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Abstract. This article critically examines the Australian Language Policy (ALP)
and its impact on the national identity of second-generation Chinese immigrant
children (CSIC) in Australia. Despite their Chinese heritage, these children often
identify strongly as Australian due to the ALP's emphasis on English as the offi-
cial language. The policy shapes their self-perception and societal integration,
leading to a preference for English over Chinese in various aspects of life. The
study explores how ALP in classrooms, its role in a diverse society, and language
policies within Chinese-Australian families contribute to CSIC's inclination to
embrace an Australian identity. The analysis reveals that while English profi-
ciency is crucial for societal participation and success, it also creates a cultural
gap between CSIC and their parents, who may hold onto their original cultural
identity more firmly. The article concludes that the ALP plays a significant role
in reinforcing CSIC's Australian identity, influenced by their educational experi-
ences and societal interactions in English.
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1 Introduction

Australia’s unique appeal has made it a popular destination for immigrants worldwide.
However, second-generation CSIC often face challenges in defining their national iden-
tity. The languages people speak not only reflected but also shaped and continuously
redefine their ethnocultural identity [1]. For instance, these children consider them-
selves Australian, as they were born and raised in Australia, speak English fluently, and
have fully embraced Australian culture and ways of thinking. In contrast, their parents
often perceive their children's national identities as being aligned with their original
heritage language. CSIC are more deeply influenced by ALP compared to their parents,
leading to contradictions in their sense of identity. Despite their appearance, which may
differ from that of native Australian locals, including white and Indigenous populations,
ALP profoundly shapes their identification as Australians.
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The English-speaking environment in which CSIC are raised, coupled with their pri-
mary use of English, often leads them to overlook their Chinese heritage. For those
born in Australia, pride in their Australian identity and a clear sense of belonging are
prevalent, even as they navigate between languages within and outside their homes.
This essay examines three key areas - ALP in Classrooms, ALP in Diverse Society, and
Language Policy in Family - to explore the factors that contribute to CSIC's stronger
inclination to identify as Australians.

2 ALP in History

Australia’s appeal as a desirable destination has attracted immigrants from around the
globe, yet second-generation CSIC often struggle with their national identity. While
these children generally identify as Australian - having been born and raised in Aus-
tralia, fluent in English, and acculturated to Australian norms and values - their parents
often perceive their children's identities as tied to their original national heritage. CSIC
are particularly influenced by ALP, which significantly shapes their sense of national
identity and often creates a disconnect between their self-perception and their parents’
expectations. Despite physical appearances that may differ from those of native Aus-
tralians, including White and Indigenous communities, the ALP plays a pivotal role in
framing CSIC as Australians.

Raised in predominantly English-speaking environments, CSIC frequently overlook
their Chinese heritage, as English serves as their primary language. For those born in
Australia, a strong sense of national pride and a clear identification as Australians pre-
vail, even as they navigate bilingualism within familial settings. This essay critically
examines three dimensions - ALP in Classrooms, ALP in Diverse Society, and Lan-
guage Policy in Family - to explore why CSIC are increasingly inclined to embrace an
Australian identity over their heritage identity.

3 ALP in Classrooms

In classrooms across Australia, ALP advocates for the confident use of Australian Eng-
lish, which has been instrumental in fostering a sense of national unity and facilitating
cultural transmission [2]. The first language is pivotal in shaping an individual's na-
tional identity. In Australian schools, English is the sole medium of instruction, prompt-
ing the CSIC to internalize behaviors typical of Australians. They are expected to an-
swer questions from teachers, engage in discussions with peers, and complete assign-
ments across all subjects in English. This scenario mirrored the United States, where
English was promoted as the lingua franca, and language education policies position
Spanish-speaking Latinos as subordinate subjects [3]. The Australian approach to lan-
guage education policy echoes the U.S.'s efforts to encourage immigrants to relinquish
their original national identities. While this policy may not be as effective for the first
generation of Chinese immigrants, it appears to have a more pronounced impact on
CSIC. They are not merely passively integrated into Australian society; rather, they
often fail to recognize that Chinese has become a secondary language for them.
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For CSIC, China is perceived as a foreign entity, and Chinese is considered an op-
tional second language to learn based on personal interest. Proficiency in English, not
Chinese, is seen as the key determinant of academic success. Anderson highlighted the
significance of national print languages in creating a sense of belonging to 'imagined
communities,' [4] a concept that aligns with Spring's assertion that children can develop
a positive identity that includes their home cultures and mother tongues if they are ef-
fectively educated using the resources they bring to school [5]. Schools can serve as
communities where English is the sole language for social interaction, maintaining har-
mony and resolving issues within the community. The curriculum materials used by
CSIC are predominantly in English, leading to increasing proficiency in both written
and oral English. As they grow, they may never visit China, and their understanding of
the world is mediated through the English language. This acculturation to English as
the primary mode of thinking, studying, and communication reinforces their identity as
Australians. While Chinese may be considered a second language for future learning,
it is undeniable that English remains their first language, and they do not perceive them-
selves as anything other than Australian. In contrast, children in China engage with
English primarily during English lessons, where it is not used as a medium of instruc-
tion. Teachers often use Chinese to explain English linguistic concepts, and students
have limited opportunities to practice English outside the classroom due to the reluc-
tance to communicate in a non-native language. This approach does not diminish the
status of Chinese as the first language or the sense of Chinese identity among students.

4 ALP in Diverse Society

In a diverse society, the equitable treatment of every culture necessitates a clear lan-
guage ideology to maintain the balance within a multicultural framework and to dis-
seminate a shared understanding among all societal members. Designating English as
the official language in Australia is considered an optimal solution to mitigate cultural
conflicts, given its widespread use and its status as a global lingua franca. Language
ideologies could indirectly influence humans’ practices through legal and policy con-
texts, service models, and the language choices of the families people engage with [6].
For instance, social media vernacular consistently reinforces Australian values, reso-
nating with CSIC and fostering a sense of shared cultural identity with other Australi-
ans.

Language played a foundational role in shaping cultural identity, as it preceded the
learning of culture and the formation of identity in new social contexts [7]. ALP has
established English as the official language while concurrently acknowledging the
value of linguistic diversity. Despite Australia's multicultural ethos, Anglo-Australian
culture remains the dominant cultural narrative. Seppla emphasized that language ac-
quisition transcended grammar and vocabulary, encompassing an understanding of cul-
tural context [8]. As members of Australian society, CSIC are likely to recognize the
importance of learning English to grasp Australian culture, often leading to a dimin-
ished emphasis on learning Chinese compared to their parents.
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Friction posited that some third-, fourth-, and fifth-generation British Asians might
not require media content focused on Asian culture and heritage, as these were not cen-
tral to their identity; instead, they might have a stronger affinity for British culture,
including rap and Grime music [9]. The prevalence of English in Australian social me-
dia and official discourse across many aspects accentuates Australian values and often
to the detriment of minority cultures. During ideological conflicts, such as those be-
tween China and the U.S., Australian media may align with Western values, reflecting
a bias that supports the nation’s political alliances.

Ali discussed the influence of Western media, noting how the United States' political
attitudes, as disseminated through media, could sway public opinion regarding the per-
ceived virtues and vices of nations [10]. The Australian government's need to maintain
a cooperative relationship with the U.S. often results in media reports that are not neu-
tral but rather inclined to uphold Western values. While first-generation Australian Chi-
nese may not always agree with these portrayals, they contribute to the harmony of
Australia's multicultural fabric. Furthermore, CSIC's proficiency in English, particu-
larly in reading, enables them to better comprehend and align with the values presented
in Australian media reports. This alignment fosters a sense of duty to support Australian
values and culture, facilitating their integration into society. The ALP, through media
discourse, serves as a tool that familiarizes CSIC with social changes on a global scale
and positions Australian values as a representation of societal diversity. CSIC have be-
come accustomed to perceiving and processing information through the lens of English
and Australian values, which have become integral to their worldview.

5 Language Policy in Chinese-Australian Families

In the multicultural landscape of Australia, a plethora of languages coexists within fam-
ily units. ALP acknowledges and respects the use of these diverse languages, thereby
promoting the egalitarian status of each within society. Within Chinese-Australian fam-
ilies, language policies are often established by parents or elders to facilitate communi-
cation. Given their limited proficiency in English, these parents naturally desire their
children to speak Chinese at home and strive to impart an understanding of Chinese
culture through language instruction.

However, many parents also prioritize their children's academic success in an Eng-
lish-speaking environment. Chinese immigrant parents preferred to create social inter-
action opportunities, such as taking their children to community English corners, to
enhance their literacy skills [11]. They must weigh the decision to reduce the use of
Chinese at home to allow for greater English language exposure, which could lead to
CSIC perceiving English as their primary language, akin to their Australian peers.

Li noted that some Chinese mothers view Chinese, English, Maori, or Cantonese as
equally valuable and believe in the benefits of multilingualism for their children's inte-
gration into the host culture [12]. Yet, Hu et al. found that resources such as picture
books, audio-visual materials, and online sites, which parents use to support their chil-
dren's Chinese language development, are often rooted in English culture, leading to a
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preference for English versions among children [13]. CSIC tend to have a deeper un-
derstanding of Western cultural values and attitudes through English, and the Chinese
versions of these materials can pose additional reading challenges, prompting a prefer-
ence for English materials.

Parents may not demand that CSIC master advanced Chinese literary skills; rather,
they hope for fluency in spoken Chinese. The influence of neighborhood dynamics,
where speakers of the same language variety often resided in proximity, is also a sig-
nificant consideration for Chinese-Australian parents [14]. If CSIC do not speak Eng-
lish fluently, they may face social isolation and difficulty participating in community
activities, which could negatively impact their mental health. With this in mind, parents
may not treat English and Chinese instruction equally within the home.

The language policy in Chinese-Australian families can lead to a separation of lan-
guage and culture, as parents may not emphasize the development of CSIC's Chinese
literary skills. This can result in children remaining unfamiliar with Chinese culture
through literature or reports, reinforcing their identity as Australians who share values
and attitudes with their peers. Some Chinese-Australian parents may also prefer Aus-
tralian culture, further influencing their children's identity perception. The participants'
low achievement in the Chinese proficiency test and their inclination towards an Aus-
tralian identity underscored the significant role that home language use plays in the
development of children’s heritage language [15].

If parents consistently advocate for Australian values, they are likely to communi-
cate with their children primarily in English, which can hinder the deepening of Chinese
cultural understanding. CSIC may not feel like outsiders in the classroom, as they share
a common cultural framework with their Australian peers, leading to a sense of pride
in their Australian identity.

While the language policy in Chinese-Australian families enhances CSIC's English
proficiency and confirms their Australian identity, it can also create communication
barriers within the family. Parents may struggle to understand their children's limited
Chinese, and children may find it exhausting to translate between English and Chinese
for family members who do not understand English. Despite these challenges, parents
often prioritize their children's success in Australia, willing to make compromises to
achieve this goal.

6 Conclusion

This article has conducted a critical analysis of ALP within educational settings, its role
in a diverse society, and its implications for language policy within Chinese-Australian
families. The discussion has centered on the factors that contribute to CSIC embracing
their identity as Australians.

From an objective standpoint, the proficiency in English is a necessity for CSIC, as
ALP has established English as the official language. This policy, while reinforcing the
status of English, also serves to foster national unity and cohesion among the diverse
populace of Australia. The influence of the Chinese language, as a minority language,
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pales in comparison to the pervasive role of English, which is instrumental in integrat-
ing the nation and its citizens.

From a subjective perspective, Chinese-Australian parents are keenly aware of the
potential social and professional challenges their children may face if they are perceived
as lacking fluency in English. Proficiency in English is not only a gateway to academic
success but also a critical factor in securing employment opportunities within Australia.
Consequently, these parents often prioritize English language development, even at the
expense of their children's Chinese language skills.

Despite the potential cultural gap that may arise between CSIC and their parents due
to differing language proficiency, the learning of Chinese does not significantly impact
their self-perception as Australians. This is largely because their educational experi-
ences and societal interactions are predominantly in English, shaping their cultural
identity.

Synthesizing these objective and subjective factors, it becomes evident that CSIC's
acceptance of their Australian identity is a natural outcome of their linguistic and cul-
tural upbringing. Having been educated in English from an early age, they have inter-
nalized Australian values and cultural norms, leading to a sense of pride in their ability
to sustain and contribute to the Australian cultural tapestry throughout their lives. This
embrace of their Australian identity is not only a reflection of their linguistic capabili-
ties but also a testament to the broader societal and familial influences that have shaped
their sense of self.
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