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EFL Learning and Self-identity
Construction: Three Cases of Chinese
College English Majors1

Yihong GAO, Yuxia LI, and Weina LI
Peking University

This qualitative research report presents three cases of EFL learning and self-
identity construction by Chinese college English majors from a social
constructivist perspective. It was found that EFL learning played a very important
role in the learners’ self-identity construction. Unity and consistency was
maintained in multiple and changing identities, and learners exercised different
degrees of individual agency in the construction of their learning environment and
self-identities.

Introduction

“Identity” has been one of the issues in social psychological research on
language learning and use. The concept of “identity” refers to “who one is”
in a sociocultural framework, both in a stable and continuous sense, and
in specific, changing situations. Major theoretical frameworks can be
roughly divided into two groups — the classical, dichotic and “essentialist”
approach on the one hand, and the poststructuralist, pluralistic and
“constructivist” approach on the other. The former mostly assumes clear
boundaries between competing social groups, and sees languages as stable
markers of clear-cut group identities. The latter views group membership

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the International Symposium
on ELT in China, Beijing, May 2001. The authors would like to thank Ms. Cheng
Ying and Ms. Huang Qinghua for helping on the transcription of one interview.
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