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Abstract	  
 

The dynamics of Chinese learning journeys: 

a longitudinal study of adult learners of Mandarin in Australia 

 

This thesis is concerned with the nature and development of adult learners’ involvement with 

learning and using Mandarin Chinese in the long term, in the context of other aspects of their 

lives. It examines their individual learning journeys for the interweaving and layering of 

different kinds of learning activity over time. The study looks beyond the relatively 

homogeneous student groups in the Chinese classrooms and lecture halls of large metropolitan 

universities, and instead gives a voice to the experience of people learning Chinese who are 

based in country areas, who choose distance learning, who are older, and who study part-time 

or independently for many years. The influence and effects of long-term learning Chinese 

learning, both on individual learners, but also through them upon the various contexts and 

communities which they inhabit, is considered.  

  

Complexity theory is drawn upon as an appropriate  framework for conceptualising the  

dynamics of the language learning journey: emphasises context, views diversity, change over  

time and non-linearity as central, and incorporates multiple interrelated timescales.    

 

The enquiry is presented as a multi-layered longitudinal qualitative case study. Two surveys, 5 

years apart, provide extensive reflective data from an ‘outer’ group of 26 participants. In 

addition, more frequent in-depth interviews and other activities conducted with an ‘inner’ 

group of 7 participants yield a complementary set of detailed data with a rich narrative 

component.  The study introduces a method of multiple timeline analysis, and a concept of 

dynamic activity patterns, to represent and interpret learners’ engagement with learning 

Chinese as it evolves over time. The existence of fallow periods and their role within 

individual learning trajectories is also introduced, and explored from an identity perspective. 

 

Conceptually, this thesis combines perspectives from adult and independent learning with 

those of applied linguistics to contribute, to developing perspectives on foreign language 

learning beyond the classroom and beyond the institution, a particular focus on the 

longitudinal view. Within the rapidly expanding disciplinary field of Chinese as a Foreign 

Language (CFL), this study offers a better understanding of the efforts, contexts and needs of 

individual long-term learners. 
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