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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Different from the traditional term language input, Affordance; Chinese as a
affordance, an ecological term, has been deployed to analyze second language; study
the perceived opportunities for second language (L2) abroad; WeChat; social
learning an environment provides to L2 learners. L2 learning ~ "etworking sites
occurs only when the semiotic resources in the environment

resonate with the learner’s capacities such as their abilities,

aptitudes, and attitudes. Adopting affordance as a theoretical

and analytic construct, this study investigates using

qualitative research methods what language development

affordances WeChat, one of the most popular Social

Networking Systems in Chinese-speaking communities,

provided to two university-level Chinese language learners

while they were studying abroad in an intensive language

program in Shanghai. Four affordances were identified. The

results also show that each affordance was manifested

differently with each language learner due to unique

communication norms on WeChat, each language learner’s

Chinese language proficiency, and their personal preference

in WeChat communication. Pedagogical implications are also

provided to guide educators and L2 users as to how to take

advantage of WeChat for language learning.

Introduction

Digital technologies are ubiquitous in our daily life nowadays. A review of the
research (e.g. McBribe, 2009; Wang & Vasquez, 2012) shows that various Web
2.0 technologies, particularly social networking sites (SNSs), have been optimis-
tically integrated into second language (L2) curriculum. Because of the unique
communicative opportunities afforded by these SNSs, there is growing interest
in uncovering L2 learners’ participation and linguistic development within these
sites. Empirical studies (e.g. Black, 2008, 2009; Chen, 2013; Klimanova & Dem-
bovskaya, 2013; Mills, 2011; Reinhardt & Zander, 2011; Schreiber, 2015) have
discovered that L2 learners negotiate meanings and forge relationships or mem-
bership while interacting with other L2 learners and users in SNSs. This line of
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research also reveals that L2 learners actively explore and form L2 or even trans-
lingual identities by using various semiotic resources afforded in these online
communities to transform into L2 users.

Most studies (e.g. Black, 2008, 2009; Chen, 2013; Reinhardt & Zander, 2011;
Schreiber, 2015) conducted in this area focus on English language learners
(ELLs) using English-language-dominated SNSs such as Facebook and online
fan communities. Research on learners of less commonly taught languages in
various SNSs, whether in their home country or in the target country, is scant
(Diao, 2014; Wang & Vasquez, 2012). There are more than 700 million active
Chinese social media users on several major Chinese SNSs. Research shows over
90% of Internet users in China are using SNSs (China Internet Network Infor-
mation Center, 2016), which renders using SNSs a must in daily life. Despite
these facts, very little is known as to what opportunities these Chinese SNSs
afford to learners of Chinese as a second language (CSL).

This study aims to answer one question: what affordances for language devel-
opment might WeChat, the most popular SNS in Chinese speaking communities
around the world, offer for CSL learners? The study is guided by an ecological
and sociocultural approach to second language learning (Lantolf & Thorne,
2006; van Lier, 2004). From this perspective, L2 learning is viewed as a signifi-
cant human activity that is constantly mediated by various semiotic resources in
the environment. L2 development only occurs when the resources available in
the environment resonate with learners’ skills and abilities, which is when affor-
dances emerge. Qualitative methods are adopted to analyze data from two
American college-level Chinese language learners who were required to use
WeChat while participating in a seven-week intensive summer study abroad
program in Shanghai.

Literature review

This section reviews the literature of an ecological and sociocultural view of L2
learning as well as empirical studies on the use of SNSs in L2 teaching and learn-
ing, especially in CSL.

An ecological and sociocultural view of second language acquisition (SLA)

Diverting from traditional cognitivist SLA theories such as behaviorism and cog-
nitive interactionism (e.g. Long, 1985), language learning viewed from an eco-
logical and sociocultural perspective is a meaning-making activity and involves
perception, action, interaction, relation and environment (van Lier, 2004). The
ecological and sociocultural perspective in SLA is developed out of sociocultural
theory (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; van Lier, 2004). Through the lens of sociocul-
tural theory, all human activities are mediated by physical and psychological
tools such as language and other symbolic signs. Language learning is a signifi-
cant human activity mediated by various semiotic resources in the environment.
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Learners are therefore viewed as active agents constantly construing and con-
structing the meaning-making activities. Feeling constrained by the traditional
term language input, van Lier (2000) introduces ‘affordance,’ an ecological term
(Gibson, 1991) defined as the perceived opportunities for action an environment
provides to the observer. van Lier (2004) further stresses that affordance, in con-
trast to ‘input’, emphasizes the learner’s agency in perception and action and is
dynamic and emerging out of the interactions between the learner and the envi-
ronment. L2 learning occurs only when the semiotic resources in the environ-
ment resonate with the learner’s capacities such as their abilities, aptitudes, and
attitudes. For example, a movie in the target language may afford culturally and
linguistically rich materials to an advanced-level learner whereas it may merely
afford cultural images and sporadic language chunks to a beginning-level
learner. Thus, learners have different opportunities or gains from using the
same learning resource. Therefore, it is more meaningful to investigate language
affordances rather than resources existing in the environment when learning
and development are the focus of attention.

Only recently has affordance as a conceptual construct started to attract more
attention in SLA research. A few studies in L2 education (e.g. Darhower, 2008;
Hoven & Palalas, 2011; Miller, 2005; Rama, Black, van Es, & Warschauer 2012;
Thoms, 2014; Thoms & Poole, 2017) have operationalized this construct. In her
dissertation on ESL students’ engagement in writing revision activities, Miller
(2005) distinguishes the affordance-rich environment from the affordance-con-
strained environment. An affordance-rich classroom offers organization, an
abundant feedback loop, and active learner agency whereas an affordance-con-
strained classroom lacks these qualities. In an attempt to explore and operation-
alize the affordance construct in a L2 literature classroom, Thoms (2014)
discovers salient affordances in three types of teacher reformulations: access-cre-
ating, funneling, and content-enhancing.

Affordance has also been used as an analytic construct in CALL research.
With a focus on text chat-based telecollaboration between American learners of
Spanish and Puerto Rican learners of English, Darhower (2008) discovers that
L2 learners provide various linguistic affordances including nonnative-like affor-
dances to each other, but very often fail to notice these affordances due to their
limited abilities. In a pilot study to investigate language learning via mobile devi-
ces in an ESP course, Hoven and Palalas (2011) propose to use a new learning
theory called ecological constructivism in situated and context-based learning
facilitated with mobile devices. They discover that mobile devices (e.g. iPod
touch) afford flexibility, on-demand retrieval, and access to resources for lan-
guage learning. Rama et al. (2012) compare two college-level Spanish learners’
experiences participating in the Spanish version of the massive multi-player
online game (MMOGs) World of Warcraft. They discover that the design of the
game, cultural norms in the game, and participants’ own abilities collectively
afford distinct opportunities for language learning to the two participants. There
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exist three affordances: allowing for the formation of safe learning and languag-
ing spaces, emphasizing communicative competence, and promoting goal-
directed, collaborative action between experts and novices. Adopting Dar-
hower’s (2008) definition of linguistic affordance, Thoms and Poole (2017) iden-
tify three distinct affordances in learner-learner interactions when using a
digital annotations tool in L2 collective reading: linguistic, literary, and social
affordances. They also discover that the literary and social affordances outnum-
ber the linguistic affordances due to the primary goal of the learning task. These
studies suggest affordance is a very useful analytical construct that helps to iden-
tify unique opportunities for each language learner even when they are
immersed in the same learning environment.

SNSs and SLA

In light of the growing popularity of SNSs, a large number of empirical studies
have investigated L2 learning within SNSs (e.g. Black, 2008, 2009; Blattner &
Fiori, 2009, 2011; Chen, 2013; Diao, 2014; Klimanova & Dembovskaya, 2013;
McBride, 2009; Mills, 2011; Rinehardt & Zander, 2011; Schreiber, 2015). Black’s
(2008, 2009) studies investigate English language learners’ (ELLs) participation
in online fan communities to co-construct new identities via language use. The
results show that ELLs could take advantage of the tools available in fan fiction
communities to construct identities that are not ascribed to them in formal L2
classroom settings. Klimanova and Dembovskaya (2013) discover that their L2
learners of Russian in communication with their Russian pen pals take advan-
tage of the multimodal resources in a Russian-language SNS to negotiate and
develop dynamic L2 learner-user identities. In their review of studies on L2 use,
socialization, and learning in online communities and gaming, Thorne, Black,
and Sykes (2009) enthusiastically claim that participation in online fan commu-
nities and gaming helps ‘strengthen the ecological linkages between forms of
language use and identity dispositions’ (p. 815) in various L2 contexts.

Other researchers have investigated L2 learning on popular SNSs such as
Facebook. Blattner and Fiori (2009, 2011) discover that French language learners
can develop sociopragmatic awareness and multiliteracy skills when engaging in
communication with Francophone Facebook users. Chen (2013) and McBride
(2009) both observe that L2 learners can use social networking technologies to
develop new literacies, pragmatic competence, build relationships, experiment
with multiple identities, and practice self-authorship. Using a situated learning
theoretical perspective, Mills’s (2011) study analyzes the joint enterprise, mutual
engagement, and shared repertoire experienced within a Facebook community
of an intermediate French class. Mills discovers that students in this community
made connections to course content and developed online identities as well as
relationships through their participation. Adopting a language socialization per-
spective, Rinehardt and Zander (2011) discover that many ELLs in their



Downloaded by [DePaul University] at 10:07 13 September 2017

COMPUTER ASSISTED LANGUAGE LEARNING . 5

Facebook-based class community develop Facebook-mediated identities as users
of English. However, some students resist the notion that gaming and everyday
use of Facebook is an acceptable way to learn English. The researchers conclude
that social networking use in classroom activities may afford unique learning
opportunities to some learners, but may make learning unsettling for other
learners who are unfamiliar with this practice. In addition, Chen (2013) and
Schreiber (2015) point out that L2 educators should re-examine the importance
of multiliteracies that our L2 learners develop in SNSs. These should not be dis-
missed in formal language education.

The current research on CSL learning on SNSs is far more scant. In one pio-
neering study on this topic, Diao (2014) investigates two college-level American
students of Mandarin Chinese who use Weibo, one of the most popular SNSs in
China, while participating in a study abroad program in Shanghai. The two stu-
dents had little engagement on Weibo and developed limited Chinese Internet
linguistic awareness by the end of their study abroad program. The researcher
reasons that the CSL learners under investigation are more interested in real-life
social networking than an online social network where they have a limited num-
ber of friends.

To fill a void in this line of research, the current study investigated from an
ecological and sociocultural theoretical perspective the language development
affordances two college-level American students during a summer study abroad
program in Shanghai experienced on WeChat, the most popular SNS in Chinese
speaking communities around the world (Chinese Internet Network Informa-
tion Center, 2016).

Context of the study

The study was part of a larger study conducted during a 7-week summer inten-
sive language study abroad program at a major university in Shanghai. This pro-
gram was tailor-made for a group of American students of Mandarin Chinese
from one American university. Two levels of classes were offered: an intermedi-
ate-level class for three students who successfully finished one full academic
year of Chinese language classes on the US campus and an advanced-level class
for four students who finished a minimum of two full academic years of Chinese
language classes on the US campus prior to the study abroad program.

The university is located in southwestern Shanghai and a half-hour subway
ride away from downtown Shanghai. Students stayed in a hotel located within a
walking distance from campus. During the seven weeks, students attended for-
mal classes at 8:00-11:30 am from Monday to Thursday in addition to a review
session and a weekly test on Friday morning each week. The morning sessions
focused on learning and practicing content covered in the textbooks. Each class
had two instructors: the first instructor focused on content learning and gram-
mar instruction during the first half of the morning session; the second
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instructor organized various interactive activities to help students practice what
they learned earlier in the morning.

Each weekday afternoon, every student was expected to have a one-hour
informal meeting with their respective Chinese language partner, who was an
undergraduate or graduate student enrolled in the host university. The language
partners’ responsibilities were not limited to providing help with their American
counterparts’ homework or practicing speaking Chinese. They were more alike
local friends who offer advice and tips to help their American partners navigate
life outside the classroom in Shanghai. Thus, the informal meeting could take
place wherever the pair decided. Each Chinese language partner was paid for
one hour of meeting time per day. But the meeting could run longer than one
hour depending on the activities and the relationship between the student and
their language partner. Except for a few group excursions, students had weekday
evenings and most weekends for themselves.

WeChat use in the program

The researcher taught a pre-departure course on the US campus to prepare stu-
dents for this trip and was merely supervising their extracurricular activities dur-
ing the program. At the orientation hosted by the host department, the local
program coordinator who was also one instructor of the intermediate-level class
created a WeChat group for all faculty including the researcher, American stu-
dents, and the Chinese tutors involved in the summer study abroad program.
The WeChat group was designed as an online community where program-
related information such as class meeting time/location change and event
updates could be shared timely and conveniently. Prior to the study abroad pro-
gram, only one American student on the group had a WeChat account which
she used sporadically to text her Chinese friends while on the US campus. None
of the other students had used WeChat before. Thus, all students were taught
during the orientation how to install the APP on their smartphones, create their
own WeChat account, and practice various communicative features on WeChat.

WecChat is a very popular SNS used not only by people in China but also by
various Chinese-speaking communities around the world. Different from Weibo,
WeChat is widely used as a mobile application having two primary communica-
tive features (see Figure 1 for a screenshot of WeChat interface). First, it allows
users to directly text and call each other or conduct a group chat via the ‘Chats’
feature. Second, it allows users to build an online community with friends by
posting texts, photos, and video clips on their own ‘Moments’ (like the news feed
on Facebook). Users can also access and comment on friends’ posts on their
respective ‘Moments.” To enrich text-based communication, WeChat also sup-
ports the use of various Chinese memes as well as other multimedia such as emo-
jis, photos, and video clips. In terms of format, Chinese memes are similar to
those created by English-speaking users and usually contain images with captions.
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Figure 1. Screenshot of WeChat interface.

However, each Chinese meme usually consists of a still or animated image that
features a famous real or fictional Chinese figure with or without Chinese cap-
tions underneath the figure. These Chinese memes are particularly popular in
group chat or a comment thread. For instance, a meme with Chinese president
Xi Jinping clapping his hands is widely used among Chinese Internet users to
mean ‘bravo’. Besides the memes used and shared in all Chinese SNSs, there are
also memes that are used exclusively in WeChat communication. These include
animated cartoons or stickers, emojis, and unique images created by WeChat
users such as a WeChat speaking bar which symbolizes a person speaking in
WeChat and is used for a humorous purpose.

In addition to the regular communication features, WeChat also supports
many other innovative functions such as online shopping, bank transactions,
and arranging hospital appointments (The Economist, 2016). WeChat can
quickly generate a unique QR code for each user. This lets users scan each
other’s QR code and quickly add each other as a WeChat contact. Consequently,
WeChat boasts 1.1 billion registered accounts, 762 million active monthly users,
and 639 million users accessing it on a smartphone (Chinese Internet Network



Downloaded by [DePaul University] at 10:07 13 September 2017

8 L.JIN

Information Center, 2016). It is not an exaggeration to deem WeChat as indis-
pensable to daily life in China.

Participants and data collection

All seven students who were enrolled in the study abroad program were invited
to participate in the research study. All of them were between18 and 20 years
old. Because affordances vary depending on each individual language learner,
only two students from the study abroad program were the focus of this study.
These two participants were purposely chosen because of their language profi-
ciency level and distinct behaviors in WeChat communication. James only took
one year of Mandarin Chinese language classes on the US campus prior to this
trip and was in the intermediate-level class. Thus, his Chinese language profi-
ciency was only at the beginning level. He was an 18-year-old Caucasian male
who had never visited China before and had never used WeChat prior to this
trip. Kathy, on the other hand, was a 20-year-old Latina and enrolled in the
advanced-level class in the study abroad program. She had been taking Manda-
rin Chinese classes since high school and visited China on a school-organized
two-week trip in high school. Since Kathy’s Chinese language proficiency was
already at the advanced level, she was provided with additional materials and
homework different from those for other students in the advanced-level class.
She had a WeChat account and had used it sporadically with her Chinese lan-
guage partners before participating in this study abroad program.

Three qualitative data collection methods (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were
adopted in this study. First, all participants were asked to fill out a weekly survey
(see Appendix 1) to reflect on their weekly language learning experience. Since
the survey was primarily used for the larger research project, only the data about
each participant’s WeChat use in the weekly surveys were compiled for data
analysis in this study. Second, as a member of the WeChat group, the researcher
conducted participatory observations by collecting screenshots of all partici-
pants’ weekly WeChat activities such as the messages they shared in the WeChat
public group and their postings on their respective ‘moments’. In addition, par-
ticipants who revealed that they exchanged private texts on WeChat were asked
to submit screenshots of those additional texts as evidence of their WeChat com-
munication. Third, two semi-structured interviews (see Appendix 2) were con-
ducted with each participant: one in the middle of the study abroad program
and one at the end of the study abroad program. Each interview was approxi-
mately half an hour long and conducted mostly in the lobby of the hotel where
the participants stayed at a time convenient to each of them. Questions in the
interview were designed to help the participants recollect what they’d gained
through WeChat communication with native speakers of Chinese and how they
perceived their WeChat interactions in terms of their language learning. All
interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed.
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Data analysis

Following a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), two phases of
data analysis were undertaken in this study. The first phase of data analysis was
a theoretically informed and deductive process that aimed to identify examples
(e.g. language use patterns from screenshots of their WeChat communication)
of and references (e.g. how they feel about language learning through WeChat
communication from weekly surveys and interview transcripts) to affordances
for language learning in the data collected from both participants. As the focal
analytical construct adopted in this study, affordances are defined as any discur-
sive moves in WeChat communication that facilitate the participants’ develop-
ment as Mandarin Chinese users. After the examples and references were
identified based on the definition, the researcher then categorized and coded
them with distinct themes. Then a second coder was instructed how to identify
the categories with a sample of the data. The second coder went through and
coded all the WeChat communication data and interview transcripts based on
the categories identified by the researcher. Upon comparing both coders’ results,
the interrater reliability was kappa = 0.893 (p < .001). The two coders also dis-
cussed the discrepancies and resolved the disagreements. As a result of the cod-
ing, four affordances were identified. The second phase of the data analysis
focused on uncovering how these affordances manifested themselves in each
participant’s WeChat communication throughout the study abroad program.
The unique opportunities and challenges they each faced on WeChat were con-
textualized according to their WeChat communication behaviors and self-reflec-
tions to illustrate in detail how James and Kathy handled each of the
affordances. To assist data analysis in this phase, the messages James and Kathy
respectively contributed in the group chat each week throughout the program
were tallied.

Findings
Affordance 1: a casual space with easy access to native speakers of Chinese

Since he created a WeChat account, James became an avid user of WeChat.
Throughout the program, he found WeChat an extremely convenient and fun
tool to stay in touch with the new Chinese friends he made in Shanghai. In the
first interview, he shared his enthusiasm for using WeChat: ‘T add new girls and
other people since I came to China. I am constantly chatting non-stop Chinese.
Using those memes and stickers are making things even more fun!” (interview
with James on 7/6/2015). In the second interview, he was even more enthusias-
tic: ‘Everyone is using WeChat here. It is easier than asking ‘Hi, can I have your
phone number?’ I always chat with random people. Sometimes I don’t under-
stand everything they say, but I can guess’ (interview with James on 8/4/2015).
As shown in Table 1, James contributed to the group chat every week
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Table 1. WeChat turns contributed by James and Kathy.

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7
James 1 4 4 3 3 4 16
Kathy 0 2 3 12 0 2 7

throughout the program. And he contributed at least one turn whenever a new
topic started in the group. Although he was technically a beginning-level Chi-
nese language learner, he managed to contribute either a Chinese sentence or a
funny sticker to spice up the conversations in the group. Figure 2 illustrates his
engagement in one conversation with the group.

In this WeChat conversation, another American student in the study abroad
program started to tease their Chinese language partners by joking that “VRA/ T
PSR (you are all nerds). Then the Chinese counterparts defended themselves
by posting either a Chinese meme or a message ‘5 & -1 /2 2% 5B ?’(nerds or
academic lords - Internet slang for ‘star students’). The American student fol-
lowed up with “Fo R TP 2510 (nerd because he reads). James followed
with three messages in a row. The first one was a video clip showing their Amer-
ican peers were playing poker in their dorm. The second one was a Chinese sen-
tence ‘FRAT1 2 54 75” (we go to the gym). The third one was a Chinese meme
in which President Xi was showing off his chest muscles by tearing off his shirt.
James apparently attempted to contribute to the conversation by illustrating
that they (the American students) were not nerds because they played poker
and worked out instead of locking themselves indoors to read books. The lan-
guage bantering with their Chinese peers and the use of memes, video clip and
stickers all made the conversation engaging and fun.

2015 «(21) 2
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Figure 2. Screenshot of group chat 1.
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As shown in Table 1, in contrast to James, Kathy was not so active in the
group chat. In some weeks (e.g. Week 1, Week 5), she did not contribute
any message to the group chat. Although she contributed 12 turns in Week
4, 8 out of 12 were photos she took for the group during a group outing.
According to the WeChat communication data, Kathy used WeChat pri-
marily to discuss with her Chinese language partner their daily meeting
time and location. She explained in the second interview, ‘T have more com-
plex conversations in person than on WeChat’ (interview with Kathy on 8/
4/2015). However, similar to James, she recognized the casual nature and
convenience of WeChat communication. In the second interview, she also
shared, “‘WeChat is a big help to maintain connection with new friends.
And yeah, it is fun to text friends there, with all the stickers and memes. I
don’t text much but I enjoy reading those messages in our group chat’.
(interview with Kathy on 8/4/2015)

The data show that James and Kathy took advantage of the affordance of
casual conversation styles on WeChat to different degrees. James, a beginning-
level Chinese language learner, became highly motivated to engage in the low-
stress WeChat conversations which enabled him to practice using Chinese
phrases and sentences he learned earlier. By contrast, although enjoying the fun
communication styles, Kathy preferred more face-to-face conversations. But
both of them recognized the convenience of using WeChat to build and main-
tain connection with native speakers of Chinese.

Affordance 2: authentic meaning-focused communication with native
speakers of Chinese

Primarily used as a messaging tool, WeChat communication is dominated with
authentic information sharing, which both James and Kathy took advantage of.
James gushed about the authentic and diverse topics he could share with native
speakers of Chinese on WeChat in the first interview:

It seems more real per se to use it to talk to other people other than teachers and stu-
dents. Obviously there are some words and phrases that I don’t know, but it is defi-
nitely interesting to talk about a lot of different interesting topics that are not included
in the textbook conversations. It is cool to see what other people do. (interview with
James on 7/6/2015)

In the second interview, he praised the organic conversations he was having
with Chinese friends on WeChat:

The materials we cover in textbooks are just based on our learning in classroom. It is
homework. It is not interesting. It’s not much fun to type. But if I chat with a girl and
say ‘hi, this weekend I'll go to somewhere...” so that’s more fun. It’s practice for sure to
form a sentence, to type. It’s not homework anymore. (interview with James on 8/4/
2015)
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This further illustrated James’ engagement in WeChat communication. He
not only joined the group chat, but actively sought help from the group. As
shown in the conversation captured in Figure 3, one day James accompanied his
American roommate to a Chinese police station to get back his scooter that was
towed away by the local police earlier in the morning. With limited Chinese in
such contexts, James sought help from the WeChat group. In this conversation,
James first posted a photo of the notice he got from the police and asked Chinese
friends in the group to translate. After following the instructions in the notice
and getting to the police station, he asked the group to translate a new notice
given to him by the police. Eventually he handled the interaction smoothly.
Throughout the conversation, James used English, photos, pinyin, and Chinese
sentences/phrases he knew to carry out the conversation. Although the majority
of his utterances were in English due to his beginning-level Chinese language
proficiency, he managed to use Chinese phrases and expressions he knew such
as ‘xiexie’ (thanks), ‘motor 4= (motorcycle), ‘B IR 1" (thank you all) when-
ever he could. When the Chinese friends praised his competence of handling the
task, he responded with a full Chinese sentence ‘T /&% 174, tH oS (1
am a Boyscout. There is no impossible mission in the world). He even quoted a
Chinese proverb “t_FJCHES (There is no impossible mission in the world)
which was a highly appropriate expression for the occasion.

WeChat communication shows Kathy used WeChat to maintain authentic
meaning-focused communication with her Chinese friends as well. In the weekly
survey reflections, she consistently reflected that T use WeChat to talk to my
Chinese language partner to decide where and when to meet every day.” Figure 4
shows a conversation she had with her Chinese language partner. While they
were planning their daily meeting, Kathy told her language partner that her
stomach hurt. So her language partner offered to help. Eventually they decided
to meet on the 12th floor at 2 pm that day. It is notable that Kathy consistently
used Chinese language even when her language partner started the conversation
in English to offer some help and ask about her symptoms. Although some of
Kathy’s sentences were grammatically awkward, her language partner did not
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Figure 4. Screenshot of Kathy's private chat 1.

correct her. For instance, she said ‘B3P A EF AR feel lunch was
uncomfortable to me) which is understandable but sounds very odd to native
speakers of Chinese. Her language partner carried on the conversation without
pointing out the mistake.

Affordance 2 seemed to work for both James and Kathy despite their language
proficiency difference. Both of them reported they constantly chatted with Chi-
nese friends on WeChat. Kathy was able to express herself rather easily in Chi-
nese. Not deterred by his limited Chinese skills, James was excited by the diverse,
interesting, and non-textbook conversations he could have with new Chinese
friends on WeChat. He used English, photos, and pinyin along with Chinese
expressions he knew to engage in various conversations. It was clear to everyone
that conversations on WeChat were meant to share information and build con-
nections rather than correcting anyone’s language errors, which rendered WeChat
communication an integral part of James and Kathy’s daily lives in China.

Affordance 3: linguistic resources and multiliteracies

Although WeChat communication is meaning-focused, both James and Kathy
reflected that they also benefited from valuable although different linguistic
resources on WeChat due to their disparate Chinese language proficiency.
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As a beginning-level Chinese language learner, James was surprised to find
out he enjoyed typing Chinese very much as reflected in his first interview ‘I can-
not believe how well I can type Chinese, I am able to write sentences in Chinese
and fast... I have to ask people to translate some colloquial expressions though’
(interview with James on 7/6/2015). After one more month of study in Shanghai,
James reflected in the second interview that his vocabulary was expanded
because of the WeChat chat he had T've learned different vocabulary and sen-
tence structures... It’s casual, it’s more colloquial, help me to use Chinese. I am
able to learn and use different types of words...” (interview with James on 8/4/
2015). This is illustrated in a WeChat conversation (see Figure 5) James had
with his Chinese language partner in which James asked his Chinese language
partner ‘Can you translate ‘suck it up bitches’? Therefore, WeChat provided
opportunities for James to not only practice writing Chinese, but also acquire
new and colloquial vocabulary.

As stated earlier, Kathy did not participate in text-based WeChat conversa-
tions as extensively as James did. WeChat communication data show that she
didn’t take advantage of the opportunity to conduct voice chat either. However,

S RfEEE 12:56 B 100% W

B §

E_vl Can you translate "Suck it up
bitches"

ﬁ_l Im getting a tattoo tonight

o
oh this sentence is so dirty:+** .
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Figure 5. Screenshot of James’s private chat.
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Figure 6. Screenshot of Kathy's private chat 2.

she reflected in weekly surveys and interviews that the most exciting linguistic
gains for her were Chinese slang terms, ‘T learn Chinese urban slang by reading
Chinese friends’ ‘Moments’. For example, if I see something I don’t understand,
I use translation. I sometimes ask my language partner to explain to me when I
see her.” (Week 6 Survey Reflection)

In addition to exposure to new vocabulary, James and Kathy also demon-
strated prolific multiliteracy skills in WeChat communication. As shown in Fig-
ures 2 and 3, James continuously deployed video clips, memes, stickers, photos,
English, Chinese and sometimes pinyin to help him communicate with other
WeChat users. Kathy showed similar skills, but she used stickers and memes
much less frequently. Figure 6 is a screenshot of two adjacent WeChat conversa-
tions Kathy had with her Chinese language partner. In both conversations, she
used WeChat stickers to show her emotions: the first was a sad rabbit following
her good-bye greeting ‘4f 1], B K I.” (Ok, see you tomorrow) to show how sad
she felt to say goodbye. In the second conversation, after her language partner
suggested ILAEFRILAEAMH, FR[PI2AL T HBE L FIHFRAREFH? (I am still
outside now. I will go directly to the hotel to look for you after I get back to cam-
pus, Okay?), Kathy responded with ‘4[]’ (Okay) followed with a cute smiling
octopus to show her happiness to see her partner soon.

Although WeChat provided both James and Kathy opportunities for language
learning, the linguistic affordances for them were different due to their linguistic
disparity. Still a beginning-level Chinese language learner, James mainly benefit-
ted from the numerous opportunities to practice typing Chinese and to get
instant help with new and colloquial expressions he needed in WeChat conver-
sations. On the other hand, Kathy who was already a fluent Chinese language
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speaker focused on Chinese urban slang which she would not have learned in
textbooks. While both of them enjoyed the multiliteracies in WeChat communi-
cation, James took particular advantage of the multimodal resources afforded on
WeChat such as video clips, memes, stickers, photos, even English and pinyin to
complement his limited Chinese skills when maintaining communication with
native speakers of Chinese.

Affordance 4: space for new identity creation

WeChat also affords a space for James to develop and show a new identity as
a competent Chinese language user despite his actual proficiency. In the first
interview, James gushed, ‘T add new girls and people since I came to China. I
cannot believe how well I am able to write sentences in China. I can type
Chinese, and fast! I am constantly chatting nonstop Chinese’ (interview with
James on 7/4/2015). He was apparently surprised by this newly discovered
Chinese typing skill. His newly discovered confidence might explain his
ardent participation in the group chat. During one field trip to Shanghai’s
Oriental TV station, he was the only student who took liberty to record a
video clip of himself speaking Chinese as a Chinese anchorman in the even-
ing news studio (see Figure 7). He posted the video clip in the group chat
and followed with a text ‘FRJZHT N, (ML Eo—7 i I WA &
fJ7 H’(I am the anchorman. Please watch my show at 6-7 pm). As a begin-
ning-level Chinese language learner, James’ confidence in sharing his Chinese
news broadcast recording and script with the group full of native speakers of
Chinese shows his willingness to flaunt his new identity as a competent Chi-
nese language user. He remained highly motivated to learn new vocabulary
from his Chinese interlocutors. In the second interview, he explicated his real
motive of learning and typing Chinese on WeChat, T am able to learn and
use different types of words. I have to use all these words to help me have
conversations to impress my new Chinese friends’ (interview with James on
8/4/2015). This shows that James was able to resort to those multimodal
semiotic resources and linguistic resources afforded on WeChat and forged a
new identity as a fluent Chinese language user who can impress native speak-
ers of Chinese. This new identity usually takes years to develop in face-to-
face communication, especially in Mandarin Chinese, a category IV language
for native English speakers (DLI, 2011). However, WeChat enabled James to
forge it and maintain smooth online communication with his Chinese friends
after merely one month in Shanghai.

Kathy took a different approach to using WeChat. Compared to James, she
was much less active on WeChat, especially in group chat. She used WeChat to
maintain communication with her Chinese friends, e.g. to arrange meeting time
and location. However, her communication with her Chinese language partner
on WeChat spiked upon her departure from Shanghai. For instance, Kathy
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Figure 7. Screenshot of group chat 3.

knew from an earlier WeChat conversation that her language partner would
start the autumn semester on September 8. As shown in Figure 8, on September
7 when she was already back in the US, she sent a very thoughtful new-semester
greeting message ‘XX{R4f, 1 TWIFRAEARAIE — R EUR, JARLFis. Fnt
PR B W] SO EL, PR3 BAT I 827 2 B o (hello, tomorrow is your first day
of class. I wish you good luck. I think you are smart and diligent. You will have
no problem getting good grades.) This illustrates that Kathy as an advanced-
level Chinese language learner was already a competent Chinese language user
who knows how to express herself and when to send culturally appropriate
greeting messages. It corroborates Kathy’s reflection that “When talking to my
language partner and friends, I have more complex conservations in person. I
feel quite comfortable speaking Chinese around Chinese people’ (interview with
Kathy on 8/4/2015). In other words, while using WeChat to maintain basic daily
communication with her Chinese friends, she didn’t feel the need to show her
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Figure 8. Screenshot of Kathy's private chat 3.

Chinese language competence on WeChat until WeChat became the only com-
munication tool she could use with her friends.

In all, it seems WeChat afforded James an opportunity to quickly forge and
enjoy a new identity as a competent Chinese language user rather than merely a
beginning-level learner. However, Kathy as an advanced-level Chinese language
learner preferred to build and show her identity as a competent Chinese lan-
guage user in face-to-face communication.

Discussion

As opposed to the SNSs reported in previous studies, WeChat is primarily a
messaging tool that supports somewhat different communication norms. This,
compounded with the participants’ Chinese language proficiency and personal
preference in online communication, explains the distinct affordances WeChat
provided to James and Kathy during their seven-week study abroad trip. First,
WeChat did provide both participants certain affordances that are similar to
those in previous studies. Like MMOGs and Facebook-based learning
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communities (e.g. McBride, 2009; Mills, 2011; Rama et al, 2012), WeChat
afforded a fun and causal space for both James and Kathy to have instant and
direct communication with native speakers of Chinese. This in particular excited
James who was bored with classroom-based, homework-laden learning. Drawn
by these communication features, James became a rather ardent contributor in
the group chat. Like any SNSs, the conversations carried out in WeChat were
naturally meaning-focused rather than form-focused. In other words, no one
was monitoring and grading the quality of language use. Despite his limited Chi-
nese language proficiency, James was highly motivated to build connections with
and seek help with real-life problems from Chinese friends on WeChat. Kathy,
possessing much higher language proficiency, took advantage of WeChat’s con-
venience to complete various real-life tasks such as scheduling daily meetings
with her language partner. These affordances could help James and Kathy
develop further communicative competence needed in real-life conservations as
confident users of Mandarin Chinese (Rama et al., 2012).

Stemming from the casual and meaning-focused communication afforded in
WeChat communication, WeChat also afforded James and Kathy linguistic resour-
ces and opportunities for multiliteracy development. However, James and Kathy
reported different benefits of accessing WeChat’s linguistic resources. James with
only beginning-level proficiency benefited greatly from ample typing practices and
new vocabulary he was exposed to when chatting with Chinese friends. This finding
corroborates those in previous studies that SNS-based communication helped
learners develop communicative competence (e.g. Blattner & Fiori, 2009, 2011;
Chen, 2013; McBride, 2009; Mills, 2011; Rama et al., 2012). By contrast, Kathy
reported that she learned a great number of slang terms by reading her Chinese
friends’ WeChat posts particularly in ‘Moments.” This finding contradicts those in
Diao’s study (2014) in which the researcher discovered the two participants had lit-
tle engagement with Weibo and thus developed limited Internet linguistic aware-
ness. This contradiction may be explained by two reasons. First, thanks to its instant
messaging service, WeChat is a much more popular SNS than Weibo. The fact that
all Kathy’s professors and peers, including her Chinese partner and American peers
were on WeChat made WeChat communication even more relevant and engaging.
Second, Kathy was already fluent in daily Chinese communication. As part of the
naturalistic language learning process, she began to pay attention to those areas she
still felt deficient in, Chinese urban slang. Various posts shared in her Chinese peers’
‘Moments’ provided a rich repertoire of urban slang which are particularly popular
among Chinese college students.

The opportunity of multiliteracy development and usage was consistent with
those discovered in previous studies on SNSs (e.g. Blattner & Fiori, 2011; Chen,
2013; Klimanova & Dembovskaya, 2013; Schreiber, 2015). This was especially
important for James. The multimodal linguistic and semiotic resources available
in WeChat allowed him to participate as a full-fledged member in WeChat com-
munication despite his lower Chinese language proficiency.
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A few previous studies (e.g. Black, 2008, 2009; Chen, 2013; Klimanova & Dem-
bovskaya, 2013; McBride, 2009; Mills, 2011; Rinehardt & Zander, 2011; Schreiber,
2015) discover that participation in SNSs allows learners to develop multiple identi-
ties that were not previously accessible to them, e.g. users of L2. James’s experience
affirmed this affordance in WeChat communication. James did not realize he could
type Chinese fast until he started using WeChat to communicate with new Chinese
friends. He enjoyed chatting with new Chinese friends on WeChat and took every
opportunity to impress them with his Chinese. This is extremely rare in face-to-face
communication for a beginning-level Chinese language learner. In other words,
text-based WeChat communication afforded James an opportunity to be freed
from his identity as a beginning-level Chinese language learner and create a some-
what augmented identity as a fluent user of Chinese. Although this augmented iden-
tity is different from what Chen (2013) and Schreiber (2015) discovered among
advanced-level multilingual learners, it is still a positive transition for James who
was able to assume a new role as a more engaged user of Chinese. These findings
have significant pedagogical implications. As a ubiquitous communication tool in
Chinese-speaking communities, WeChat can be integrated in Chinese language
education in both domestic and study abroad contexts to connect language learners
at various levels of proficiency with native speakers of Chinese. For lower-level Chi-
nese language learners, they can be encouraged to take advantage of the multimodal
linguistic and semiotic resources available on WeChat, such as Chinese characters,
pinyin, memes, and emojis to communicate on fun topics with Chinese friends. The
focus should be on learners” engagement in various authentic text-based conversa-
tions, eventually developing their identity as fluent users of Chinese. Higher-level
learners can be encouraged to venture out of text-based conversations to conduct
audio or video-based chat on WeChat. They can also take advantage of the ample
linguistic resources available in their friends’ ‘Moments’ and articles circulated on
WeChat by different friends, further developing their verbal communication and
reading skills as well as identity as competent users of Chinese. WeChat communi-
cation should be more relevant in China-based study abroad programs since
WeChat has more deeply penetrated Chinese people’s social and professional lives.
As sojourners in China, study abroad students should take WeChat communication
as not only an effective linguistic development context but also a social necessity.

The study also contributes to the SLA literature on using affordance as a theo-
retical construct, given the paucity of research in this area. Most of the existing
studies (e.g. Darhower, 2008; Hoven & Palalas, 2011; Miller, 2005; Thoms, 2014;
Thoms & Poole, 2017) that adopt affordance as a theoretical construct focus on
affordances in either online or classroom-based formal L2 learning environ-
ment. This study investigated affordances in a SNS-based informal L2 learning
environment and revealed the learner-contingent nature of affordance in
authentic WeChat communication. Future studies can be conducted to further
explore the dynamic nature of affordances in SNSs and expand the use of afford-
ance as a theoretical construct in SLA.
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Conclusion

Adopting an ecological and sociocultural theoretical perspective, this study
investigated the affordances accessible to two American college-level Mandarin
Chinese learners in WeChat communication during a summer study abroad
program in Shanghai. The findings show that compared to other SNSs, WeChat
provided distinct affordances to the two Mandarin Chinese learners at different
proficiency levels. WeChat as a revolutionary SNS has tremendously changed
many aspects of social communication in mainland China and Chinese-speak-
ing communities around the world. Exploratory case studies such as this one
shed light on the advantages as well as complexity of WeChat-based communi-
cation for learners of Chinese as a second language. It is hoped that the findings
of this study can equip students, educators and administrators engaged in CSL
education with a better understanding of WeChat-based communication in
order to better take advantage of the affordances and design effective WeChat-
based Chinese language learning activities.

This study only focused on two participants’ WeChat communication during
a 7-week study abroad program. The number and language proficiency of par-
ticipants as well as the length of the participants’ sojourn in China could limit
the insights that can apply to a larger population. Since WeChat is becoming
ubiquitous in Chinese-speaking communities, more research studies should be
conducted to investigate with both qualitative and quantitative methodology the
process and outcomes of WeChat-based communication for learners of Manda-
rin Chinese at various proficiency levels. This study only focused on WeChat
use in a language-focused study abroad context. More research can also be con-
ducted to investigate the potential of integrating WeChat communication in a
foreign language context.
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Appendices
APPENDIX 1. 2015 study abroad weekly reflection

Your name: Week #:

Part I: Interaction with Chinese acquaintances:

1. How much time did you spend speaking Chinese with your Chinese pro-
tessor and TA during the non-class time?
[J <1 h per day (] 1-2 h per day
[] >2 h per day [ other, please specify:

2. Besides your Chinese professor, TA, and tutor, did you talk to other Chi-
nese acquaintance/friend(s)? If yes, who were they?

3. During your tutoring session, how much time did you speak Chinese with
your Chinese tutor?

] 75%-100% time [] 50%-75% time
[] 25%-50% time [ <25% time (rarely)

4. Where did you meet with your tutor this week? (check all that apply)

[] on campus [] off campus, please specify

5. What did you talk about when you met with your tutor this week? (check
all that apply)
[] homework [] non-homework topic(s) my tutor prepared
[] non-homework topics I am interested in

6. Please summarize what you learned in terms of Chinese language and cul-
ture from your conversations with your Chinese acquaintances outside of
classroom this week?

Part II: Interaction with Chinese strangers:

7. In this past one week, how much time outside of your classroom did you
spend interacting with native Chinese people you didn’t personally know
of?

[J <1 h per day (] 1-2 h per day
[] >2 h per day [J other, please specify:
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8. When you talked to a native Chinese stranger, how often did you use
Chinese this week?

[] whenever I spoke to a native speaker [] in most situations
[J only occasionally [J not at all

9. Who were the native speakers of Chinese you interacted with this week?
(check all that apply)
[] service people (e.g. street vendors, waitress)
[J Fudan students/faculty/staff
[] pedestrians on the streets
[ others, please specify

10. What did you learn in terms of Chinese language and culture from your
interactions with the native Chinese this week?

Part III: Social media use

11. How often did you use WeChat this past one week?

[] 1~2 times a week [ daily
] 3~5 times a day

12. What did you use WeChat for this past one week (check all that apply)?

[J exchange messages (text, audio, photos, video) with acquaintances in
China

[J post photos on your moments

[] read acquaintances’ moments

[ other, please specify:

13. How often do you type Chinese in WeChat?
[] never
[J whenever I feel in the mood or confident in expressing myself in Chinese
[J when I have extra help, i.e. my language partner, TA, or another Chinese
friend
] I type Chinese every time I post

14. How helpful do you think WeChat is for your Chinese language and cul-
ture learning?

1 (not at all) 2 3 4 5 (extremely helpful)
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Part IV: Summary

15. What was the most enjoyable experience outside of class you had this
week, including your WeChat communication? What was the most chal-
lenging experience outside of class you had this week, including your
WeChat communication?

APPENDIX 2. Semi-structured interview sample questions

1. How did you use WeChat to communicate with people since you came to
China? Who are your friends on WeChat?

2. How do you view the impact of your WeChat communication on your life
in China so far?

3. How do you view your WeChat communication in terms of helping your
Chinese language and culture learning?
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