people think differently;
for example, one person knows this field, while another person knows another
field. There is no way to communicate with them. (Interview, 03/28/20)

Dan thought that the doctoral students had formed a stable communication circle for group
meetings and other activities on WeChat. While he recognized WeChat’s effectiveness for
communicating with them, he seemed unmotivated to get to know them better. He perceived
the main hindrance to be their diverse backgrounds, which made it challenging for him to
approach his classmates. During the second interview (04/27/20), Dan said “I never knew that
the monthly meeting was still active online between the instructor and his Ph.D. students during
the pandemic.” He confessed to never attending the meetings where the instructor discussed
academic progress and funding resources with students. Dan’s indifference to these monthly
advisor-student meetings showed he had already lost the opportunity to know and collaborate
with other students, even before COVID-19. He mentioned his unwillingness to cooperate with
his peers or to engage in group work:
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| communicated with my partner in the assigned group work by sending emails
or messages via WeChat, but I did not add my partner’s WeChat before we
worked together. I don’t really like the option of working together on an
assignment, and cooperation will not make things easier. (Interview, 04/27/20)

This reveals that Dan’s lack of agency to know and work with others increased his self-
positioning as an outsider in language socialization. He disregarded opportunities to become a
legitimate community member and only cooperated when necessary. He doubted the
effectiveness of collaboration, hindering his motivation to communicate with classmates and
understand their thoughts and practices in discourse socialization.

Interactive Positioning Between the Student and the Instructor

Dan was slightly blamed for not putting in enough effort to achieve the goals set by the
instructor, but he also complained about the instructor’s lack of duty in helping with his
academic progress when needed. Generally, Dan and the instructor attempted to impose their
believed identities (duty) on each other; as these imposed identities were individually based,
they could not match their individual positionings in real life. Dan stated:

| think this instructor is different from other teachers. He does not seem to have
office hours, and | cannot reach out to him even if his office hours are moved
online. However, | did email him when our class changed to the online mode
and told him that I planned to write my master’s thesis in his research field, so
| wanted to know how to get started. He did not give me any practical or
effective instruction in his reply, but simply said “continue to work hard,” ha-
ha (laughter). (Interview, 04/27/20)

This excerpt reveals Dan’s negative evaluation of the instructor, whom he perceived to be
different from other teachers at the university. Dan found it difficult to contact the instructor
due to the absence of regular office hours. Furthermore, their email communication indicated
Dan’s dissatisfaction with the instructor’s indifference to his academic struggles, evident from
the instructor’s brief and perfunctory responses. Dan appeared to position an ideal instructor
who would be attentive and responsible when addressing students’ issues. Meanwhile, the
instructor described Dan’s involvement in the course in a negative tone:

I think the stress on Dan’s study is a little high; the quality of his assignment is
not good, and his professional awareness of religious studies is not strong.
Students in any discipline who have professional awareness can analyze issues
correctly. Dan’s problem is his non-religious background before coming to our
department, as he seems unfamiliar with traditional Chinese religion. I can
sense that he wants to pursue this field but, considering that he was required to
rewrite his homework and his unsatisfactory performance in my class, I think
he needs further improvement. (Interview, 05/04/20)

The instructor had specific expectations for the class, positioning a qualified student to
have academic self-awareness in religious studies. However, Dan, considered a special case,
did not meet these expectations. The instructor expressed dissatisfaction with Dan’s
performance due to unsatisfactory assignments and limited professional awareness. My
observation notes indicate direct interactions between Dan and the instructor. For instance, in
the note (04/01), the teacher asked Dan about his final project’s timeline, but Dan’s distracted
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response led the teacher to ignore him and address other students. Another note (04/15) shows
the teacher openly criticizing Dan’s laziness in accessing historical material. Dan’s simple
response, “not yet found,” without a sincere justification, implied his dissatisfaction with the
teacher’s expectations. Additionally, during a discussion about one of Dan’s previous
assignments, the teacher blamed him for providing a rough, single-page writing lacking
essential details on the topic. The instructor believed it was Dan’s attitude rather than his ability
that caused his unsatisfactory performance in that class. Interactive positioning emerged and
was developed from the online academic discourses between Dan and his instructor throughout
the seminar.

Identity (Self-Positioning) Due to the Negative Influence of Course Design

The course design, including the general goals, assignment requirements, and different
teaching modes, played an important role in the negative construction of Dan’s academic
identity and self-positioning throughout the online classes. Dan said:

No clear goal was established at the beginning of this course. The instructor
introduced a topic, then moved on to another topic; these topics were not closely
related. You have to do a search yourself and decide what you are going to do
for your final project. Because my original major was not in this field, | felt
confused and at a loss after completing this course. (Interview, 04/27/20)

The course had an issue with unclear goals as the topics discussed each week were not
closely related. This is supported by the instructor’s interview data, where he acknowledged
that “each topic could be taken as a subdiscipline in the history of Chinese Buddhism”
(05/04/20). As a graduate student without professional training in religious studies, Dan found
the weekly topics too broad and disconnected. He attempted to position the instructor to be
more responsible for designing these topics. Of note, Dan’s classmates also expressed their
dissatisfaction with the weekly topics. In the last interview (12/23/2021), they mentioned that
the course was helpful for improving research abilities with Buddhist materials, but the vague
weekly goals made them anxious about missing important aspects in their weekly reports.
Evidently, the syllabus only stated the overall goal for students to conduct independent research
using Chinese Buddhist materials. However, Dan, who identified himself as a layperson in the
field, struggled to comprehend the syllabus, leading to his confusion about the weekly topics
and assignment requirements.

Another issue was the disconnection of the final paper from the weekly assignments in
this course as Dan indicated:

What | usually do in this course had nothing to do with the final paper. The
weekly assignment was not associated with the theme of the final paper.
Because the historical religious materials can be divided into several categories,
it was difficult to establish a relationship among any of the categories. I feel the
course design is disorganized and disoriented, so it was hard for me to keep
anything under control from the beginning of this online course... (Interview,
04/27/20)

Dan had concerns about his final paper as the weekly assignments did not directly relate to its
theme. The syllabus, nonetheless, underlined the importance of the final paper, accounting for
50% of students’ final grades. This was evident during a class observation (04/08/20) when the
instructor expected students to produce high-quality papers with resourceful evidence, polished
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ideas, and concise expressions for potential publication. The instructor seemed to impose his
positioning onto all students, believing they could meet these requirements based on the current
course design. The current course design likely exacerbated Dan’s tendency to develop a
negative identity and position himself as an outsider with low motivation, as he struggled to
cope with the course pressures.

Unchanged yet Increased Identity as an Outsider During Online Learning

Dan enrolled in most of his online courses between spring 2020 and spring 2021 after
the outbreak of COVID-19. During one of our follow-up interviews in the fall of 2020, I
inquired about his thoughts on the online Buddhism course, to which he responded:

The design of the course discouraged me from communicating deeply with
peers in my department; we mainly discussed our own questions during this
online course. | felt good if I finished all the assignments on time, as | never
expected a high performance in all of the activities in this course.

| think language (English) is not a problem for me to take any online class, since
I can mostly understand academic reading and listening in my field...
(Interview, 09/25/2020)

The above extract indicates Dan’s ongoing complaints concern the course design and online
instruction method. He conveyed his feelings of disappointment and frustration using the terms
“discouraged” and “never expected” in the context of online Buddhism learning. What sets
Dan apart is that, as a Chinese international student, he didn’t view his second language
(English) as obstructive in the Buddhism course. Instead, he believed his academic English was
proficient enough to meet the requirements of any course. Because of the course design, he
continued his identity as an outsider and lost motivation to engage with the virtual community.

Another of Dan’s complaints concerned his master’s thesis and his studies of a major
in religion in the online academic community:

| have no idea who else | should contact for my M.A. thesis; some faculty
members do not believe I can finish this thesis on time and want to persuade
me to change my current topic, religious anthropology. As this is my only topic
of interest, they should get me through. Overall, 1 am not satisfied studying
here, | am still confused about basic concepts in Chinese religion after taking
this class. I don’t know the format for a thesis either, despite spending a lot of
time trying to understand them. (Interview, 03/24/2021)

Dan voiced anxiety and dissatisfaction with the program’s professional training, including
academic writing guidance and explanations of basic constructs in Chinese religion. His
negatively constructed identity remained unchanged throughout the online course, even up to
the final thesis stage. His sense of isolation extended to the local community. Dan said:

| became increasingly reluctant to interact with others after taking online
courses, as | think it is useless to do this, ha-ha (laughter)! I would prefer to
contact my family on a regular basis. By contrast, the local community does not
leave a good impression on me, including my department and online courses.
(Interview, 12/11/2020)
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It appears that Dan’s tendency to self-identify as an outsider had increased, since he used the
terms “reluctant” and “useless” to indicate a strong agency to disconnect himself from non-
family individuals during the pandemic. Because of his unfavorable perceptions of the local
community, Dan confined his social circle to his family members, showing hesitance in
connecting with his classmates and teachers.

Dan’s classmates confirmed his learning behaviors in terms of identity construction. As
two of his classmates stated:

Dan seldom interacted with us when we took the online Buddhism course. He
never appeared to ask or answer questions unless the teacher asked him to. We
felt that his English was good, but he was less confident and talkative in class.
We also know he is at the thesis writing stage from our recent short conversation
on WeChat... (Interview, 12/23/2021)

The words “seldom” and “never” indicate that there were almost no interactions between Dan
and his classmates in the online course throughout the academic year. The two classmates
acknowledged that Dan’s English was good but highlighted his introverted personality as a
factor that might have influenced him to construct an identity of being less involved in the
virtual academic community. This echoes Dan’s demotivation and a sense of isolation in his
online discourse socialization, which formed a barrier to his satisfactory academic progress.

Discussion

Based on Dan’s online learning experiences, I discussed the rationale for his self-
positioning as an outsider, the interactive positioning between Dan and the instructor, and the
negative impact of the course design on his academic identity. Three arguments can be
elaborated.

First, | argue that academic identity, instead of language proficiency, can be key to L2
learners’ socialization in virtual communities in certain contexts. A multitude of previous
studies (e.g., Burhan-Horasanli, 2022; De Costa et al., 2022; Halic et al., 2009; Okuda &
Anderson, 2018; Seloni, 2012) have illustrated that the English competence of L2 learners is
prone to stimulate their self-positioning as engaged language users, hence enriching academic
progress and social relationships. However, the findings of the present study contradict
previous studies due to the special learning context: (1) The learner being observed in the
Buddhism course was the only master’s student and had a different educational background
from the doctoral students; (2) the subject of Buddhism, as a non-Western topic, allowed the
instructor and students to have bilingual interactions using both Chinese and English; (3) all
the classroom participants (Chinese L1 English L2) share the same cultural background, which
could potentially facilitate their academic understanding. As mentioned previously, Dan’s
academic English was sufficiently proficient to meet the requirements of this course. Therefore,
the bilingual classroom did not hinder Dan’s performance in the online course, the problem
was his constructed identity (positioning) of an outsider, which demotivated him and prevented
him from making progress in his studies. Dan’s learning experience shows that a negatively
constructed identity in the specific context of a bilingual online classroom can pose
psychological barriers (e.g., negative mindset and pessimistic outlook) to international
graduate students’ successful socialization in academic communities.

Second, | argue that the tendency toward a bidirectionally imposed identity between
students and instructors can be sustained and reinforced in a virtual educational community.
As noted previously, the instructor indicated “professional awareness” as a necessary ability to
impose his positioning on Dan. However, Dan rejected the teacher’s positioning and imposed
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his positioning on the teacher due to his belief that the instructor’s duty was to make his office
hours clear and to be responsible for students’ affairs, particularly regarding courses and
individual academic progress. Thus, Dan and the instructor mutually projected imposed
identities, with each expecting the other to make changes related to their duties and
responsibilities throughout the course. This finding is consistent with Harré and van
Langenhove’s (1999) claim that interlocutors can assign positions pertaining to rights and
duties in the social community to each other in discourse socialization. This also confirms
Duff’s (2007) bidirectional model of language socialization, in that there is a bidirectional trend
in interactive positioning, and identity can be mutually imposed upon interlocutors in discourse
socialization. It has been argued that building a mutual trust network and a dialogic relationship
between students and teachers in the context of distance education would be beneficial for
learners’ academic development during the pandemic (Desai & Nguyen, 2021). However, the
extended segregation from the local community and remote learning often makes students less
likely to maintain effective dialogues with instructors and classmates in higher education
(Tsang et al., 2021). Accordingly, graduate students’ sense of isolation and distrust may be
intensified by their decreased investment in online classrooms as communities of practice. The
bidirectionally imposed (interactive) identity in this study had a strongly negative impact on
the student-teacher relationship, resulting in Dan’s difficulty to fully participate in his academic
discourse socialization.

Third, I argue that academic identity might not be easily altered but can be affected by
the course design in digitally mediated language socialization. The Buddhism course in this
study changed from in-person to online due to COVID-19, but Dan’s learning behaviors before
and during the pandemic did not change. His academic identity was constructed and embodied
in his struggle and feelings of disappointment in this course and remained stable despite the
teaching environment transitioning online. Wheeler et al. (2005) demonstrated the involvement
of students in online problem-based learning within their community of practice had a positive
impact on their professional practice styles, whereas they found little evidence on which to
base a connection between online identity and professional practice in the “real world.”
Nonetheless, one of my findings contradicts their conclusion, revealing that the shift from in-
person instruction to distance learning resulted in the formation of Dan’s academic identity, as
he exhibited continuous dissatisfaction and reduced engagement in both online courses and
offline community interactions. He maintained his negatively constructed identity because of
the disorganized course design, including the overwhelming emphasis on the grade of the final
class project. However, effective learning objectives in a syllabus are not simply intended for
the final research project; as Slattery and Carlson (2005) argued, the objectives should include
a range of teaching goals with an emphasis on various types of knowledge, such as historical
context, terminology, theory, and methodology, as well as building critical thinking skills.
Additionally, the absence of clear learning objectives due to unrelated topics left Dan with a
sense of uncertainty and confusion in Buddhism learning. The importance of course design has
been proven to be a key predictive factor in effective distance learning (e.g., Grant & Thornton,
2007; Tsang et al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2020). There is reason to believe that Dan’s lack of
motivation and agency to involve himself in the community might have been due to the adverse
effects of the online course design.

In summary, Dan’s negatively constructed identity was affected by external
(educational background, virtual community, and course design) and internal factors
(personality and motivation), resulting in a stable, yet conservative, social network in his virtual
academic socialization. This finding supports previous discussions (e.g., Cheng, 2000; Holmes,
2005; Zhao, 1995) regarding Chinese students’ learning performances, as students from a
Confucius-heritage culture tend to behave in reticent and passive ways in both virtual and in-
person classrooms, which affects their agency and motivation in terms of participation in the
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community of practice. Unlike previous studies of international Chinese students (e.g., Ku &
Lohr, 2003; Sadykova & Meskill, 2019; Thompson & Ku, 2005; Yim, 2011; Zhao &
McDougall, 2008), this study provided both the classmates’ and the instructor’s perspectives,
together with classroom observations and artifacts, to triangulate the findings regarding Dan’s
academic socialization in the digitally mediated classroom. This allowed for an in-depth
understanding of the dynamic nature of identity negotiation and the multimodal practices of
academic discourse socialization in a virtual bilingual classroom. Furthermore, the study
identified a theoretical connection among three sociocultural models by examining a Chinese
learner’s identity construction in his academic discourse socialization, thus suggesting that the
process of constructing academic identity is associated with self- and others’ positionings in
educational contexts in which language socialization mirrors how a learner’s sense of
professionalism and achievement are negotiated over time and space.

Conclusion and Implications

In summary, this longitudinal case study revealed how a Chinese graduate student’s
academic identity was constructed via negotiating his participation in online bilingual contexts
at a U.S. university. By incorporating three theoretical models, namely L2 socialization (Duff,
2010a), identity formation within historical and institutional contexts (Hall, 1996), and
positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990), | argue that: (1) instead of competence in English,
a constructed academic identity, whether positive or negative, is sometimes key to
understanding learners’ successful L2 socialization; (2) the tendency toward bidirectionally
imposed identities between students and instructors can emerge and evolve in a virtual
educational community; and (3) a learner’s academic identity might not be easily changed, yet
it remains susceptible to negative construction stemming from underdeveloped course design,
especially in online classrooms.

The findings of this study have dual implications for international students’ academic
success in the U.S. higher education. One suggestion is to promote a problem-solving mindset
and positive mentality among students when they encounter emotional challenges. In addition
to seeking assistance from supervisors, international graduate students should proactively
participate in seminars or workshops (Jazvac-Martek, 2009) that are facilitated by experienced
faculty or peers. Through these platforms, students are encouraged to openly communicate
their learning challenges and expectations, thus gaining diverse insights and recommendations
from their peers. The affective issues discussed in this study underline the importance of
instructors embracing a learner-centered instructional approach (Halic et al., 2009). This
approach involves fostering inclusive and cooperative relationships, such as through project-
based group presentations and game-based reading and writing activities. Furthermore, the use
of self-assessment and the creation of a dialogic relationship after class might aid instructors
in comprehending and addressing issues related to race, culture, and gender (e.g., Gomes et al.,
2014; Gonzalez, 2006; Morita, 2004; Wette & Furneaux, 2018) that arise from a diverse student
body in academic socialization. Another suggestion is to consider graduate students’ voices to
establish a well-structured course design. To achieve this, college educators should prioritize
students’ viewpoints, particularly in the context of smaller class sizes, when designing
graduate-level courses. Bovill et al. (2011) emphasized the educational significance of the
“student voice,” proposing that involving students in course design could empower them as co-
creators, leading to substantial improvements in engagement, motivation, and enthusiasm.
Despite instructors’ expertise and students’ voices in shaping syllabus design, working with
colleagues and other peers from local curriculum development programs, can bolster content
quality and learning goals.
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While this research is constrained by its singular case study nature, which may limit its
generalizability to other theories and populations, the insights and discussions drawn from the
Chinese graduate student’s online learning encounters in the field of religious studies can still
contribute by offering fresh insights into the same topic areas (language socialization and
academic identity) within a particular context (Duff, 2014). It might be more informative, for
example, to observe the same student’s learning behaviors in various religion courses taught
by different instructors. Moreover, a comparison between male and female Chinese students
taking online bilingual courses would be essential to identify gender-related factors in the
construction of academic identity through L1 and L2 socialization. The goal of including
multiple cases and dynamic contexts in future studies is to produce more general, higher-order,
and abstract insights for identity studies on international Chinese graduate students as a special
social group.
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