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JIANG Heng 

A Chinese Learner and Her Self-Regulated Learning: An Autoethnography 

 

Abstract  In this paper, I use an autoethnographical approach, coupled with existing research 

literature on Chinese learners and learning, to reflect upon my own experiences as a junior high school 

student in order to explore how Chinese students perceive their learning, and how they establish and 

justify their own sense of self-regulation in learning. I examine how self-regulation is interpreted in 

Western literature about learning, and how my learning experiences can provide a window to rethink 

self-regulated learning and learners from an indigenous Chinese perspective. 

Keywords  self-regulated learning, Chinese learner, autoethnography 

Introduction 

I encountered an online journal by a 12th grader in Beijing and read it with interest as if I was reading 

my own diary: 

 

6:45 am: I frown at the passionate music of the alarm clock, and struggle with the choice of 

sleeping or getting up. The old saying tells me: “Spring gives a good start for a year, and morning 

gives a good start for a day.” So I choose to get up. 

7:00 am: With my eyes closed, I freshen myself up and get ready for a new day. Staring at the CDs 
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on the desk, I am not sure if I should choose the music CD or those for English conversation drills. 

Xunzi said, in my textbook, “Without small steps, you cannot get far. Without rills, there is no river 

or sea.” So I decide to listen to the English conversations. 

7:15 am: Listening to the English news, I come into my classroom. I struggled with the idea of 

enjoying my breakfast or reciting the textbook. It is said that “Time is like a river, and you should 

not stand by and let it flow.” So I eat my breakfast while I am memorizing the English vocabulary. 

7:20 am–12:10pm: I concentrate on my classes. Perhaps I am too concentrated, or I am used to this 

schedule. I did not leave myself many choices to think. 

12:30 pm: After lunch, I come home. Take a nap? Or continue to study? I am confused again. I am 

told by a famous man: “Inertia can bury people alive.” So I choose to give up the nap. 

13:50 pm: I come to school again. No choice. No struggle. 

14:10 pm–16:45 pm: I continue to have classes. There are no other choices.  

16:50 pm: Shall I go back for dinner or exercise? The General Zhu De tells me: “People are like 

machines and need movement to keep from the rust.” So I decide to exercise first and run around 

the playground five times. 

17:45 pm: I come back home and have dinner. I struggle again with the choice between watching 

TV and study. A novelist, Feng Menglong said: “Plum blossoms get their fragrance from severe 

cold weather (people succeed with hard working).” So I choose to continue studying and finish 

homework. 

22:00 pm: I rest and wash up. 

22:20 pm: I get sleepy now. But I struggle with the idea of reciting some paragraphs. A heroic poet, 

Yue Fei said, “Do not wait till your hair gets grey and regret on your idle youth.” So I begin to 
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recite. 

22:50 pm: I become thirsty and sleepy. I agree with the psychologist that “An hour sleep before 

midnight equals three hours’ sleep after.” So I go to bed. 

 

I am grateful for all these famous people sharing their wisdom. They have helped me to march 

forward. 

In this journal, the student implied how s/he was encouraged by traditional idioms and disciplined 

himself/herself to be a self-regulated learner with an intense schedule. Opening my own diaries, 

memories of my life as a Chinese junior high school student were revived, represented and reexamined 

in a new light, now from the stance of an educational researcher trained in Western academic discourses. 

In this paper, I am going to use the autoethnographic approaches (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 2004; Nash, 2004; 

Reddick & Sáenz, 2012), coupled with existing research literature on Chinese learners and learning, to 

reflect upon my own learning experiences in order to explore how Chinese students perceive their 

learning, and how they establish and justify their own sense of self-regulation in learning. In addition, 

as a student who pursued K-12 and tertiary education in China and later graduate education in the 

United States, I examine my role when conducting research on Chinese learning by means of crafting 

my own memories. 

I want to emphasize here that this is my personal narrative from a retrospective lens, specific to the 

contexts where I was situated (Smorti, 2011), and rendering the narrative truth in our “storied lives” 

(Riessman, 1993). As DeVault (1997) describes, 

 

When talking about their lives, people lie sometimes, forget a lot, exaggerate, become confused, 
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and get things wrong. Yet they are revealing truths. These truths don’t reveal the past “as it actually 

was,” aspiring to a standard of objectivity. They give us instead the truths of our experiences. (p. 

261) 

 

The aim of this paper is thus to understand a Chinese learner’s lived experiences in retrospect. 

Specifically, the research questions that guided this inquiry were: 

1. How did a Chinese learner regulate her own learning? 

2. How does her self-regulated learning reflect the cultural meanings and larger social values? 

In sharing my own stories, I hope that I can provide a case to critically examine how a Chinese 

learner adopted cultural messages from external resources, made sense of her own learning, and 

adapted her learning to the external expectation, hence contributing to our understanding of multiple 

cultural meanings about Chinese learners and their learning. 

In the following sections, I am going to briefly review the research on Chinese learners and 

self-regulated learning, explain the use of the autoethnographical method, delineate the narratives for 

analysis, and discuss the findings. 

Research on Chinese Learners, Chinese Learning and Self-Regulated Learning 

Comparisons in learning between Western and Asian children have received much research attention in 

the past decades (Cai & Cifarelli, 2004; Ho, 2001; Holloway 1998; Menon, Morris, Chiu, & Hong, 

1999). Asian children have achieved better results in school than their Western peers in the Programme 

for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2012, especially in math and science1. To explain the 

                                                        
1 Please refer to the PISA results overview: http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-overview.pdf 
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persistent “learning gap” that Stevenson and Stigler (1994) identified 20 years ago, a number of reasons 

have been offered in more recent research: (a) Asian parents have higher expectations and are more 

involved with their children’s learning (Huang & Prochner, 2003); (b) Asians believe more in effort, 

whereas Westerners believe more in ability (Tweed & Lehman, 2002); (c) motivation for social 

mobility through education is stronger for Asian learners than their US peers (Salili, Chiu, & Lai, 2001; 

Sue & Okazaki, 1990); (d) Asian countries have strict school practices, teacher support, and pedagogy 

(Cai & Cifarelli, 2004; Kobayashi, 1994; Lau, 2012; Lau & Chen, 2013); and (e) Asian learning models 

are based on their particular cultural understanding of self-directed learning which is different from the 

Western models (Gan, 2009; Li, 2002; Marton, Wen, & Wong, 2005; Neber, He, Liu, & Schofield, 2008; 

Zhu & Leung, 2011). For instance, Marton et al. (2005) explored the interwoven process of 

memorization and understanding in Chinese learner’s opinion as opposed to the Western notion of 

separation of understanding from memorization. This type of research that delves into cultural 

meanings about learning provides more nuanced understandings of meaning systems that not only 

inform people’s goals for their lives but also serves to motivate and guide people’s behavior in learning. 

The above brief review points to an important body of knowledge for explaining learning in Chinese 

culture. However, the bulk of research in this area still remains largely “etic” (researcher’s view, 

extrinsic concepts and categories that have meaning for scientific observers). “Emic”2 (views of those 

being studied, intrinsic cultural distinctions that are meaningful to the members of a given society) 

views of learning have rarely been examined directly. That is, despite the extensiveness of research, 

researchers seldom explore how learners regulate, construct and make sense of their own learning 

process, or examine the multiple sociocultural resources and information they incorporate to make their 

own construal of learning. Thus, cross-cultural studies of Chinese learning and Chinese learners could 

                                                        
2 Emic and etic are derived from the linguistic terms phonemic and phonetic respectively. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistics
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be strengthened by considering the self-regulated learning process taken by Chinese learners. 

Self-regulation in learning has been examined and deemed central in the Western educational 

research in the past decades to understand how learners make sense of and control the process of 

learning. Self-regulation was defined as the “self-generated thoughts, feelings, and actions that are 

planned and cyclically adapted to the attainment of personal goals” (Zimmerman, 2000, p. 14). The 

social cognitive perspective regards self-regulated learners as “metacognitively, motivationally and 

behaviorally active participants in their own learning processes” (Zimmerman, 1986, p. 308). 

Zumbrunn and her colleagues (2011) characterized self-regulated learners as those who are able to 

sustain self-motivation and who seem to make learning easier for themselves. They often assess their 

strengths and weaknesses, strategic in choosing and applying different learning strategies, and 

autonomous to seek help as well as monitoring their own learning (Perry, Phillips, & Dowler, 2004; 

Zimmerman, 2008). Zimmerman (2002) had established that there is an important correlation between 

students’ academic achievement and the use of self-regulated learning strategies by American students. 

It has also been demonstrated that a range of educational and cultural factors may lead to self-regulated 

learning which tend to affect student achievement in Chinese contexts (Lau & Chen, 2013). 

Researchers found that Chinese learners do not simply passively memorize knowledge by rote learning, 

as was stereotypically portrayed in Confucian culture (Ho, 2001). Rather, Chinese students showed a 

positive attitude towards self-directed learning (Gan, 2009; Lau, 2012; Law, Chan, & Sachs, 2008; 

Zhang & Wu, 2009). 

Although studies on self-regulated Chinese learners are increasing, they tend to assess the 

characteristics of Chinese students or investigate the classroom environment for self-regulated learning 

(Law, Chan, & Sachs, 2008; Li & Yue, 2004), there are not many studies explore the cultural meanings 
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appropriated by the Chinese learners in their narratives in regards to their self-regulated learning. 

The intent of this study is not to identify the traits of self-regulated learning in the Chinese context, 

but nevertheless it is valuable to illuminate the deeper cultural meanings a Chinese student may attach 

to their school experiences. 

Methodology: Autoethnography 

The comparative and international education field remains open to alternative paradigms in research 

including the narratives to unravel the in-depth cultural meanings in different national and social 

contexts (Klees, 2008). However, cross-cultural educational studies have been traditionally conducted 

by the objective others, researchers other than the participants themselves. Studies on learning are no 

exception. Although there are some studies that try to examine the meanings of learning from an 

insider’s view (Li, 2002), most researchers working on Chinese learning and learners tried to keep a 

distance from their subjects, and heavily rely on Western discourses. However, the personal narrative 

can serve as a “‘counter-narrative’ to the faceless, de-contextualized research paradigm that has 

dominated scholarship in the professional schools for much of the past century” (Witherell, 2004, p. 

vii). Connelly and Clandinin (1990) established the educational importance of narrative that brings 

“theoretical ideas about the nature of human life as lived to bear on educational experience as lived” (p. 

3). The personal narrative can be a powerful means to “approximate an understanding of the life-world 

of social actors as they themselves understand it” (Goodson & Mangan, 1996, p. 43) and “make 

narrative sense of personal experience,” challenging the scholar “to use the personal insights gained in 

order to draw larger conclusions for readers” (Nash, 2004, p. 18), and particularly useful for sharing the 

meaning-making processes in the female educational experiences (Zhang, 2010). It can also put the self 
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of the researcher in the front and advance our own reflections of the cultural meanings embedded in the 

learning experiences (Bochner, 2012; Bruner, 1994; Riessman, 2008). 

In order to reveal the cultural meaning of learning with the personal narrative, I choose 

autoethnography as the method for this study. Autoethnography is a “research, writing, story, and 

method that connects the autobiographical and personal to the culture, social and political” (Ellis, 2004, 

p. xix). It is an approach that describes and interprets the researcher’s personal narratives in order to 

understand the unexamined cultural and social contexts (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 2004; Ellis, Adams, & 

Bochner, 2011; Spry, 2001). The benefits of autoethnography are the emphasis on self-reflexivity as 

well as giving us the insight into the culture. Chang (2008) argues that autoethnography offers a 

research method that enables researchers to obtain a cultural understanding of the self in relation to 

others. Ellingson & Ellis (2008) see autoethnography as a social constructionist project that rejects the 

deep-rooted binary oppositions between the researcher and the researched, objectivity and subjectivity, 

process and product, self and others, art and science, and the personal and the political. 

For autoethnographers, the validity of their research lies in the “conversation” between the reader and 

the researcher. As Carolyn Ellis (2004) writes, “In autoethnographic work, I look at validity in terms of 

what happens to readers as well as to research participants and researchers…. our work seeks 

verisimilitude” (p. 124). Thus, autoethnographic research seeks generalizability not just from the 

research participant(s) but also from the readers and intends to open up rather than close down the 

conversation (Ellis, 2004). 

The use of autoethnography varies from being evocative and analytic (Ellingson & Ellis, 2008). 

While some autoethnographers are more concerned with writing stories about their lived experiences, 

others adopt a more analytical approach by framing their experiences around “theoretical and 
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methodological tools and a research literature” (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 4). I will adopt the latter approach 

in this study to provide an analytical interpretation of my learning experiences. 

There are three data sources: 1) personal narratives I wrote about my own learning experiences; 2) 

the diaries I kept since my junior high school days; 3) dialogues with classmates in junior high school. 

To begin the inquiry from an “emic” perspective, I used personal narratives to reflect upon how my 

own learning in junior high school was regulated, and how external cultural meanings permeated my 

own process of learning and guided my perceptions and practices in learning. I focus on this schooling 

period because it included the experiences I remembered clearly about focusing on study and managing 

to improve my academic achievement drastically. I also get more details from the diaries I wrote in the 

junior high school days. The gathered narratives in my diaries helped me to reach into the past and 

provided information on my own voice and with my own stance. I shared my narrative with my 

hometown classmates and my husband who is in the same class; and talked with them about their 

reactions to the narratives. In this way, I was able to obtain other peoples’ perspectives on my 

experiences and stay self-reflective when examining and re-presenting the meanings I ascribe to my 

narratives. 

As autoethnographical narratives are holistic in nature, I pay attention to the emerging overall themes 

within narratives, and preserve “the sequential and structural features that are hallmarks of narrative” 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 12) in constructing my stories. I also attend to the three commonplaces of 

temporality, sociality and place, in a narrative inquiry that explores the complexity of the lived 

experiences (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007; Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). In the following, the 

narratives are organized around two specific aspects of learning, “goals of learning,” and “sense of 

agency” which involves using various learning strategies and seeking help (Li & Yue, 2004, p. 30), 
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because they are considered most central to the self in the domain of learning.  

My Stories: Between Working Spirit and the Playing Mood 

I was born in the late 1970s when the “one child” policy was first enacted in China. During the years 

before college, I lived with my family at a university in south-central China where my father was an 

instructor in classic Chinese literature, and my mother was a librarian. I spent most of my childhood 

with my mother in the library, sitting on a pushcart between the bookshelves, inserting my drawings 

between books and playing “hide and seek” with the pictures. The first book I read all by myself was a 

collection of ancient legends after I learned several words and how to use a dictionary in the first grade. 

I still remember the sunny afternoon when I climbed to lie on the back of the stone lion in front of the 

library and started to read, word by word, until the sunset, with the book in one hand and a small 

green-cover dictionary on my belly. From then on, I started to love reading, had conversations with 

friends I made in the books and imagined all kinds of good deeds I could do with advice from these 

friends. Just as the high school student cited earlier in his/her online journal, I often cited what book 

characters said to guide my choices and justify what I did, and I also kept a record of my thoughts in 

diaries kept since primary school. 

 

Learning Goal: “Challenge the Self” 

 

My parents never pushed me to study too hard. They just told me that they wanted me to be a healthy 

person with a kind heart and sound reasoning, but that hardworking in studying academics was the 

prerequisite to these goals. In primary school, I felt little pressure for studying and spent my days 
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reading novels and essays at the library, made up stories in writing, got high scores in Chinese language 

and above average scores in math3, and eventually entered a good junior high school attached to the 

university my parents worked for. When I was not reading, I spent hours wandering in the hills behind 

our house and enjoyed the contentment of peace in the nature. I was assigned, perhaps due to luck or 

my competencies in Chinese language writing, to an advanced class in the junior high school. At that 

time, there was no advanced class for Chinese language writing. The classes were tracked with math 

and science, which were deemed as more important subjects. About two thirds of my classmates had 

already won various national or provincial academic competitions in science and mathematics. I was 

among the minority who seemed to lack the strong merits of most peers. 

Our math teacher organized a seminar for advanced learners in math in order to prepare them for a 

coming national contest. I knew that I was not qualified to attend the contest, but I was very curious 

about what they would learn. So I asked the teacher if I could attend the seminar. She looked at me as if 

I was joking, laughed, and said, “Well, I suggest that YOU do not join.” Neither opportunity nor 

explanation was offered. I was very upset, but soon found my own peace. “No one has a permanent 

advantage over others and no one is a ‘damn fool’ all the time,” said Yutang Lin, my favorite writer 

(1937, p. 105). He was the one that used Taoism to teach me how to find uniqueness in the self, see 

strength in weaknesses, and the simplicity of the truly sophisticated. I told myself in the diary, “It is all 

right. I can still learn what I like and enrich myself in the daily class.” However, as the competitive 

reality hit, I could not help feeling disappointed again. 

In the first mid-term examination, I was ranked4 20th out of 46 students, which was the lowest rank 

in my short life history. When I came home in tears, frightened of being punished, and handed the 

                                                        
3 In 1980s, math and Chinese language were the two key subjects required for junior high school entrance exam. Everyone received nine 

year compulsory education. But we had to pass a high score in the entrance exam to get in a local high quality junior high school. 
4 In Chinese junior high schools, publicizing academic ranking was used to elicit competition among peers and let students know where 

they should position themselves. 
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transcript to my parents, they comforted me and encouraged me to get to the 19th ranking in the next 

test. “You can challenge yourself and make small improvements. It is all right as long as you have 

tried.” This made me feel better. I was tired of being compared with others, but challenging and 

improving myself sounded like a plausible goal. 

In the following years, I worked hard to “challenge myself” and gradually realized that I was more 

interested in, and hence capable, in subjects such as Chinese language, English, history, politics, 

chemistry and biology, while math and physics were boring to me and I could not achieve high scores 

in any related tests. In the beginning, I put a lot of time and effort on math and physics, but the 

outcomes were about average. Being frustrated, I began to think about my own strengths and what I 

could do to make up for the weaknesses. 

I reduced the amount of time dedicated to math and science courses but kept two hours after class 

every day to review/prepare lessons and try to understand what teachers expected. This was enough for 

me to maintain an average score in testing. The rest of my time was spent thinking, reading, and doing 

drills in the subjects that I loved, and I excelled in these subjects. I called this strategy “excellence in 

balance,” which made me feel comfortable with my own learning. Eventually, I kept climbing in the 

class ranking with improved sum scores of all subjects and maintained a ranking among the top three 

until high school graduation. In retrospect, ranking was not very important as long as I felt satisfied 

with my own improvement. With the pressure of the College Entrance Examination, I had to get a high 

sum score in the standardized testing, but I never forgot that learning was part of improving myself, and 

was about enjoying the process of learning what I really like to learn. 

 

Sense of Agency: “Learn from Others” and “Learn for the Mastery of Knowledge” 
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When I was very young, I was told by my parents to learn from other people. They used what 

Confucius said to let me know that I can better myself: “Among three people, there is always a person 

that you can learn from. You can learn the virtue from him/her and keep yourself from his/her 

shortcomings.” When I grew older, I read the biography of a scholar, Gu Yanwu (顾炎武), who lived in 

the beginning of the Qing Dynasty. He traveled with three carts of books as he did research on Chinese 

cultural geography. Whenever he found discrepancies in material evidences, or contradicting stories 

from old people from whom he collected first-hand data, he would check them in his books. In this way, 

he learned from multiple resources and adapted what he already knew while incorporating new 

information. Inspired by these stories, I assumed that learning from others and from books was a 

natural process in acquiring strategies, and found that observing how my peers learned was helpful, as 

well as asking them how they tackled difficult questions, reading tutorial materials, and trying out 

learning strategies suitable for myself. The key was how to learn from others, and learn how to turn 

“learning from others” into “learning for the mastery of the knowledge.”  

During junior high school, I was frustrated about English vocabulary. One day, I happened to see that 

a classmate was using a collection of cards with English words on one side and examples of word 

usage on the other. She was reading the cards during recess. That might be her little secret to her 

achievement in English vocabulary testing! I learned this from her and began to get interested in 

shuffling with my own vocabulary cards whenever I had a few minutes to do so. Soon I kept cards with 

English words, organized new ones, and discarded the old ones when I could use them fluently. 

Usually, I preferred to study alone and ask the teacher for help if I encountered difficulties. There 

were times when I could not solve a problem and the teacher was not available, and I had to turn to 
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peers for discussion. Physics and algebra were tough for me, and I often resorted to my peers for help 

on these subjects. Even though teachers often told us that not being afraid of asking questions was a 

virtue of learning advocated by Confucius (不耻下问, bu chi xia wen), discussing a problem with my 

peers was still very difficult for me since I absolutely did not want to embarrass myself by asking 

ignorant questions. I had to evaluate my own perceived level in comparison with others, and select 

someone with a suitable level with whom to discuss the material. This person was usually the one 

regarded as a superior learner in physics (or algebra) and was patient with me. In addition, I realized 

that asking questions without thinking thoroughly in advance was a waste of time since both of us 

would have to start from a very preliminary understanding of the problem. Therefore, I usually spent 

quite some time thinking about a difficult physics problem, wrote down my thoughts and specific 

questions, and then turned to a nice, clever classmate for help. Once, after asking a series of similar 

questions to a peer, I was told, “You have to pay special attention to the conditions when you try to 

solve the problems. Every physics theorem has its particular condition. If the condition changes, you 

have to change your way of thinking about the problem.” I had never thought of this strategy before 

and found it very helpful. 

If peer help did not work out and teachers were still unavailable, I would try to learn from tutorial 

materials. There were large quantities of tutorial materials for sale in the book store in the beginning of 

the semester I usually spent half a day at the bookstore reviewing the materials that teacher and peers 

recommended, and picked one for each subject. The chosen ones were usually not too difficult for me 

to understand, but provided challenges for my level of learning in terms of depth and breadth of 

knowledge. My favorite tutorial materials included the important “knowledge points” covered in the 

textbooks and a little more than that: connections among knowledge points, new concepts that helped 
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explain these knowledge points clearly, tricky general strategies to solve a type of difficult question, 

explanations on how to clear erroneous thoughts during problem solving, and drills to practice the 

problem-solving strategies. These might not be clearly demonstrated in the class, but they seemed 

indispensable to finishing homework and achieving well on tests. 

In addition, there were lots of “learning experience sharing workshops” (学习经验交流会) on 

campus, and related reports on TV and newspapers. Excellent learners talked about how they learned 

and from this I gained quite a few helpful tips. 

Finally, I developed my own ways of reviewing each subject based on advice from teachers, peers 

and books, as well as my own practices. For instance, I had piles of notes drawing conceptual 

frameworks for chapters in the politics and history textbooks, with additional history materials and 

news that I read after class, an extract notebook to record whatever interesting materials I found in 

readings so that I could find ideas and concise sentences for writing, pictures and stories for geography, 

records of general problem solving techniques for difficult math and physics questions. 

I interpreted these personal learning experiences as a process that I used to self-regulate according to 

meanings I sifted from external cultural resources. In the remainder of the paper, I discuss how I 

appropriated multiple cultural messages to construct my learning experiences. 

Discussion: Self-Regulated Learner, Researched and Researcher 

Researchers contend that self-regulated learning is proactive, employing various strategies and 

self-reflective (Zimmerman, 2000). This is a self-motivated process that includes setting specific goals 

for oneself, adopting powerful strategies for attaining the goals, monitoring one’s performance 

selectively for signs of progress, restructuring one’s physical context to make it compatible with one’s 
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goals, managing one’s time efficiently, self-evaluating one’s methods, attributing causation to results 

and adapting future methods (Zimmerman, 2002, p. 66). Looking at my own experiences as a Chinese 

learner, it seemed that I fit into what Western researchers term the “self-regulated learner.” However, 

encompassing categories may mask the nuanced cultural understanding which has to be closely read 

through a perspective that has access to both “indigenous” Chinese cultural understanding and some 

Western knowledge. 

In the following, I shall examine how my learning experiences could provide a window to rethink 

self-regulated learning and learners, and how the positioning of myself as a cross-cultural researcher 

makes specific meaning visible out of my learning experiences in this study and shapes the 

interpretation of the data and my memory. In this way, both the content—what is told in the story—and 

the form—how it is told—are examined to enrich the understanding of my learning experiences. 

 

Internalized External Expectations and Use of a Hybrid of Cultural Meanings 

 

There are two themes that stand out from the narratives above. Firstly, I motivated myself with the 

internalized external expectations. Secondly, I tried a hybrid of cultural meanings from Confucianism 

and Taoism to strike a balance between success and failure. 

1.  The internalized external expectations made me challenge myself in learning and try to improve 

myself through the mastery of the learning content. I have to feel the pressure from the teachers, peers 

competition, and parents’ expectation, internalize these external stimuli and then actively employ 

strategies to respond to these requisites. The key is self-awareness amid external expectations and the 

surrounding settings. Instead of trying to work against external situations, adjusting my own learning 
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strategies in accordance with the academic standards, while working along with the external 

expectations set by the goal, provide direction and guidance for a proactive effort. In addition, this 

conformity to the external academic requirement does not hinder my capability to challenge myself and 

make progress. It actually provides a feeling of self-control that enhances my performance. 

Li argues that Chinese learners view learning as a process of moral striving called self-perfection 

based on Confucian philosophy (2002). This is largely based on the interpretation of Neo-Confucianism 

that “the perfectibility of human nature is predicated on the assumption that learning to be human 

involves a lifelong commitment to and a continuous process of self-education” (Tu, 1984, p. 379). The 

goal of this continuous process is to be a moral learned person searching for higher meanings of life 

beyond practical and utilitarian ends. This goal is largely defined by the existing moral and behavior 

codes. In this process, the inside control is not separated from external expectation. In contrast, this 

inside control for the sake of self-perfection starts from the internalized moral expectations learned 

from personal experiences. 

The discussion above resonates with the recent studies conducted by the cross-cultural researchers 

who teased out the nuanced differences between the understanding of motivation in the West and the 

East Asia. They found that, whilst in the West, extrinsic motivation is associated with the non-desirable 

pragmatic reasons for striving, in East Asian societies, extrinsic motives are important and legitimate 

driving forces behind the pursuit of knowledge (Laschke, 2013). And in East Asian societies that have 

been influenced by the Confucian philosophy, the intrinsic motive is connected to finally achieving 

moral perfection and wisdom while in the West it is associated with the content of knowledge (Zhu & 

Leung, 2011). 

2. The motivation for learning in Confucian perspective, therefore, is to become a person that is 
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accepted by the external environment, and this adaptation to the external expectations became 

incorporated in my learning process to uncover my own abilities during the goal-specific process. 

However, Confucianism was not the only source for me to regulate my learning. There was a hybrid of 

ideas I could use to make decisions in learning. I did not stretch myself too hard to get the highest 

academic achievement. I also learned that I was limited in learning math and physics, and had to make 

a peace with the embarrassing experience with the math club teacher. And I also spent much time doing 

what I truly enjoy, such as reading and taking a walk in the mountain. 

It seemed that what I have learned from Taoism, which is also an important philosophical 

underpinning of Chinese culture, was part of my self-regulated learning. It was in early 1990s when I 

was in junior high school. That was a time when socio-economic reform had been enacted for more 

than a decade, and various ideas, including traditional classic ideas and Western theories, thrived after 

the Cultural Revolution when intellectuals in exile and diverse ideas had been blocked. The aftermath 

of the 1989 movement did not hinder the revival of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. I remember 

that I could find many classical books on my father’s bookshelf and the library that my mother worked 

at. There was always a section of gu wen (古文), ancient classical essays written in traditional Chinese, 

in my Chinese textbook every semester. Besides beautifully written short literatures, many of these gu 

wen were about how Confucius, Mencius, and other highly respected historical figures perfected their 

morals and improved their learning. Teachers would walk us through these readings word by word, 

explain the meanings, and encourage us to learn from them in our own studying process. 

Most of the textbooks were about Confucianism, but I adopted Taoism out of my extracurricular 

readings. This emotional affiliation to Taoism and deviation from Confucianism may have come to my 

mind because my mother always told me not to “destroy” myself as a workaholic but find a suitable 
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way to excel as myself. I found that Confucius’ ideas were too serious for me to feel comfortable with 

since the Confucian ideal of working very hard and doing everything perfectly seemed to be the reason 

that my father was stressed. As Lin (1938/2002) said, 

 

Life under the Confucian code of decorum would be unbearable without this emotional relief 

(Taoism). For Taoism is the playing mood of the Chinese people, as Confucianism is their working 

mood. That accounts for the fact that every Chinese is a Confucianist when he is successful and a 

Taoist when he is a failure. The naturalism of Taoism is the balm that soothes the wounded Chinese 

soul. (p. 115) 

 

From a Taoist perspective, we can find that reacting to external settings and holding back from 

assertive progress is a way to maintain a psychic health and balance which eventually will lead to a 

preferable result (Yip, 2004). According to Taoism, one should be integrated into the “law of nature.” 

This is good for an individual’s self-preservation in facing changes as well releasing one’s natural 

potentials. As Lao Tzu said, 

 

The ways of an exquisite man is like of water which benefits all things without contention. He is 

content to keep which is discarded by the multitude. Hence he is close to the Truth. He adapts 

himself to any environment; he attunes his mind to what is profound; he associates himself with the 

virtuous; his words inspire confidence. (1995, p. 21) 

 

In other words, Lao Tzu valued an individual of excellent nature as being able to adapt to every kind 



JIANG Heng 

of social environment and take (and not take) actions according to the innate potential of the self. 

Hence, there are multiple meanings underlying self-regulation in learning, which are adopted from 

larger sociocultural settings as well as my own experiences. I am not quite sure now which one was the 

dominant one that guided my learning in the first place, though I do realize that my own personal 

experiences shaped my choice of ideas in regulating my own learning. However, as I reflect upon my 

learning, I find that all the indigenous knowledge of Chinese culture that I have obtained helped me to 

understand how I made decisions in learning back then. Here, “indigenous” knowledge exists only 

because I can think of them as I compare what I read, experienced and observed back in China with 

what I read, experienced and observed in the Western academia. 

 

Researcher’s Role: Insider vs. Outsider 

 

While reflecting upon my personal experiences, I realize that myself as a researcher can be an 

important “inside” resource for indigenous knowledge since I was immersed in Chinese culture as a 

Chinese adolescent learner. However, I am also an “outsider” since I realize that I possibly view my 

past learning experiences, sometimes without awareness during writing, from perspectives largely 

adopted from Western research literature. Furthermore, only when I think of Chinese cultural meaning 

compared to the Western research literature can I get the familiar, tacit knowledge revealed to myself. 

As I wrote the narratives for this study, two strands of information came into play: my own life 

stories as a sifting conceptual membrane consisting of implicit cultural understandings and what I have 

gathered from both Chinese and Western research literature about Chinese learners. For instance, I 

wrote about my parents’ laissez-faire policy towards my learning. It seems that I was unintentionally 
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against the stereotype of “tiger mom” and the researchers’ views on Chinese parents’ behavior control 

over their children, guan (that parents should “govern” and “train” children through close monitoring, 

firm directives, and high demands and the belief in “shaming” (Fung, 1999; Wang, Pomerantz, & Chen, 

2007). I selected to describe my tendency to work alone and strengthen independent thinking before 

peer discussion as opposed to the literature about Chinese learner’s group orientation in learning 

strategies (Menon et al., 1999). My noticing that I believed in my lack of talent in math and physics, 

putting less effort on these subjects while getting higher overall score by excelling in the subjects that I 

loved seemed to originate from thinking about the academic debate on effort vs. ability, which argues 

that Asian learners believe in hard-work and the malleability of abilities (Tweed & Lehman, 2002). 

Researchers found that Chinese learners not only value effort over ability but also regard effort as a 

stable cause for academic achievement based on their Confucian understanding of learning (Hau & 

Salili, 1991), while their Western counterparts view ability as a stable cause (Weiner, 1986). This is an 

insightful finding; however, it does not discuss other cultural meanings embedded in Chinese mind. For 

instance, as we discussed above, Taoism holds that all personal endeavors are in vain compared to the 

“law of nature.” Accordingly, progressive endeavor in terms of assertiveness in personal pursuit is not 

preferable. Rather, holding oneself to do whatever is natural for one’s potential is better for a peaceful 

mind and likely to produce a favorable result. As I experienced family tragedy and felt a need to protect 

myself from meeting many high standards, emotional affiliation with a more naturalistic Taoist attitude 

toward learning was adopted. However, I did not totally give up the working ethic of pursuing 

self-improvement through learning, but the approach was less strictly defined and resituated more 

comfortably with who I am and what I can do. 

The above are some examples from my reflection on how cultural meanings and research literature 
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influenced the narrative about my own learning experiences. It seems that “inside” and “outside” views 

are intertwined to shed light on a way of exploring Chinese learning. If researchers can cross the border 

between so-called “insider” and “outsider” with constant reflection on how they construct their 

interpretation of the research, they may yield a deeper understanding of the cross-cultural meanings by 

their honest sense-making in the field. The aim is, as William Blake wrote in his Auguries of Innocence, 

“to see a world in a grain of sand,” to illuminate the general through the particular. 

Conclusion 

This paper experimented with an autoethnographical approach to providing a close look at how one 

Chinese learner regulated her learning in light of both indigenous views and Western scholarship. The 

narrative about my learning experiences is examined from a self-regulated learning perspective to 

uncover the hybridity of cultural meanings underneath the learning experiences. In addition, I discussed 

the researcher’s stance as both an “insider” and an “outsider” of what is studied, and suggested that the 

reflection of the researcher’s positionality was vital for such a study. 

This study has several implications for culturally sensitive research on Chinese learner/learning: 

First, my stories of a Chinese learner cannot be generalized; however, they inform us about the 

multiplicity of cultural meanings underlying a learner’s self-regulation of her learning. It is dangerous 

to use “Chinese culture” in a holistic way. 

Second, this study suggests that Chinese researchers writing about the Chinese learner/learning in 

Western culture need to reflect upon their own stances as cross-cultural beings that convey multifaceted 

cultural meanings. Within a Chinese cultural context, individuals who are exposed to multiple cultures 

may have internalized two or more cultural frames in which they can interpret different cultural 
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meanings from different cultural traditions. That means traditional Chinese culture, including Taoism, 

Confucianism (including different interpretations of Confucianism, such as traditional Confucianism 

and Neo-Confucianism), or Buddhism, may be only one of those cultural frames internalized by the 

individuals. 

Finally, it is important that studies on Chinese learners/learning can use self-narratives to critically 

examine the discourses used in Western research literatures (including those written by Western 

researchers and Chinese researchers writing using Western discourses). In proposing this view of 

research, I hope that I am not construed as being opposed to various genres of research about Chinese 

learners and learning. This study is only an initial exploration of using autoethnography and 

cross-cultural explanation to examine the cross-cultural discourses about Chinese learners/learning. 

Further research is necessary to pursue a better understanding in this area. 
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